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 Morning  
 
      
 
    Opening his eyes, Sean sighed and stretched as he stared up at the ceiling of Roxy's room. From the noise coming from the other side of the door, obviously, it was time to get out of bed and get up.  
 
    Looking at his watch, he almost groaned, seven AM. These people were evil. After being kept up so late, they should have the decency to let him sleep in. Grumbling he sat up on the bed and yawning he blinked. Sean was definitely not a morning person, and he was learning quickly that becoming a lion lycan hadn't changed that at all. In fact, he often suspected it had made things worse. 
 
    Looking around Roxy's room, it definitely had that unlived-in look, she hadn't been here in months after all. He looked around for his pants, debating which he wanted more, food or a shower?  
 
    The door opened, and Roxy came bouncing in, "Good! You're up!" She laughed. 
 
    Sean grumbled, Cheetahs were apparently genetically predisposed to being morning people. 
 
    Roxy gave him a hug and pulled him out of bed, "Come on, shower, then food. Mom and I have breakfast almost ready!" 
 
    Nodding, Sean yawned again and let her steer him down the hall to the upstairs bathroom of her parent's house, sans clothing. He honestly didn't care if anyone saw him naked anymore, and he recalled Roxy once telling him that lycans weren't offended by nudity, seeing as shifting tended to either destroy your clothing or make it fall off. 
 
    She pushed him into the shower, that was already running, and he quickly started to clean himself up as the water brought him back to life. Roxy quickly moving out of reach with a giggle as she noticed he'd started to eye her. 
 
    "We've got things to do, and the food's almost ready." 
 
    "Un-huh," Sean grumped, they'd gotten in just after eleven last night, then they'd spent the next several hours meeting the rest of Roxy's family, primarily her mother, but also two of Roxy's four brothers had been there as well. 
 
    "Where's the rest of you?" 
 
    "Downstairs, eating. We all knew if we didn't get out of bed before you woke up, we'd probably be there until noon!" Roxy snickered. 
 
    "And what's wrong with that? I'd have thought you'd want to spend some more time christening the room you grew up in?" Sean grinned back at her as he grabbed the shampoo; they'd definitely done some christening last night. 
 
    "We'll take care of that tonight!" Roxy smirked with a wink. "But today we have places to go and people to meet." 
 
    "You mean people to show me off to!" Sean chuckled as he washed his hair. 
 
    "That too! Now hurry up, I'll be down in the kitchen getting your food." 
 
    Sean's stomach growled at the mention of food. 
 
    "And put some pants on!" Roxy said leaving the bathroom. 
 
    Finishing up quickly in the shower, Sean went and got a clean pair of light colored loose pants that Roxy had gotten out of his suitcase and left on the bed, along with a loose fitting shirt. Summer was coming, and it was already starting to get hot in Las Vegas.  
 
    Checking his phone for any messages from Chad, Oak, or Claudia, Sean headed downstairs to the kitchen. Oak had sent him one to let him know that things were fine; Chad had sent him one about an hour ago, to let him know that they'd picked up a lycan who was on a connecting flight with a magic user on their way to Los Angeles. The lycan had elected to stay in Reno, once given the option, and the magic user had gotten a face full of pepper spray when they'd tried to contest that decision. 
 
    Sean hoped they had pictures; he would have loved to have seen the look on their face. The last week in Reno had been pure hell, as he'd had to work with the others to set up the teams that were now patrolling Reno, looking for those magic users who still had lycans or who were trying to smuggle them out of the city before they could be freed. As the de facto leader of the lycans in Reno now, he had to be seen at these meetings and at all of the training sessions. 
 
    Then every night he'd been working on enchanting items or working in his 'classroom' trying to come up with the design for his 'machine,' the device that would enchant collars and tags for him so they could start turning them out without his having to do it. 
 
    Chad had come up with the plan to help secure Reno, with a lot of input from Claudia and Bill Channing -- Roxy's father. Then all of the members of the lycan fellowship had contributed the resources and people to make it happen.  
 
    With that done, Sean had finally been free to head to Las Vegas to see about taking care of things down here, a task that he'd put off for as long as he could.  
 
    And of course, he also needed to spend a little time with his new in-laws. He'd already met Daelyn's family of course, as well as Roberta's mother, even if he hadn't known about their relationship at the time. Roxy, however, was probably the only one of his wives that had a 'traditional' style family, even if they were all werecheetahs. Jolene was all but disowned from hers, though he got the impression that her uncle was trying to patch things up between her and her mom. Cali's family had given her up years ago when it had been decided that she was to become an assassin, and Sean planned to kill Peg's father the instant he laid eyes on him, if that should ever come to pass again. 
 
    And to track his sorry ass down and kill him if it didn't. 
 
    Going down the stairs Sean had to shake his head, so many people in the magical community were really just complete pricks. At least that didn't seem to be the rule for most of the lycans he'd met so far. 
 
    Stepping into the kitchen, it was huge with a large table in the middle. All of his girls were in the kitchen, Roxy and Daelyn helping Roxy's mom, who looked like an older version of her daughter and was already dressed in a rather sharp business suit for work, being the head of the Las Vegas medical examiner's office. 
 
    Cali, Peg, Roberta, and Jolene were sitting at the table with Bill, Roxy's dad, who was also dressed for work in his sheriff's uniform and drinking coffee. 
 
    "Morning," Bill said, nodding towards Sean. 
 
    "It's too early to be morning," Sean sighed and took the seat that Roxy was putting a large plate of food in front of. 
 
    "It's ten after seven," Bill said with a grin. 
 
    "Lions," Sean sighed, "are not morning people. I think mine is still sound asleep." 
 
    "Lazy lion," Daelyn laughed. 
 
    "In my defense," Sean said picking up his fork and pointing at her, "you get to take turns, where I have to be awake for each of you!" 
 
    Daelyn, Roberta, and Peggy all turned a bright red, while Jolene and Roxy laughed, along with Roxy's mother, Gloria as Bill choked on his coffee. Cali just smiled and nodded, bouncing happily in her seat. 
 
    "Stop over-sharing while I'm drinking!" Bill said as he set his mug down. 
 
    Sean just started in on his breakfast with a will. He'd definitely worked up an appetite. 
 
    "So," Roxy spoke up, "we have a nine o'clock with Ted, the head of the leopard clan in the area. He's got a number of things he wants to go over with you, as well as a list of the trouble spots." 
 
    "Why Ted?" Sean asked pausing a moment after swallowing. 
 
    "Ted's been spending years finding the trouble spots and having his people keep an eye on things for me, and now for you, in Vegas," Bill said. 
 
    "But why him?" 
 
    "Because leopards are sneaky. As well as tough," Bill said setting down his coffee cup and checking his watch. "We need to go, Gloria, or we're going to be late." 
 
    Gloria nodded, "Let me get my briefcase, I'll meet you out by the car." Gloria then gave her daughter a hug and went around the table giving each of the girls one, ending up with Sean. 
 
    "I'd ask you all to stay out of trouble, but with Roxy around, that's a lost cause!" Gloria grinned and headed out of the kitchen. 
 
    "What else do you have for me?" Sean asked as he went back to eating. 
 
    "Travis called, he and his team are split between two RV parks to either side of town, so if we need any help, he's got people ready to respond." 
 
    Sean nodded and swallowed. He wasn't really thrilled with the idea of having to bring along the former Vestibulum hit team that he'd converted over to his side, but Chad and Maitland had both counseled him that sooner or later he was going to need a personal security team, and he might as well start getting used to it sooner, rather than wishing for it later. So, as Travis and his team had been extensively trained by the Vestibulum to work in a public setting, and actually had been to Vegas before, they got picked. 
 
    "Did you see Chad's message?" Roxy asked, and he nodded. 
 
    "Then that's pretty much everything for now. So finish your breakfast, get dressed, and we can head off to Ted's." 
 
    "What are the gangs here like?" Peg asked. 
 
    That was another thing Sean was worried about. Since the government had pushed the mob out decades ago, there were now several small-time gangs that had grown up around the area, or which were always trying to creep back in. Several of them were magical gangs, but their intentions were primarily criminal, so he wasn't sure that they'd be as big of a problem as the councils were. 
 
    "Ted and my dad are going to go over that with us. They're more of a problem for my dad though, as he's the sheriff." 
 
    "Actually, I was thinking more along the lines of could we get them to help us?" Peg asked with a grin. 
 
    "You would," Daelyn sighed. 
 
    Leaning back in his chair and stretching, Sean shrugged, "We'll see. As long as they're not enslaving any of our people, I'm not all that interested in dealing with them. I think we already have enough problems without attracting any more attention by getting involved with any criminal gangs." 
 
    "Just a thought," Peg shrugged. 
 
    "Well, I need to get my shoes, then we can go visit Ted." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Showbiz Kids 
 
      
 
    Going outside, they all piled into the van. Daelyn was driving, as usual, and Roxy was sitting up front with her, being as this was her hometown and she knew how to get around. 
 
    Also, she still appreciated, if not downright enjoyed, Daelyn's often insane driving more than any of the rest of them did. 
 
    "I need to stop for gas," Daelyn said as she pulled out of the driveway. 
 
    "Sure, there's a good spot on the way," Roxy said and started giving directions. 
 
    Sean just leaned back in the seat and closed his eyes as he once again wondered just what he'd gotten himself into. He'd been to Las Vegas exactly once before in his life, and now he was going to be making plans that affected the lives of everyone in the area. Well, not the lives of the mundanes, but definitely all of the lycans and the magic users. 
 
    In Reno he'd really had no choice, it was do or die after all, and on top of that, Reno was his hometown. It was where he lived, where he grew up. It was really all he knew, and he knew it well. He'd worked at damn near every casino or restaurant in town at one point or another, he knew the town the same way you knew your house. It was home and he was comfortable there. It would have been nice just to stay there, and let someone else sort out Las Vegas, but they had helped him, and he needed to return the favor.  
 
    Plus they really were counting on him. He was the 'leader' of the 'movement' though at times he still wasn't sure exactly just what this 'movement' was. Yeah, the lycans, who had become his people, they needed to be free.  
 
    It's one thing to talk about these lofty ideals and to fight for them on your home turf. However, it's an altogether different thing when you're three hundred miles from home doing it for people you barely know, in a place you've only seen once before and even then only briefly. 
 
    Sean had to admit he wasn't very comfortable with the role everyone seemed to have placed him in. This wasn't his home, this wasn't his city, and these people weren't his friends or his neighbors. But the lycans were his people. The First had made that clear to him more than once in the last week. Sean was a lion, and that meant he had responsibilities, and that responsibility was to do the tasks that had been put before him. 
 
    'But I never asked for this!' he'd told the First eventually. 
 
    'Neither did I,' the first had told him, 'none of us did. Yet here we are. As the saying goes, if not now, when? If not you, who?' 
 
    Sean had sighed and finally had to agree. But he still didn't like it. 
 
      
 
    When they stopped for gas, Roxy got out to pump it while Cali jumped out and ran inside to pay and grab a couple of sodas. Getting out to stretch a bit, Sean heard a couple of guys start making catcalls and comments at Cali as she walked into the small shop to pay, her skintight outfit, along with the exoticness of her dark skin and red hair having attracted their attention no doubt. 
 
    Moving around to the back of the van, Sean could see that there was a car of three young men, with a fourth pumping gas. So leaning against the back of the van he decided to watch as Cali came out a minute later, with a six-pack of sodas. 
 
    Two of the guys in the car immediately started calling out to Cali to 'come over and say hello' followed by slightly ruder comments about showing her the town as she continued to just smile and ignore their mostly harmless juvenile comments. Sean figured they were maybe eighteen or nineteen, and from the California plates on the car, obviously here for summer vacation. The car they were in was rather nice, obviously they came from wealthy families, though apparently no one had ever taught them manners from the way they were behaving. 
 
    "What? You think you're too good for us?" one of the guys called out. "Maybe you should come with us and see what it's like to be with a real man!" 
 
    "I have a man, I'm not interested in boys," Cali laughed and blew a kiss to the kid. "Besides, what would you do with a woman? I'm not into children's games!" 
 
    Sean's eyes got wide then as the kid cast a spell, while one of the other two in the car snickered. It looked like a sleep spell of some kind, and of course with her amulet the spell had no effect. Cali didn't seem to notice it and just kept walking towards the van. But the kid in the back swore, and his friend who had only been snickering before now suddenly looked surprised. 
 
    "Hey! Get back here! I'm talking to you, you whore!" The kid yelled and opening the door he got out of the car. 
 
    "Blake! Get back in the car!" The kid pumping gas said, "What the hell are you doing?" 
 
    "She diss'ed me!" Blake growled. 
 
    "Oh! Does the little boy want to be taught a lesson?" Cali teased, stopping to turn and look at the kid while batting her eyes at him.  
 
    "Ha! A little thing like you?" 
 
    Sean didn't miss that Cali's right hand had slipped up under her vest behind her back. It was time to stop this before the kid ended up dead, so he stepped out from behind the van and into view. The kid was bigger than Cali and probably figured he could just use his size and strength to get what he wanted since magic hadn't worked. However, Cali was a trained killer, not that the idiot knew that. The kid was obviously a magic user, so too, Sean guessed, were his friends. 
 
    "Blake there are camera's here!" the kid pumping gas hissed as the looked around and then started to put the pump away and recap his gas tank. 
 
    "No little bitch is going to mouth off to me like that!" Blake hissed back. 
 
    Cali started to open her mouth, but Sean put his hand on her shoulder. 
 
    "What did you just call my wife, son?" Sean growled while calling up his defense and offense frameworks. 
 
    "Oh, shit!" Sean heard the other three all mutter at the same time, the two still in the car quickly getting out of it. 
 
    "Who are you calling 'son'? You better watch your ass when talking to your betters!" Blake said turning to face Sean, "If I want that whore, I'll take her, and you'll like it, or you'll be dead!" 
 
    Sean watched as the kid threw a spell at him, it wasn't one he'd seen before; it looked like some sort of mental domination spell. He'd learned a little about those, from Jolene mostly. They worked fine on mundanes, but anyone with the slightest bit of magic in their makeup easily shrugged them off, which was why he'd never seen one before. They didn't work at all on lycans or magic users. 
 
    "I was going to just let you apologize," Sean growled and hit the kid with a greater paralyzation spell. The kid didn't have any defenses up, so it just rooted him to the spot. "But I guess maybe now I'll just have to rip your head off for being a complete and utter prick." 
 
    Sean smiled slowly at the kid, who suddenly found he couldn't move a muscle and was having to labor just to breathe. 
 
    "What's that? I can't hear you?" 
 
    Sean looked up at the other three one of whom had just hit him with a sleep spell. 
 
    "Unless all of you want to end up dead, you'll stop that casting right now. Understand?"  
 
    They all put their hands up rather suddenly. 
 
    "Come on, Hon," Roxy called from over where she was pumping gas, and then lowering her voice she added, "there are cameras here. Leave it!" 
 
    Sean growled again, but let Cali, who had withdrawn an empty hand from under her vest start pulling him away. 
 
    "I suggest you take care of your friend and get him out of here before I change my mind. Maybe he'll learn his lesson, if he doesn't suffocate first." 
 
    "What?" the kid who had been pumping gas asked. 
 
    "He can barely breathe; I locked up almost every muscle but his heart. Now grab him and leave." 
 
    Sean turned his back on them and walked back to the van, as the other three kids scrambled over and picking up their paralyzed friend they dragged him over to the car and threw him in the backseat, driving off almost immediately. Looking around the gas station, there was only one other customer there, on the far end of the station, who was studiously not paying any attention to any of what had just happened. 
 
    "What did you do to him?" Daelyn asked in a low voice as they got back in the van. Roxy was finishing up, and Peg was doing something magical in the back of the van. 
 
    "I paralyzed all of his muscles, the ones you have conscious control over." 
 
    "I thought breathing was unconscious?" 
 
    "And all of his surface muscles," Sean growled. "It probably won't kill him, but he's going to be very unhappy for the next several hours." He looked at Peg then, "What are you up to?" 
 
    "Dealing with the cameras," Peg grinned. 
 
    "You can do that?" 
 
    "Not exactly, but let's just say they stopped recording anything the moment that kid got out of the car." 
 
    "You're going to have to show me how you do that one of these days," Sean grinned back at her. 
 
    "Growing up in Reno, it was almost a necessity. I'm just surprised these kids didn't know it." 
 
    "I thought there weren't any magic users in Las Vegas?" Cali asked while sitting down on Sean's lap as he put his arms around her and started to nibble on her ears, making her squirm. 
 
    "There are some, but those were tourists," Roxy sighed. "Between LA's gang-bangers and their magic users, I don't know what's worse." 
 
    "Well, it's over now, let's go see what Ted has to tell us," Daelyn said and started up the van. 
 
      
 
    Sean looked around as the got out of the van at Ted's office with a panting Cali still clinging to him.  
 
    "Where are we?" He asked. 
 
    "North Vegas. Ted's got a warehouse and his offices up here." 
 
    "What's he do for a living?" Peggy asked, eyeing the building, there was a huge 'A-One Cleaning Services' sign on the side. 
 
    "He runs a cleaning service, licensed and bonded, that specializes in casinos and showrooms. He also has a second business, supplying dancers, acrobats, jugglers, and clowns to both private and public events. Quite a few of the street performers you see on the strip actually work for him." 
 
    "In short, he has spies everywhere, right?" Sean said as he started thinking that maybe he should open up a similar business in Reno. He had enough people who needed jobs now, and this would help. 
 
    "Exactly," Roxy nodded as they walked over to the front door. "He charges the lowest prices in town, on everything, yet provides the highest quality of service." 
 
    "I take it he doesn't make a lot of money then?" Daelyn asked. 
 
    "He also owns a large share in a small casino on the edge of town, which pays for everything. He's not doing this to get rich; his mom was a slave with a group of Chinese acrobats who came through here forty years ago. This is more of a personal quest for him." 
 
    Everyone nodded then as Sean opened the door, waved the girls in first, and then followed them inside. 
 
    The room they entered was just a fairly plain lobby, with a few chairs, and a window in one of the walls with a woman sitting behind it. There was also a door leading from the lobby to the back. 
 
    "Morning Roxy," the woman said and the door buzzed as it unlocked. "Ted's waiting for you in his office." 
 
    "Thanks, Jill." 
 
    "Been here before?" 
 
    "Everyone," Roxy sighed, "and I do mean everyone, is required to work here weekends, after school, and on your summers off, until you turn eighteen. It's part of the agreements with all of the other lycan clans and groups in the area for mutual support. My brother Pat still works for him." 
 
    "What's he do?"  
 
    "He's a dancer, quite in demand too." 
 
    "Oh? Why's that?" 
 
    "Showgirls may be light, but their costumes with those huge headdresses often weigh almost as much as they do. Male dancers who can do a lift of one above their heads, and then balance her on one hand while dancing are pretty heavily in demand." 
 
    "Huh, I had no idea," Daelyn replied. 
 
    "Most folks don't. The trick is making it look easy. Cats and horses make up a lot of the dancers on the strip." 
 
    "What's that?" Peg asked. 
 
    "Because we're the most graceful, of course," Ted said coming around his desk as they walked into this office. 
 
    "Does that include lions?" Peggy teased. 
 
    "Wouldn't know, never had one to find out," Ted said shaking hands with each of them. "Great to see you here at last, Sean. Nice to see you again, Roxy, Jolene, Daelyn, Cali ...." 
 
    Ted gave Sean a questioning look, and so Sean introduced him to Peg and Roberta. 
 
    "Well, take a seat and I'll fill you in on everything," Ted told them as he walked over to a large map of the local area on the wall with a number of different color pins stuck in it. 
 
    "Each of the white, blue, and green pins shows a contract we have and the color indicates what we're dealing with there. The yellow ones show places we're interested in, but don't have a lot of information. The red ones are our trouble spots." 
 
    Sean noticed that there were quite a few yellow and red pins on the map, though they were outnumbered by the others heavily. Over the next half hour, Ted told them about all of it. The red pins were places or people that they'd had run-ins with in the past, or places where they knew for certain there were lycans being kept, probably against their wills.  
 
    "Now that we have the ability to remove silver pellets without having to rely on more dangerous, difficult, and drastic measures in a race against the clock. We've started dealing with some of those places." 
 
    "So what do you need from me?" Sean asked. 
 
    "Three things, the first of course are more of those tags and necklaces, the second is some magic items to protect us from being overwhelmed magically, and the third and most important is leadership." 
 
    "No money?" Sean asked, surprised. 
 
    "This is Vegas," Ted smiled, "money comes to us from all over the world. But unfortunately," Ted frowned then, "so do a lot of magic users with their retinues. The airport," Ted motioned to one of his yellow pins, that also had a fair number of blue pins in it as well, "is where most of them come in. We have the janitorial contract for it, and security is provided by one of Bill's divisions. So we see them coming in. The problem, however, is that these groups often have more magic users than we can reasonably deal with. They have the spells to magically deal with us and mentally dominate any humans that might be on our side, and we have too few items to protect our people from that." 
 
    Sean nodded and made a note of that. He'd need to start cranking out those amulets of his in higher numbers as well. 
 
    "Our next biggest problem comes from Los Angeles," Ted continued. "There is a fair deal of magic users there because it's where the Council of Gradatim is headquartered and it's not uncommon for groups of them to come here when they're on vacation. Unfortunately, they sometimes cause problems because they believe that they're entitled to whatever they want, being as they're better than the rest of us. 
 
    "In fact, it's almost a rite of passage for their young men to come here as soon as they graduate from school, to get drunk, party, and stir up whatever trouble they can get in." 
 
    "Yeah, I think we already ran into a few of those," Sean sighed. 
 
    "Oh?" 
 
    "At the gas station," Roxy filled in. "A couple of teenaged kids, probably fresh out of high school. Sean shut them down pretty hard. They didn't realize that we were lycans, but they know for damn sure now that Sean's a powerful mage." 
 
    "Ah," Ted nodded. "As I said, that's one of our bigger problems, though it's probably worse for the mundanes than it is for us." 
 
    "How so?" Sean asked. 
 
    "We at least have some magical resistance, most mundanes, however, don't." 
 
    "Oh," Sean shook his head and sighed.  
 
    "Does that happen often?" Roberta asked. 
 
    "Often enough, but usually they let whoever they're playing with go before they leave town, confused and not sure what happened to them. Honestly, if you want to know more about it, ask Bill. I have my hands full just taking care of our own people," Ted told her. "This brings me back to our most important problem, leadership." 
 
    Ted pointed at Sean, "That's one of the things we need the most here, leadership, your leadership." 
 
    Sean blinked, "My leadership? Why me? You've been doing this way longer than I have and it looks like you've already got everything under control." 
 
    "Because I'm not winning the war, Sean. I'm barely holding on, half the time I'm fighting a losing battle. Things are a little better here now than twenty years ago, but that's all they are! We haven't made any progress in over a decade!  
 
    "But you, you won in Reno! You've made it safer than any city has ever been for us lycans. You did it Sean, and the word's gone out! People know what you did there, they know that the magic users' councils all backed off, they know that Sapientia has made its first serious change in its policies and rules in centuries. 
 
    "And you did that. You, Sean Valens. They'll listen to you, Sean. They'll do what you ask them to. They'll listen to you. Everyone loves a winner, and you're a lion to boot." 
 
    "I don't know, Ted." Sean shook his head, "I'm a stranger to these people. I think they're more likely to think I'm just some kid and ignore me." 
 
    In the blink of an eye, Ted had him by the collar of his shirt and was in his face. 
 
    "Are you telling me you're a fraud, boy?" Ted yelled at him. 
 
    Sean didn't even think, he grabbed Ted as he shifted, growling the whole time as he pushed off the chair he'd been sitting in. He took two steps and slammed Ted into the wall, breaking the plaster and from the sound of it breaking more than a few of Ted's bones as well. 
 
    "What do you think you're doing?" Sean snarled at him. 
 
    Ted smiled, painfully, "Proving my point. You're the one in charge here, Sean. Anyone who doesn't understand that, you're going to set them straight the moment they step out of line." 
 
    Sean grumbled and let go of Ted, who landed on his feet, bones already healed. 
 
    "I didn't ask for this," Sean sighed. 
 
    "No, but you still went out and took it," Ted laughed. 
 
    'He's right you know,' the First laughed inside his head. 
 
    'You would have taken me over if I hadn't!' 
 
    'Perhaps, but we'll never know, because you did it. Before I ever started pushing you.' 
 
    "You're a lion, Sean," Ted continued, "and you want to make everyone around you, yours. You've got the powers to back it up too, don't think I didn't see what you did to Michael when he wouldn't bow to your leadership, and don't think that the others didn't see that as well." 
 
    Sean just shook his head and looked at the outline of Ted's body where he'd almost put him through the wall. He'd never had much of a temper before, though apparently, he had one now. But .... 
 
    But he didn't feel the slightest bit guilty about it. Ted had challenged him, challenged his leadership, even if it was only to prove a point, he'd done it, and Sean couldn't let that stand. He had to admit that he found that admission to be a sobering one. 
 
    "We need a plan," Sean sighed. "I'm going to meet with Roxy's father Bill here in a little while and learn what he can teach me about the city. Tonight we can all get together and list out the problems and start planning on how to fix all of this to keep our people safe. Invite anyone who you think needs to be there." 
 
    "I'll see to it," Ted nodded. 
 
    Sean turned to the girls, all of whom were smirking at him. 
 
    "Let's go," he said and shifting back to his human form he led them back to the van. 
 
    "Dad warned you he was sneaky!" Roxy laughed after they got back into the van. 
 
    "I just find it hard to believe that everyone here in Vegas already knows about me," Sean complained. 
 
    "It's not that far away," Daelyn reminded him. "I'm sure a lot of lycans travel back and forth between home and here. I know a lot of dwarves do, hell I've been here dozens of times for work or family stuff." 
 
    "They do," Roxy agreed, "in fact, I bet you and Cali are the only two in this van who haven't been to Vegas at least a dozen times," Roxy told him. 
 
    "Besides," Jolene smiled, sliding up against him in the back of the van, "it's not like you weren't already planning on telling everyone what you wanted and how to do it." 
 
    "I don't tell them how," Sean grumbled, but he was smiling now at least, "I just make suggestions." 
 
    "Uh-huh. 'Suggestions,' right," Jolene giggled. 
 
    "If everyone knows I'm the man in charge, they'll all be coming to me all the time. I'd rather they bothered someone else." 
 
    "Who you'll just tell what to do, right?" Peg teased. 
 
    "Exactly!" Sean agreed. 
 
    "Hate to tell you, Hon," Jolene chuckled, "but that's called being the man in charge." 
 
    "Let's go see what Roxy's dad has for me next." 
 
    "Don't you mean 'us'?" 
 
    "Only if I get to wait in the van." 
 
    "Actually," Roberta grinned at him, "We're all going shopping. Just you and Roxy...." 
 
    "And me," Cali piped up. 
 
    "...and Cali, are going to visit with him." 
 
    "Huh?" Sean said, looking confused. 
 
    "We discussed it while you were still in bed," Roxy said from the front. "None of us thought it would look good if I show up with my 'husband' and five other women in tow. Too many mundanes work for the police." 
 
    Sean nodded, "Make's sense." 
 
    "Of course it does," Roberta agreed. "Though I'd hoped to get Cali to go with us, we really need to take you clothes shopping, girl." 
 
    "What's wrong with the way I dress?" Cali asked with a pout. 
 
    "It's distracting." 
 
    "But I like distracting!" Cali giggled. 
 
    Sean looked at Cali, who as usual was wearing skintight clothing, as well as showing a fair deal of her very dark skin. Then he looked at Roberta who had a tendency towards robes and more concealing clothing. 
 
    "You know, Roberta," Sean smiled, "maybe I should let Cali do your clothes shopping. You'd look pretty good in a nice thin, skintight t-shirt and some yoga pants." 
 
    "You're already distracted enough, Sean!" Roberta said, but Sean could see she was blushing slightly. 
 
    "Don't worry, I'll drag her by Victoria's Secret," Jolene snickered. "I'm sure we'll all find you some nice 'distracting' items while we're there!" 
 
    "Well, there goes getting him out of bed before noon tomorrow!" Daelyn whispered loudly to Roxy, who laughed, as now it was Sean's turn to blush. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Ride Along 
 
      
 
    The reception at the police headquarters was rather warm, everyone there knew who Roxy was of course, and from some of the comments Sean overheard, they knew who he was as well. Namely he was the first boyfriend that her father had not only not been able to run off, but apparently liked. 
 
    Sean was also surprised that Cali didn't get a second glance from anybody there considering her exotic looks, proving that once again, in Las Vegas nothing stood out anymore. 
 
    "Roxy, Sean, Cali," Bill said getting up and coming around the desk, to hug his daughter and then shake hands with Sean and Cali. "How'd the meeting with Ted go?" 
 
    Sean shook his head and smiled a little wryly, "You were right about him being sneaky, though on the other hand, you were the one who sent me over there." 
 
    Bill grinned, "Ted's always been totally ruthless about getting what he wants. He's just good at hiding it behind a smile and kind words. Come on, let's go for a drive, I've got a car out back," Bill said and led them out of the building. Once they were away from any listeners, he continued. 
 
    "When the feds finally forced the mobsters to pull out of Vegas, it became a constant battle to keep any of the councils from trying to set up a house here as well as reining in the excesses of any visiting mages who figured that with the mob gone, they could do whatever they wanted.  
 
    "Then we get kids coming here from Reno, Phoenix, L.A., all thinking that they can do whatever they want now that they're away from Mom and Dad who are always railing on about 'don't mess with the mundanes!' On top of all of that, we get powerful mages with their entourages coming from all over the country and the rest of the world who are used to being able to do whatever they want, to whomever they want. 
 
    "Now, when the mobs ran things, you stepped out of line, you either paid a fine, got a beating, or you got whacked. Step out of line enough times or too far, and you got whacked, period. They never cut the mages any slack, anything that messed with the casinos, they wouldn't put up with, and they had very liberal views about what they considered to be messing with their business interests." 
 
    "And that all went away when the mobs left?" 
 
    Bill looked around, "Not exactly. They'd taken the time to set a lot of things up to run a certain way, and it was just easier to keep some of those things running when you consider the number of magic users, lycans, and other things supernatural in the area. I think I told you that the mob bosses had put several lycans in key positions in the county, and a lot of that held on. 
 
    "Same is true for the mages who worked for them. Most of them stayed and became freelancers for the casinos." 
 
    "So the casinos know about magic users?" 
 
    "Management does. You have to if you don't want to go out of business. And while all of the casinos are pretty heavily warded, as a warning to any magic users who come to gamble, you always get that one idiot who thinks that the rules don't apply to them. So the managers call in one of the freelancers to have a little talk with the offender, then they either fine him or give him a beating and run him out of town." 
 
    "But anything really bad happens; Ted takes care of it for them." 
 
    "How?" Sean asked as they came up to an unmarked car. 
 
    "The same way that the mob did. I told you he could be ruthless, didn't I? 
 
    "The mages, of course, all think that with the mobs gone, some other criminal organization has taken over, or that maybe the mobs all just went underground." Bill opened the door and unlocked the others. 
 
    "Get in, I'll show you around." 
 
    Sean took the front passenger seat, the girls got in the back. 
 
    "So they don't know that the lycans are running the city?" Cali asked as they put on their seatbelts and Bill started the car. 
 
    Bill laughed, "No, we're not smart enough to do that, we're just animals remember? But we don't actually run the city; we just have people in a lot of the key positions." 
 
    "Like the sheriff," Roxy chuckled. 
 
    "What about the mayor?" Sean asked. 
 
    "He's a mundane, but he knows about everything. The city council is a mixed lot now, two are lycans, one's an actual magic user, and another is a dwarf. The rest are mundanes, though one of those knows about everything." 
 
    "So," Sean asked, "what's the problem then? It sounds like things here are under control?" 
 
    Bill shook his head, "The problem is that we get a lot of people coming through who have lycan slaves, and we still get magic users coming here who try to poach on the existing lycan population. The first group are often performers for some show or other, though we get some big entourages with some of the more powerful mages who come here.  
 
    "The second group is a lot more uncommon, but it does happen, and we don't always get them back. When we do," Bill shook his head, "it's often pretty messy." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Because they have access to magic, and we don't. If they're smart and give up the lycan they grabbed, they'll get let go. If they decide to start slinging spells, well, we start shooting." 
 
    "I'm surprised that they just don't use a mass sleep or something like that." 
 
    "One of the things that the mob bosses did, back when they were in charge, was they had every badge enchanted with a resist spell. They didn't want their cops being taken out by any mages." 
 
    "Every badge?" Sean looked at Bill surprised as they pulled out of the parking lot, "that must have cost a fortune!" 
 
    Bill nodded, "Couple million dollars, at least. But then, they were taking that kind of money out of the casinos they owned every week. So they viewed it as a reasonable cost of doing business. Unfortunately, it only applies to the county sheriffs, not any of the metro, as they weren't a force until after things had changed." 
 
    "I'm surprised they weren't afraid of the police turning on them." 
 
    "Back then, they controlled who got to be sheriff, and they made sure that the man in the job knew who the real bosses were. All of it was before my time, I hadn't been on the force for more than a couple of years when the feds came along and started to push them out. 
 
    "But that's all history now. Let me show you some of our current problems." 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later they were driving slowly by a mid-sized casino that was off of the main strip. 
 
    "This is the Dolitt's Casino," Bill told them, "they have a number of acts inside that use lycans." 
 
    "Which they pass off as wild animals," Roxy grumbled. 
 
    "And which as far as the USDA and the Nevada Department of Agriculture know, they are wild animals. They keep them in cages and rarely let them shift out of anything but full animal." 
 
    "Who runs the place?" Sean asked. 
 
    "A mage by the name of Harold Dolitt, he set up here about thirty years ago, as the mob was finally being pushed out. He's tied in with several of the magical gangs, that's how he gets the lycans for his acts." 
 
    "Why didn't he get pushed out with the rest of the gangs?" 
 
    "Because the police departments don't know about the magical gangs. I think the Feds might have a few clues, but if they do, they're keeping their mouths closed like everyone else." 
 
    "How good is his security?" 
 
    "His son is the floor manager now, and he's apparently a mage as well. Other than that, he's got a number of mundanes working as security. I don't know if they're clued in on the nature of the people working the acts or Harold's own abilities. 
 
    "Simply put, he's got magical defenses, and without a mage, we can't take him on." 
 
    Sean nodded and looked the place over as they drove by.  
 
    "This is the Hi-Wire," Bill said as they drove by another place. Sean noticed that the top of the place resembled a circus tent. 
 
    "Their big attraction is acrobatic shows, tumblers, high wire acts, that kind of thing." 
 
    "Wait," Roxy spoke up in the back, "I thought Ted cleared them out last year?" 
 
    "He did," Bill said with a nod, "but Ted thinks he's got another bunch in there. As many of the performers are human, it's hard to be sure without searching the place, and the department has already been hit with several lawsuits for harassment, so I can't just go in there and take a look around." 
 
    "If they have human performers, why do they need lycans?" Sean asked. 
 
    "Because lycan acrobats are a lot better than human ones. Plus they don't have to pay them." 
 
    "And the big money tourists will pay a lot of money to sleep with them," Roxy growled. 
 
    "They're prostituting them?" Sean asked, amazed. 
 
    "We can't prove it, if we could we could shut the whole place down, prostitution is illegal in this town." 
 
    Sean shook his head, "Great." 
 
    Bill drove them by several more places, discussing the issues with each of them and who the owners were before finally pulling into the parking lot of a fairly average looking club, parking next to the front entrance. 
 
    "What's this?" 
 
    "Wayne's Place," Bill said shutting off the car, "I haven't checked in here in a few weeks and the food's good." 
 
    "So, who's Wayne?" 
 
    "Wayne used to run a bordello here, out of the back. Hottest waitresses and waiters in town, and for the right price, you could have all the fun you wanted to with any one of 'em." 
 
    "And they were all lycans, right?"  
 
    "Yup, Wayne would buy them, steal them, if one caught his eye, he'd do whatever the hell he had to, to get his hands on them." 
 
    Sean growled, "Sounds like a nice guy. When do I get to meet him?" 
 
    Bill grinned and opened the car door, "You don't, he's dead. Been dead a while now, his daughter runs the place." 
 
    "What, did Ted kill him?"  
 
    Roxy laughed at that and Sean glanced back at her. 
 
    "Wayne was Ted's dad," she told him. 
 
    "Wait, what? If he was buying slaves and stealing..." Sean paused a moment, "Just how the hell did he have a ...?" 
 
    "Wayne was a lycan, a leopard like his son Ted. Like I said, Sean, leopards are sneaky, and some of them can be pretty damn mean. Wayne figured if everyone thought he was a pimp and a drug dealer and a slaver like the rest of 'em, they wouldn't realize that he was really running a sort of underground railroad." 
 
    Sean opened the door and got out of the car, as he thought about that. 
 
    "What about the prostitution?" 
 
    "Yup, he did it. But he claimed that they were all volunteers. He needed the money to keep buying up all the lycans he could. Everyone thought he had a big slave-trading gig going on with some sheiks in the Middle East. That's what he used to tell everybody at least when they'd ask about a guy or a gal who was no longer on the menu." 
 
    "So what goes on here now?" Sean asked as he followed Bill towards the door. 
 
    "Pretty much the same thing, the mundanes all believe that I'm just looking for the chance to bust his daughter Ryla and shut the place down. Mostly I and my deputies are just keeping up appearances, and if she does have anyone in house that she's stolen from someone else, well with the law constantly being around, it keeps the previous owners at a distance." 
 
    "Now you know where Ted gets it from," Roxy said coming up on his right and slipping an arm around him as they stepped inside through the doorway. Cali followed them in and then did the same on his left. 
 
    "So that explains how his mother was a freed slave," Sean said. 
 
    "Why Sheriff Channing, how nice to see you again!"  
 
    Sean looked up and saw a woman, who was built like the proverbial brick shit-house, come walking over to them. She looked about six foot tall, probably a hundred and fifty pounds, maybe more, and the tight outfit she was wearing made it clear that she was both muscular as well as packed, stacked and nicely curved. 
 
    "Why Ryla, you're looking as sweet as ever," Bill replied. "Staying out of trouble are we?" 
 
    "Well," Ryla said and let her voice drop into a husky tone, "that would depend on what you meant by trouble now, wouldn't it?" 
 
    Ryla stopped and turned to give Sean and the girls a look. Sean had to admit he was still looking her over himself. She had tawny colored hair that she wore short, but not short enough to look butch. Her eyes were an almost golden shade of brown, and if he had to guess, he'd put her in her late thirties, from the lines by her eyes, but her body was in perfect condition without any signs of sagging. 
 
    The way Roxy and Cali's fingers were digging into his sides as they leaned against him while Ryla looked him over, made it clear that they were more than ready to defend their turf. That actually made him smile. 
 
    "Wow, Sheriff, looks like you finally let your daughter keep one of those boys she keeps turning up with," Ryla said with a wink at Sean. "He sure looks big enough, maybe I should try him on for size?" 
 
    Sean tightened his own grip on the girls who definitely did not appreciate Ryla's predatory behavior. 
 
    "Might want to keep an eye on that tongue of yours, Ryla," Bill warned, "that's my son-in-law, Sean." 
 
    "Oh, I won't steal him, I'll just borrow him for a short while is all," Ryla smiled. 
 
    "Do you always hit on strange men who are out with their wives?" Sean asked in a low voice. There were people in the bar, which was off to the right twenty or so feet. To the left was a larger room with a stage on the far side and a lot of tables and booths, which seemed to be occupied by people eating lunch right now. 
 
    "Wives?" Ryla smirked and raised an eyebrow, "Isn't that little cheetah gal enough for you?" 
 
    Sean sighed as Roxy growled, just like that and this woman was starting to piss him off. It was barely noon, and for the second time today he was already having to deal with someone messing with one of his wives. What was it with people in Vegas and being annoying?  
 
    "Okay, right there, just put a sock in it and stop insulting Roxy, who I love, or I'll put you through that wall back there, and then after I do that, I'll hurt you." 
 
    "Oh? You and what army?" Ryla laughed, "This is my place, honey, and you had better watch yourself!" 
 
    Sean considered hitting her with a paralyzation spell, but some of the jewelry she was wearing looked expensive enough to have some pretty good spells laid on it to protect her from things like that. 
 
    Then, of course, there was the lycan collar she was wearing that looked suspiciously like one of the ones he made. Letting go of the girls he sighed, there was really only one option left. 
 
    "Aunt Ryla! I've missed you soooo much!" Sean yelled loudly, and then stepping forward he wrapped his arms around Ryla, trapping hers and picked her up off the ground as she looked at him in surprised shock. 
 
    "What's that? Sure! Let's go back to the office and catch up!" Sean said and started carrying her through the bar to a hallway on the far side. 
 
    "What do you think...." Ryla growled and started to struggle, apparently surprised to find that Sean was stronger than she had thought, the loose shirt he was wearing concealed Sean's own muscles rather well. True, with the lycan collar he didn't need to worry about ripping clothing when he shifted anymore, but he'd grown used to the fit. 
 
    "Let me go you little shit, before I hurt you," Ryla growled. 
 
    'What is she?' Sean asked the First, 'She doesn't smell like a leopard.' 
 
    'Sumatran tiger. They can be a little feisty,' the First laughed in his head. 
 
    "You just keep digging that hole," Sean growled and looked around. He'd picked the wrong hallway; this one went to the bathrooms. Sighing he kicked open the door to the women's room. It was occupied, but the one gal in it took one look at the two of them and headed for the door. 
 
    "Silvia! Help me with this idiot!" Ryla yelled at her. 
 
    "Guard the door," Sean growled at Silvia, using some of his lion influence as he shifted into his hybrid form. 
 
    "Oh, shit...." Ryla and Silvia both said at the same time. 
 
    "Are you familiar with the age-old practice of cannon-balling?" Sean asked with an evil grin and letting go of Ryla he spun her around and then kicking her in the back of the knee he bent over and picked her up as she fell to her knees and flipped her over. 
 
    "Don't you dare you fuc ...."  
 
    The rest was cut off as Sean dunked her head in the toilet. Ryla shifted then and started to struggle as Sean kicked the flush mechanism with his left foot and pulled her head up out of the water. 
 
    "What was that? I couldn't hear you!" Sean said and then dunked her head again. 
 
    Ryla grabbed the edge of the toilet and started to push on it with both hands, to get her head out of the bowl. Stepping back Sean let go of her and waited as she landed on her feet and whipped around to face him, her head wet and her hair soaked. 
 
    "I'm gonna ...." 
 
    "Silence!" Sean roared and pointed at her. 
 
    Amazingly, Ryla shut up, looking a bit surprised as she did so. 
 
    "You are going to go out there, and you are going to apologize. Where the hell you got the idea that pissing off a lion was a smart move is beyond me. But you drop this now, or there really is going to be a Ryla shaped hole in that wall, and you know damn well that none of your staff is going to stand up to me! Understand?" 
 
    Ryla tried to growl, but she saw the look in his eyes and instead she swallowed and just nodded slowly. For his part, Sean was a bit surprised at just how angry he'd gotten, but damn if it didn't feel good. 
 
    'Instinct, you're defending your pride,' the First spoke up. 'Roxy and Cali felt threatened, so you reacted.' 
 
    'I just can't believe how incredibly pissed I am,' Sean told him. 
 
    'After I threatened to destroy you, you're suddenly surprised to find out that lions have a temper?' the First snickered in his head. 
 
    Sean conceded the point and shifted back to his human form, and then took a look at Ryla's tiger hybrid; she was definitely something to look at. 
 
    "If you hadn't just pissed Roxy off, I'd consider it," Sean said with a grin and turned to head for the door, "maybe if you kiss her ass really hard, she'll let you sleep with me." 
 
    Sean quickly ducked out the door then, just as something large and heavy shattered against the wall. 
 
    "Better call a plumber, I think the toilet just broke," Sean told Silvia, who was guarding the door like he'd told her and went to rejoin the others, who were being seated by one of the waitresses. 
 
    "What was that noise I heard?" Bill asked him, looking a little worried. 
 
    "A sexually frustrated tigress not getting what she wanted I bet!" Cali giggled. 
 
    Sean just grinned and kissed Cali, and then Roxy. 
 
    "So, what's good here?" Sean asked picking up the menu. 
 
      
 
    Forty minutes later, when they were leaving, a contrite-looking Ryla met them at the door. 
 
    "I want to apologize to you, Roxy and you, Cali, for my rude behavior. It was uncalled for, and I'm sorry that I hurt your feelings. I should have known better." 
 
    "Thank you," Roxy smiled and nodded. 
 
    "Yes, thank you," Cali said smiled as well, then added in a lower voice, "do it again, and I'll kill you. I'm much less forgiving than my husband or his other wives are." 
 
    Ryla frowned a moment, but Sean noticed she wisely kept her mouth shut. He wasn't sure if Cali was joking or not and honestly, he thought it was better not to ask. 
 
    "Well, that went well, don't you think?" Bill chuckled after they got into the car and drove off, back to the station. 
 
    "I think for once somebody just may have learned her limits," Roxy purred. 
 
    "I'd like to know how she knew my name," Cali said. "We were never introduced." 
 
    "Oh, that page I got while we were eating was from Ted," Bill told them. "He told me he had a few words with his sister." 
 
    "How come his sister is a tiger?" Sean asked, curious. 
 
    "Wayne had a lot of kids," Bill paused a moment, "with a lot of different women." 
 
    "Just how many is 'a lot'?" 
 
    "At least twenty-three that I know about." 
 
    "Seems a lot of women were very thankful that he saved them, and he never hesitated to take advantage of it," Roxy grumbled. 
 
    "As I said before, Wayne wasn't exactly a nice guy," Bill said and then shrugged, "he did a lot of drugs, drank a lot of alcohol, would steal anything he could get his hands on and was always looking for a fight. He once claimed that the only reason he bought and stole lycans was so he'd have cheap help at the bar, and the reason he let them go free was after a while he got tired of seeing their face." 
 
    "Sounds like a prince of a man," Cali chuckled. 
 
    "Well, he may have been a bastard, but for all of his faults he really did free a lot of lycans and was a constant frustration to a lot of mages and even the mobs at times," Bill said. 
 
    "I'm surprised that the mages or the mob didn't have him killed," Sean said shaking his head. 
 
    "Rumor was, he was a hitman for the mobs and came here when he retired," Roxy said from the back. "They were all afraid of him." 
 
    "Well, they do seem to like their lycan assassins," Sean agreed, thinking of the hyena. "So, what next?" 
 
    "Next we hook back up with the others and go do a little sightseeing before dinner, then we see what sort of meeting Ted's set up." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Stewart's Fine Day 
 
      
 
    Stewart sighed and shook his head. All of their lycans, and he did mean all were gone, including that cute little female wolf that he'd been sneaking off with at the main council house. Cenna was her name, and she sure was a lot of fun.  
 
    His father and mother had both been really happy when he got back home last week, and he'd managed to sneak off and see Cenna, which was nice, and he was surprised that Art of all people was happy to see him back as well. Stewart knew that his father didn't care much for Art, the wolf who ran all of the security for the council. But Harris trusted him and Stewart's mom seemed to like him well enough.  
 
    Stewart was actually surprised at how upset his mother was when she found out that they were all gone. She even looked like she was going to cry.  
 
    The biggest problem with replacing them was that many lycans cost a lot of money, and they couldn't just ship them out the way they normally did, as the trucks would have to pass through Reno, and everyone was starting to realize just how bad of an idea that was. 
 
    Now there was talk going around the council about marching up to Reno, paying the Vestibulum back for what they'd done, putting down the lycan revolt, and then finding all of their lycans and bringing them back home. Or killing them. Stewart wasn't sure what exactly the plan was, he'd heard his father's own ranting go from 'teaching them a lesson' to 'bring them home where they belong' more than once. 
 
    All Stewart knew was that his twenty-first birthday was coming up, and he wasn't expecting any cute fox-girl toys to play with. While the mission had been a failure, it hadn't been his fault! He'd done everything he'd been told to do, and after Allen got shot, Matt and Stan had screwed up big time and left Stewart in the lurch.  
 
    And now Cenna was gone, and he didn't even have her to play with. But he had options, he always had options. He had his own connections, and he'd just buy his own slave. He'd sold the BMW and gotten a nice, but older, Accord. He'd sold off a few other things he had, and now he was off to Todd's place. He knew Todd from back in the private school that a lot of the mage families sent their kids to.  
 
    They weren't exactly friends, Todd's family was with Gradatim after all, but they'd done business in the past; drugs, some contraband, stolen goods, and even a few of the simple magic items that Stewart seemed to have a talent for producing. That kind of stuff. Stewart had called Todd yesterday and told him he wanted a cute female lycan slave. 
 
    Todd had told him to show up today with fifteen grand. Stewart was surprised, he figured it would be twice that, with the sudden loss of their own lycans, but Gradatim had plenty, and Stewart wasn't going to complain. 
 
    Turning down the alleyway, Stewart pulled into the driveway for a small black and very nondescript building. Todd had never told Stewart how he got the place, but it was where he carried out all of his business dealings. Knowing Todd, Stewart bet he still lived at home, mooching off his parents while running a thriving black market business under their noses. 
 
    Getting out of his car, Stewart walked up to Todd's door and knocked. Todd opened the door and smiled. 
 
    "Stew! Great to see you! I heard a few nasty rumors that you got in trouble up in Reno?" 
 
    Stew nodded to Todd and walked inside, "Yeah, it sucked. We got set up by those Vestibulum clowns and things got nasty. My dad's friend got shot in the head right next to me," Stewart shrugged again, "Not his day I guess." 
 
    "Whoa! That's nasty, dude. So, let me show you what I've got. Sorry I had to hit you with such a high price, but the markets dried up suddenly, especially with your council trying to buy up everything they can." 
 
    "Eh, yeah, it sucks. But you just gotta deal, right?" 
 
    "Right! So," Todd led him over to his desk, and kneeling on the floor beside it, was a woman, "like her?" 
 
    Stewart blinked and looked down at her, she was naked and had a collar on, which was chained to the desk. 
 
    "Stand up, Rachel, let the man have a look at you!" 
 
    Stewart watched as she stood up, eyes downcast. She was older than he was and looked tired and dejected. 
 
    "I was hoping for something younger," Stewart said, and immediately regretted it when he saw her wince.  
 
    "Stew, it's a seller's market right now. Rachel here is the best I can do. Besides, she's only twenty-eight, that's not old!" 
 
    Stewart looked her over, she had a nice figure, she was good-looking, not gorgeous, not 'hot,' but she was attractive. He put his hand under her chin and raised her head up until he could look into her eyes. 
 
    "I was just hoping for someone stupider than I am for a change," Stewart smiled. "You got any clothes for her?" 
 
    "Just jeans and a t-shirt. You got cash?" 
 
    "Course I have cash," Stewart pulled the money out of his pocket and passed it over to Todd.  
 
    Twenty minutes later they were in Stewart's car and heading for a clothing store. He still had a fair deal of money left, and the last thing he wanted was his girl looking like a slob. 
 
    "Why did you buy me, Master?" Rachel asked after a few minutes of silence. 
 
    "Call me Stew or Stewart, unless my father is around. As for why I bought you? Why do you think?" Stewart sighed and smiled at her. 
 
    Rachel blushed, "Well, I know that, Stewart. But you said you were looking for somebody younger. But you bought me anyways." 
 
    "What would have happened to you if I hadn't?" 
 
    "Todd had some other people who were interested, but they didn't offer as much or look as nice as you did, and there were several of them." 
 
    "That's why," Stewart smiled, "because I figured that maybe you'd be grateful and not hate me so much when we sleep together." 
 
    "Why would I hate you?" 
 
    Stewart shook his head, "Why wouldn't you? I just bought you. I have the power of life and death over you, you're my slave now and you'll be sleeping with me." 
 
    Rachel shrugged, "I was born a slave, I'll die a slave. You're an attractive young man, sleeping with you will be enjoyable, I'm sure." Rachel looked out the window as he pulled into the mall parking lot, "Where are we going?" 
 
    "To a clothing store to get you some nicer things to wear, then to a motel, so we can get you cleaned up and presentable. I don't want my mother to have a fit when she sees you." 
 
    "But I'm just a slave, Stewart." 
 
    "That's still no excuse to treat you poorly." 
 
    Rachel smiled at Stewart for the first time since he'd bought her. He was young, probably spoiled; she'd heard him tell Todd that he'd sold his BMW to buy her. But the comments about Reno and that man getting shot next to him had made her a little nervous. But he'd been nothing but nice to her since the moment they'd left. 
 
    Todd had told her Stewart wanted a sex slave, maybe a companion. Now that she'd met him, she was okay with that, she'd slept with worse after all. Maybe this would work. She'd just have to be a bit more careful this time around. Her last master hadn't been very nice to her, and she'd been very happy to see the last of him.  
 
    Maybe this time, maybe it would work. Once she got him in bed, she was sure he'd be putty in her hands. 
 
    Stewart smiled back at her; she really looked so much nicer when she smiled. He'd have to try and get her to do more of it. 
 
      
 
    Stewart was rather happy when he parked the car in the driveway at home. All cleaned up and in a nice dress, Rachel was very attractive looking. She'd come on to him in the hotel room, but he wanted the first time he took her to be in his own bed, not some cheap hotel.  
 
    "Hello, Stewart," His father said as he came into the house, "who is your friend?" 
 
    "Dad, this is my new pet, Rachel. Rachel, this is my father and the master of the house." 
 
    "Pet?" Kurt, Stewart's father, said as Rachel curtsied. 
 
    Stewart smiled and nodded, he'd rehearsed what he was going to say, so he said it. 
 
    "Father, I figured with everything that happened, I shouldn't expect anyone to be buying me anything that I couldn't provide for myself." 
 
    Kurt nodded and looked over the slave his son had bought. He was a little surprised she wasn't younger than him and said as much. 
 
    "I decided I wanted someone with experience," Stewart said and did his best to look embarrassed. 
 
    "Well, those fox girls are experienced," Kurt chuckled. 
 
    "And well beyond my price range," Stewart said and then shrugged, "I'm going to take Rachel up to my room." 
 
    Kurt waved his hand, "Go ahead son, I'll have your mother call you when dinner is ready." 
 
    Stewart nodded and taking Rachel's hand he led her up to his room. He'd reset the code for her pellet in the hotel, he'd done it in front of Todd when he'd taken possession of her, but he didn't want anyone to know it, so he'd changed it again. 
 
    Rachel looked around as they went upstairs to Stewart's room; obviously, this kid's family was loaded. She thought her last master had been rich but compared to Stewart he was a piker. 
 
    When they got to Stewart's room, she looked around and smiled. It wasn't a kid's room; it had more of the look of a young man trying to become an adult. The art on the wall was an understated mix of some nice car photography and some reproductions of some of the esoteric art that was used to depict the magical forces and other worlds.  
 
    It was clean, the bed was large, and everything was put away. 
 
    Smiling, she turned to Stewart and started to slowly strip for him. 
 
    "First time?" she asked. 
 
    Stewart shook his head, but she noticed his eyes were locked on her as she started to sway sexily. 
 
    "I meant, first time here, in your room?" 
 
    "Oh," Stewart blushed and nodded. 
 
    "Then, let me make it special for you." 
 
      
 
    Yawning, Stewart looked at the clock, it was after seven, almost time for dinner. He was a bit surprised that his mother hadn't called him yet. Maybe his father had told her about his new pet and she'd decided to let him be? Stewart looked down at Rachel, who was cuddled up against him and smiled. She really had made it special. She'd put him through his paces, and he'd loved every minute of it. 
 
    "How in the world did I manage to get you so cheap?" Stewart asked her, "Hell, why were you even for sale? Any man who parted with you would have to be a fool!" 
 
    Rachel smiled up at him, yeah; she had him on the hook. She'd let him have it all, and she'd do it all again tonight, after dinner. He was young, attractive, and he'd actually gone out of his way to treat her nice. By the time he got bored with her and started looking for a younger girl, she'd have wormed her way so far into his confidence that he wouldn't even consider selling her. He'd put her in charge of his house, and she'd be set for life.  
 
    "My previous master died suddenly," Rachel sighed. "His family didn't want me around, because I reminded them of him, so they just sold me to the first bidder they could find." 
 
    "Oh," Stewart said and gave her a hug, "I'm sorry to hear that." 
 
    Rachel looked up at him, and blushed, "Now that I met you, Stewart, I'm not sorry at all." 
 
    Rachel smiled and almost laughed as Stewart suddenly looked incredibly proud of himself. She really wasn't sad that her previous master had died. She wouldn't have poisoned him otherwise. His family suspected her, but rather than kill her, they figured they'd sell her off on the black market to some horrid fate and make some money in the process. 
 
    But she was happy she'd met him, though she would have to find out what happened to the family's lycans. That might be a little troublesome. 
 
    "Stewart!"  
 
    Stewart sat up suddenly, that was his father's voice, and he didn't sound at all happy. 
 
    "Stewart! Get down here! Your mother is gone!" 
 
    Swearing, Stewart jumped out of bed, and grabbing his pants he pulled them on as he stumbled towards the door. 
 
    "Clean up, don't leave the room," Stewart said to Rachel. "If my father is in one of his moods, I don't want you anywhere near him." 
 
    Closing the door behind him, Stewart ran down the stairs to where his father was standing in the hallway, holding a letter in his hand, with a stunned expression on his face. 
 
    "Father?"  
 
    "Your mother. She's gone. She left us." Kurt said and looked around the room. 
 
    Stewart grabbed the letter and looked at it. All it said was: 'I've gone to Reno, I'm not coming back. Ever.' and his mother's initials were on the bottom. 
 
    "That cheating, lying, filthy, bitch!" his father screamed then and as Stewart watched his father began to rant and swear, calling his mother every foul and vile thing that Stewart had ever heard said about another human being, much less a woman. When he started on the insinuations of his mother having an affair with the council's wolves and how he should have known that was why she was always so nice to them, Stewart headed back for his room. 
 
    "And just where do you think you're going, son?" his father thundered at him. 
 
    "I just lost one parent today, Father. I don't want to watch as I lose another one," and running up to his room, he closed the door and tripped the locking spells.  
 
    "What's going..." Rachel stopped as Stewart held up a finger and picking up his cellphone made a call to Harris. 
 
    "Stewart! What a surprise! To what do I owe the pleasure?" 
 
    "Harris, my dad's losing it. You need to get over here, or send someone over here before he kills himself." 
 
    "What? What happened?" 
 
    "Mom left us. She went to Reno, said she isn't coming back." 
 
    Stewart heard Harris swear on the other end of the line. 
 
    "Sit tight, I'll be right there." 
 
    Sighing Stewart went over to sit on the bed with Rachel. 
 
    "What happened?" she asked him. 
 
    "All of the lycans that belonged to everyone in our council were stolen last week. They're all in Reno now. Apparently, my mother has gone to be with them." 
 
    "Why would she do that?" Rachel asked, surprised. 
 
    "Right now, I'm afraid to find out," Stewart said shaking his head. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 GTA  
 
      
 
    Sean was snoozing in the back of the van; they were heading back to Roxy's parent's house for dinner. They'd spent the last few hours visiting with a couple of Roxy's friends so she could show off Sean.  
 
    Sean didn't mind, though there was one embarrassing moment when Roxy's friends learned that Sean knew sign language. Under Jolene and Roxy's instruction he'd been learning it steadily because as Jolene had pointed out several months ago, it was a better system for casting spells, as it was a lot more flexible than what most mages used. 
 
    He just had to be careful when talking to Roxy's one deaf friend that he didn't accidentally cast a spell while talking with her. She was one of the few friends of Roxy's who was a mundane, but who knew all about the world of mages and lycanthropes. 
 
    Sean had almost fallen asleep in his seat when suddenly the van shook. 
 
    "What the hell?" Jolene swore, and for a moment Sean flashed back on the last time he'd been in a van and there'd been an accident. Breaking into a cold sweat he shifted into his hybrid form without even realizing it as the van shook again, and Daelyn swore. 
 
    "Some asshole in a large sedan is ramming us from behind!" She said and Sean heard the engine rev as the van leaped forward. "There's too much traffic to lose him just yet." 
 
    "It's that idiot from the gas station," Cali said, looking out the back window of the van. 
 
    "But that's not the same car," Daelyn grumbled and swerved around a truck. 
 
    "Maybe he rented a new one? He's driving this one, and it has Nevada plates on it." 
 
    "How'd he find us?" Sean grumbled. "He couldn't have scryed us!" 
 
    "We just passed the gas station we filled up at this morning," Roxy told him. "I guess he just sat there until we came by." 
 
    Sean sighed and shook his head, "Anyone else in the car with him, Cali?" 
 
    "One of the guys from the earlier car, that's it. But he's got a gun." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Yeah, he's trying to shoot our tires I think," Daelyn said and swerved again. 
 
    "Head for someplace where I can deal with him," Sean growled. "Don't lose him." 
 
    "I know just the place!" Roxy said and started giving Daelyn directions. 
 
    Moving to the back door, Sean looked out through the other window. The kid driving the car was the one he'd paralyzed this morning, and from the look of rage on the kid's face, Sean didn't think he was going to be going away anytime soon.  
 
    The kid in the passenger seat did have a handgun, and he was trying to prop it on the mirror on his side of the car to take shots at them.  
 
    Sean watched as the kid took another shot and only succeeded in putting a hole through the top of the mirror as the other car swerved. Right now Sean was a lot more concerned with the kid hitting some poor innocent bystander than the van. Apparently, someone was discovering that shooting a gun was a lot harder than it looked in the movies. 
 
    The road they were on now, however, no longer had any traffic on it, and just like that it turned to gravel, and suddenly they were throwing up a huge cloud of dust. 
 
    "Put on your seatbelt," Sean told Cali and pushed her back towards one of the seats away from the doors. 
 
    As soon as she was seated Sean reached down to grab the door handle for the back doors. 
 
    "Let him catch us!" He growled to Daelyn as he called up his defense framework, it was time to beat these kids to within an inch of their lives.  
 
    Daelyn slowed down for a moment, and suddenly the nose of the other car appeared from the dust, the triumphant look on the drivers face turned to one of complete shock as Sean opened the back door and as the kid watched, a large lion lycan jumped out, landing on the hood of his car. 
 
    Sean immediately punched through the windshield and grabbed the steering wheel with his right hand, while his left he grabbed one of the windshield wipers to steady himself so he wouldn't be easily thrown from the car. 
 
    The kid driving hit the brakes, causing the other kid who had pointed the gun at him, to miss and shoot several more holes in the windshield as he slammed forward into the dashboard. Apparently, he wasn't wearing his seatbelt, unlike the driver. 
 
    Sean yanked the wheel hard to one side, easily overpowering the kid who was trying to regain control, causing the car to swerve suddenly to its left as it began an out of control slide off of the road. The tires on the right side of the car must have caught on something for a moment when it left the packed gravel road, as the car suddenly launched up off the ground, sideways, and it started to flip over onto the roof. Letting go of the steering wheel, Sean quickly jumped off the hood, clearing the car as it came down on the roof and continued to roll across the desert. The kid who had been in the passenger's seat was ejected out of the open passenger's window he'd been shooting out of, flying a good thirty feet into the air before he came down on the ground, hard, rolling and sliding after the car like a broken ragdoll. 
 
    Sean himself landed feet first, and then just dropped to his ass and slid, watching the rolling car as it started to shed some body parts, the engine still racing, until it came to an abrupt stop as it slammed into the side of an embankment in a cloud of dust and suddenly went quiet as the engine cut out. 
 
    Sliding to a stop, Sean looked down at himself, his pants and shoes were gone, along with his pistol and even the holster. Sliding across the ground had ripped them all off. His shirt had survived, though it was now covered in dust. His legs and butt were pretty badly cut up, a lot of fur and skin had come off as he slid across the rocky ground. Surprisingly it hurt worse than being shot! But it was already healing as he watched, so getting to his feet, carefully he went and found the remains of his pants and his wallet as Daelyn turned the van around and came back to get him. 
 
    Recovering his torn up pants, he then walked over to the body of the kid who'd been launched out the window.  
 
    Sean was surprised to see that the kid was still alive, though the way his legs were pointing, plus the way one of his arms was bent back, along with all the bleeding from his mouth, nose, and ears, Sean wasn't sure he'd stay that way for long. But the kid was conscious, his eyes tracking and looking up at Sean as he bent over him. Sean guessed that the kid was still in shock and the pain hadn't hit yet. 
 
    "Just what kind of an idiot are you?" Sean sighed, shaking his head. "You already knew I was more powerful than you, or your friend, who's probably dying in the car over there." Sean gestured in the direction of the smoking wreck. 
 
    "Hu... he... f...fa...forc...d me," the kid gasped on the ground. 
 
    Sean squatted down, closer to the kid's head. 
 
    "Are you trying to tell me he forced you?" 
 
    "Yes...." the kid hissed, and from the way the kid's eyes suddenly widened, Sean could tell that the pain just hit. 
 
    "Damn," Sean sighed and shook his head. "Well, don't make me regret this, but I better straighten all these limbs out first." 
 
    Sean pulled the kid's arm out from under him, causing him to groan loudly and his whole body to shake. Sean healed the arm, healed his ribs, and then straightened out both his legs, which caused the kid to cry out in pain. That done he healed both legs as well. 
 
    The kid was still a mess, it would probably take days, maybe longer, for the bones to fully knit, but at least it didn't look like he'd be dying anytime soon. He cast a sleep spell on the kid and grabbing his pants Sean turned to look at the wrecked car. Just as the spell hit him.  
 
    The kid who had been driving the car had pulled himself out of the passenger's window, while Sean was saving the other kid's life. He was bleeding from the nose and looked like he was covered in powder, as well as having trouble standing. As the dust had cleared some, Sean could now see that the airbags in the car had all gone off, which explained why the kid wasn't dead. 
 
    He should have thought of that. 
 
    The spell that had hit him was a fairly simple paralyzation spell. His defensive framework had already absorbed it and fed the power to him. 
 
    Sean countered with a sleep spell, which had no effect, as the kid drew out a wand and pointed it at him.  
 
    The kid fired the wand at him the same time that Sean fired off the cramping spell, the biggest spell he had that wasn't a fireball. The spell from the wand hit him, and Sean blinked as it fed into his framework. It was powerful, the most powerful spell he'd ever seen come out of a wand, and he found himself having to wrestle with it a moment as it nearly overwhelmed his framework, which was dutifully trying to drain and record it. Unfortunately, it was a lot more complex and powerful than his framework could handle, and Sean was suddenly thankful he'd healed that other kid, as he got a huge blast of power that might have fried him if he'd been full up. 
 
    As it was, he was able to direct some of the excess power into the battery built into the lycan collar as the effects of the spell went off around him, causing the collar to grow rather hot. When the effects of the spell finally abated, all of Sean's clothing was gone and the dirt around him was blackened and burned. Looking up at that kid, Sean was surprised to see that the kid was still standing, and still holding the wand, and looking equally surprised. 
 
    Realizing that he wasn't going to be able to win this magically, Sean charged the kid, quickly closing the twenty yards that separated them, as the kid dropped the now spent wand and started to fumble in his pockets for something. After the spell that had hit him from that wand and the effects it had even after being drained, Sean wasn't going to give him a chance to use whatever he was trying to grab in his pocket. 
 
    Sean punched him in the face with all of his might, knocking the kid back into the car, which was now starting to burn. Sean didn't even give the kid a chance to get up, grabbing him by the head, he rung his neck, killing him. Calling up his enchanter's framework he looked the kid over and quickly stripped him of the magical chain around his neck and the item in his pocket he'd been going for. 
 
    He could see that the kid was seriously loaded down with magical items, but he really didn't have the time to strip him of the rest of them, the burning car had created a rather large pillar of smoke. The police would be here soon, he was sure. Leaving the rest of it, he stuffed the body through the open window and back into the burning car before turning and picking up the spent wand. 
 
    Daelyn had stopped about fifty yards away, and Roxy had already gotten out and retrieved his pistol and his phone and was sprinting back towards the van. He could hear the sounds of sirens off in the distance, so he trotted back to the van, but he cast a fireball onto the wrecked car before closing the door, to make sure that any marks he might have left on the dead body were obliterated. 
 
    "Why'd you save the other one?" Roxy asked. 
 
    Sean sighed as Daelyn spun the van around and they headed off down the dirt road, "He told me he'd been forced. I wouldn't have even have killed the first one if he hadn't attacked me." 
 
    "What was in that wand that he hit you with?" 
 
    Sean shook his head, "I don't know, all of my clothes, along with my wallet were destroyed. I think I'm gonna have to talk to your dad about a replacement for my license and permit." 
 
    Jolene held out her hand, "Let me see the wand." 
 
    Sean nodded and handed it to her; along with the necklace he'd taken off of the kid while he sat down on the floor, and started to look at the item the kid had been trying to grab in his pocket. It looked like a smooth black rock and had the Greek letter beta etched into it, and he couldn't make heads or tails out of it. It didn't seem magical to him, at least it wasn't giving off any kind of mana. 
 
    "I hit him with that cramping spell, it didn't even slow him." 
 
    Jolene nodded and looked over the wand, then glanced at the chain. 
 
    "This is a wand of disintegration, it costs several million dollars for one of these, and it's a one-use item. As for the chain, notice anything familiar about it?"  
 
    Sean looked closely at the pendant and noticed suddenly the design etched into it. 
 
    "Gradatim?" He groaned. 
 
    "I think you just killed somebody important's son." 
 
    "Oh, shit," Peg swore from the back. "I thought he looked familiar." 
 
    "You know him?" 
 
    "I think so; I think that was Blake Cortland. He's the youngest and most spoiled son of Atticus Cortland, the right-hand man of Rupert Spencer, the guy in charge of all of Gradatim." 
 
    Roxy shook her head, "I'll better talk to my dad when we get back home, this is going to cause problems I'm sure." 
 
    "Maybe we should go back and kill his friend, so he can't identify you?" Cali suggested. 
 
    Sean shook his head, "No, his other two friends knew he was looking for me, they'll know who it was that killed him." 
 
    "Yeah, but he saw you in your lion form, Sean," Jolene pointed out, "so they'll know exactly who it was." 
 
    "The kid said he was forced, I'd rather not," he sighed, yeah, maybe he should have killed him, but dammit, he felt sorry for the kid. If he'd been forced, all of those missed shots might very well have been on purpose. Besides, it was easy to kill in the heat of the moment, but it wasn't something he could so easily do afterwards. 
 
    "Well, let's go home and get you some clothes and see about dinner," Roxy said. 
 
    Sean sighed and looked down at his naked hybrid body, "Damn, and I really liked that shirt too." Looking around he set the rock in one of the cup holders to look at after they got home. 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Well, there's good news, and there's bad news," Bill said when he got home, about an hour later than Roxy told them was normal. 
 
    "What's the good news, dad?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "Kevin, the kid who lived, said that Blake, the kid driving the car, lost control when he decided to chase some van full of girls after they told him to get lost when he was hitting on one of them." 
 
    "And the bad news?" 
 
    "Blake's father didn't take it very well when I called him to tell him his son had burned to death in a car wreck, and told me that he was coming here to claim the body." 
 
    "So it was Blake Cortland?" Sean asked. 
 
    "Well, I guess that saves me the trouble of telling you who he was. Did you know that before or after you killed him?"  
 
    "After. I wasn't planning on killing him, until he used that wand on me," Sean shrugged, "Kid was an ass, and he almost killed me. I think most magic users would have died from that wand he used. Does his father know you're a lycan?" 
 
    Bill nodded, "All of the council leaders in the nearby cities know that." 
 
    "Well, ask him what his son was doing with a wand of disintegration, and does he always pass out million dollar offensive magic items to his kids." 
 
    "If I tell him that, I'm going to have to tell him how I know about it. There wasn't much left of the body, he burned up pretty well and all of the jewelry on him, of which there was a considerable amount, melted." 
 
    "Do they know how he died?" 
 
    "Well," Gloria spoke up then, "I've got one of my people doing the autopsy right now, so I'll have a report on my computer in the morning, but they're pretty sure he was dead before the fire. As he wasn't wearing any seatbelts, they'll probably rule his death accidental, from the crash." 
 
    Gloria looked over at Sean, "Just how did you kill him?" 
 
    "I rung his neck," Sean grumbled. "He was wearing so many magical protections that I wasn't able to stop him magically." 
 
    "Didn't you say that you paralyzed him earlier this morning?" 
 
    Sean nodded, "I guess he went and got his hands on something a lot more powerful to protect him after our run in." 
 
    "Dear," Gloria said turning to her husband, "You might want to go visit Harrelson and ask him some questions." 
 
    "You think he bought that stuff today?" Bill said, looking at his wife. 
 
    "Well, he had to get it from somewhere, and if he'd brought it all with him, he would have been wearing it when they first met, right?" 
 
    "Who's Harrelson?" Sean asked. 
 
    "Henry Harrelson buys and sells magical items. New, used, stolen, whatever. He's not supposed to sell anything offensive to anyone under twenty-one, and nothing as powerful as a wand of disintegration to a kid on vacation," Gloria told him. 
 
    "Assuming that the Cortland's kid bought it from him, I'd be surprised if he even had one. But I guess I'll be paying him a visit in the morning," Bill said. 
 
    "Well, now that that's taken care of, Roxy, did you put dinner on?" 
 
    Roxy grinned, "More like Daelyn put it on, she's a better cook than I am! But I helped." 
 
    "Fine, you can set the table while your father and I get changed. Then it'll be time for dinner." 
 
    Dinner was pretty heavy on the meats and proteins Sean discovered. Not that he minded, he'd always liked meat, mostly because growing up hamburger had been the fanciest meat they been able to afford, and even then only when mixed with hamburger helper or the like. Thankfully none of his women were vegetarians, especially now that he was a lion and his taste for meat had actually grown. 
 
    Two of Roxy's brothers showed up for dinner. The youngest, Jack, who was only two years older than Roxy still lived at home. Rob, the oldest, who hadn't been here last night came by specifically to meet Sean, and Sean had to smile as Rob kept looking at all of Sean's wives and shaking his head. 
 
    "And I thought our grandfather was bad with two," Sean heard him mutter to Roxy, who just punched him in the arm and grinned. 
 
    When dinner was finished, Sean grabbed Roxy and Peg to go to the meeting with him. He picked them because Roxy grew up here and knew what was going on, and Peg was familiar with Gradatim, if what happened today came up in the discussion. That they were both lycans and this meeting was about lycans didn't hurt either. 
 
      
 
    "So where is this meeting at?" Sean asked Bill as they left the house. 
 
    "Ted's casino." 
 
    "Why there?" 
 
    "Because they have free food and beer," Roxy laughed. 
 
    "Oh, they're not all freeloaders, Roxy," Bill chuckled. "But it does help get people to show up." 
 
    "We don't have these problems with the fellowship meetings," Sean said. "Why are these different?" 
 
    "Because fellowship meetings often decide serious things, and if you're left out of the discussion, you'll end up screwed one way or the other. But Ted's at meetings he's often looking for help and for volunteers. So any excuse not to show up means getting out of doing something you'd rather not." 
 
    Sean groaned, "I'm going to have to crack the whip tonight? Damn, I hate doing that." 
 
    "Then don't," Bill said glancing over at Sean as he drove. 
 
    "I don't have any choice; you could say that it's a lion thing. Besides which, nailing down Las Vegas is important to all of us and I've more or less promised I'd take care of it." 
 
    "I'm still not sure I get this whole 'lion' thing," Bill admitted. 
 
    "That's only because he hasn't had to turn it on you, Dad," Roxy said from the back seat. 
 
    "And he has on you?" Bill asked looking up in the mirror at his daughter. 
 
    Roxy laughed, "Every night and twice on Sundays, but then we're married, Dad, so we get the fun part." 
 
    "And trust us," Peg laughed from behind Sean as she leaned forward to rub his shoulders, "it really is the fun part!" 
 
    "Who should I expect to see there tonight?" Sean asked, changing the subject. 
 
    "Well Ted of course," Bill said, "Boris's son Anatoly; Roger's nephew, Roy; Carlos, he's in charge of all of the wolves to the south of Vegas and has an important job here in the city; Claudia will probably send someone as well. Then there's Teisha, she's with the clouded leopards; Nepal, he's with the snow leopards; Cybil she's with the jackals; Davy and Red are both with the horses, two different families." 
 
    "What about Clyde?"  
 
    "His influence doesn't really reach this far south." 
 
    "No hyenas?" 
 
    "Nope, the only lycans we tend to have in the city are ones who either are, or were, part of an act, or who worked for the mobs when they ran it." 
 
    "How did you end up out here, if you don't mind my asking?"  
 
    "My granddad liked the open plains out here. When he came out, Vegas wasn't all that big of a deal. He convinced a few others to come out here with him, and over the years a few more came as well." 
 
    "And why'd you become a cop?" 
 
    "A friend of mine thought that it was a good idea." 
 
    "Oh? Who was he?" 
 
    Bill smiled, "Ted." 
 
    "I should've guessed." 
 
    They came to Ted's casino, the one he was part owner in according to Roxy, and after finding a place to park they all went in one of the back entrances that led to a small, but nicely furnished, conference room. Sean had expected about ten or so people from what Bill had told him. Instead, there were at least twice that many people there. 
 
    All of them were older than he was, that was obvious, and once again he wondered if they'd take him seriously. It had taken some convincing back in Reno, and honestly, he didn't want to go through that learning curve again.  
 
    But while he wasn't much older than he had been three months ago, he was wiser, if only a little. He knew one thing that would make them pay attention, he just had to be sure it was safe to use it. 
 
    "Are there any cameras in here?" Sean asked Bill in a whisper. 
 
    "No, not a one." 
 
    Sean turned to Peg, who did something magical and then nodded. 
 
    "Well, time to get the show on the road," Sean sighed and shifting into his hybrid form he walked up to Ted. He didn't miss the fact that everyone's eyes were now focused on him. 
 
    "So, Ted, introduce me to everyone and let's get started." 
 
    Ted called everyone to order and then went around the table. Everyone who Bill had named was there, and Sean recognized the wolf from Claudia's, his name was Raff, and he was one of her lieutenants. The extra people were all assistants to the ones on this local fellowship board. Everybody had brought one person, except for Roy, who hadn't brought anybody, and Ted, who had brought his son, and his sister, Ryla. 
 
    Sean was a bit surprised to see Ryla there; he was even more surprised to see that she was dressed like Cali normally did, skin tight clothes with lots of bare skin. Sean had to admit that she was incredible looking. He wondered if she was Ted's older sister or younger? If Ted was Bill's age, that put him in his mid to late forties.  
 
    Sean stopped musing as Roxy stepped on his foot and he turned to smile at her. "Sorry, just trying to figure out if someone is dressing up for my benefit or not." 
 
    "Oh," Ted snickered softly, "it's all for you. No one has beaten her up since I left home. As his youngest, she was always dad's favorite." 
 
    Sean sighed, and Roxy growled softly while Peg just giggled. 
 
    "Is that the only reason she's here?" Roxy asked. 
 
    Ted shook his head, "My sister has a lot of contacts in the criminal underworld, she also employs a lot of lycans who've only recently been freed. She may be rude and crude at times, but she's effective." 
 
    "Doesn't she have a boyfriend?" Peg asked, "With a body like that, you'd expect the guys to be swarming around her like flies." 
 
    "Ryla takes after our father way too much. Part of why he gave her the bar before he died. Things like monogamy and manners just aren't in her skill set." 
 
    "Well, that's her problem, not mine," Sean said and then raised his voice, "Okay, let's see what you've got for me, Ted." and grabbing Roxy and Peg he went to the foot of the table, opposite where Ted was, and sat down with the girls on either side of him.  
 
    Ryla took a seat next to Peg, unsurprisingly steering clear of Roxy who was studiously ignoring her. 
 
    "Okay," Ted began, "as I told you earlier today, we have six casinos that are our biggest problems right now. Once we've dealt with them, the next problem is keeping them from restocking. After that, we're left with dealing with visiting magic users." 
 
    "So what's your plan for dealing with the casinos?" Sean asked him. 
 
    "Well, like I said, that's our biggest problem. Anything we do, they'll just restock eventually. That's what they always do, when they're not using legal or magical means to keep us out of their buildings." 
 
    Sean kept his face passive; he thought he'd asked for Ted to show up with a plan. 
 
    'He wants you to tell them what to do,' the First said to Sean. 
 
    'Why?' 
 
    'Either he has no idea, or he doesn't think anyone will listen to him. Or maybe he just thinks his ideas are bad. You're the boss, you've made it clear to Ted, to his sister, and even Bill. It's time to be the boss.' 
 
    'So what do I tell them?' 
 
    'Tell them whatever you think will work, just remember one thing.' 
 
    'What?' 
 
    'To be brutal.' 
 
    'What? But why?' 
 
    'Because it will teach them not to ask you what to do, unless they really don't have a better idea. These people are supposed to be handling your problems for you, not asking for you to solve them. Best they learn that lesson now.' 
 
    Taking the First's advice, it really wasn't hard to figure out what to do after the year he'd been having. 
 
    "Burning them down works," Sean said in a clear voice. "Hard to restock if you're out of business." 
 
    Ted and the others at the table all looked rather shocked. 
 
    "You can't be serious? Burn their casino's down?" 
 
    Sean nodded, "Sure, why not? We're not dealing with the councils here, who we don't want to get into a war with. We're dealing with six private businesses and what, a dozen or two individual owners?" 
 
    "Sean," Bill said looking at his son-in-law in surprise, "if you burn that many places down, no matter how good you may be, they're going to know it's arson." 
 
    Sean shrugged, "My next suggestion was we just kill all the people who own the casino's in question." 
 
    "We can't do that either!" 
 
    Sean looked at everyone around the table, "Why not?" 
 
    "Because we can't!" Ted said. 
 
    Leaning back in his chair, Sean sighed. "Look, I came here tonight because I wanted to hear what your plans are for dealing with these places. They're just six businesses, they're not compounds, they don't have a lot of soldiers, an army, dozens of armed mages looking to repel us. 
 
    "So I sit down and expect to hear that you have some plan to deal with this. I have over four hundred soldiers back in Reno that report directly to me. I can get another three or four hundred if I ask. We're not playing games with these people. We are going to put an end to this, and we're going to do it now. 
 
    "Look, I don't care how we do it, but you have to understand, burning their places to the ground and killing all of them is very much on the table. If you're worried about too much press, we burn down that one guy's place, who was it, Dolitt? We free all of his slaves, burn it down, kill him, maybe kill his son too. Then," Sean looked around at all of them, "you tell the others they have to turn over all of their lycan slaves now and let you search the entire building and grounds, or I'll be coming after them as well." 
 
    All of them were looking back at him with various degrees of shock or surprise on their faces. Ted dropped back into his own chair looking thoughtful. Ryla was looking at him with undisguised lust. 
 
    Then again, so was Roxy. 
 
    "He's right, you know," Davy, a leader from one of the horse families said. "We've let them dictate the terms for so long now; we've let them get away with so much, that nothing short of an over the top display of violence and savagery is going to get them to listen to us." 
 
    "We never had any other choice than to go along before," Anatoly said, nodding slowly. "No offense, Ted, Bill, you've done a lot with so little for so many years. But Sean's right, now that we have the power, we need to end this now, and if we take out the strongest of them, the others will fall into line." 
 
    "I agree," Carlos spoke up next, looking around the table at the others. "They never cried when they spilled our blood, so we shouldn't cry when we spill theirs. Besides, if we can do this with only taking out Dolitt and his place, we'll have gotten away cheap." 
 
    Sean watched as the others all slowly nodded. Some didn't look pleased, but they weren't protesting it either. 
 
    Ted shook his head and sighed heavily, "I don't like it, but maybe that just goes to show you were right to call this meeting, Sean. I've grown too used to the way we've always done things. What do you think, Bill?" 
 
    Sean looked at Bill, who was shaking his head, "I shouldn't like it, but I do. I've been tired of the shit we've had to put up with from Dolitt's and the Hi-Wire, and I've grown even more tired of the bodies we've found of lycans who they've gotten rid of because they became a 'problem.'" Bill growled then, "This is going to cause problems, I'm sure there'll be some backlash or other issues with the magical community or the mundanes who are aware of all of this, but I've been warning them for years that the judgment day was coming. Well, I guess it's finally here." 
 
    Sean nodded and stood up, "Great, then it's decided. We'll attack Dolitt's, get the lycans out, torch the place, and kill this Dolitt guy." Sean smiled and looked around the room again. "Now all we need is a plan for the initial assault. If we need more people, I can call up as many as we need from back in Reno. Now, today's Monday. I want to see a plan this time tomorrow; I figure we'll hit them either Wednesday or Thursday, late, after midnight when the least amount of bystanders and tourists will be about." 
 
    Sean turned to look at Bill, "How many police officers and firemen are lycans?" 
 
    Bill started a moment not expecting that question, "I think about three hundred of my officers are," Bill turned to Carlos, "Carlos, how many lycans do you have in the fire department?" 
 
    "Five hundred and twenty!" Carlos smiled, "Almost all of them!" 
 
    Sean smiled, "Great! Make sure that all the cops on duty the night we strike, and all the firemen are lycans." 
 
    "Why?" Bill asked. 
 
    "Because they can make sure the 'fire' that gets them called in during the initial attack spreads when they're going inside to save everyone of course. Look, there's no way we can keep this quiet in the middle of the city, unless we hire a bunch of mages to come down here and erect one of their walls of silence. 
 
    "But if it just looks like a normal accident, a regular fire, to the mundanes, then they'll expect to see the fire department and the police department responding. If we do in fact run this city, it's time to start taking advantage of it. The fire gets out of control, terrible code violations you see, and the place burns to the ground. The fire inspector dumps a ton of fines on Dolitt's, so the place never opens again." Sean turned to Carlos, "Is the fire inspector one of us?" 
 
    Carlos grinned, "He's my cousin, Umberto. Don't worry, we can make it work." 
 
    Sean smiled back at him, and then looked back at everyone else.  
 
    "Ted, Bill, you know who and what resources are available, and you know what we're up against going in there. I'll leave the planning all up to you two and don't be afraid to grab anyone you need to help you with it. If you need any suggestions, contact Chad, I'm sure he'll be happy to help. 
 
    "Now, anything else?" 
 
    Everyone looked around the table at each, other and then looking back at him; they shook their heads 'no.' 
 
    "Excellent! Well, I'm gonna go out to the bar with the wives, have a few drinks and do a little dancing. Come get me, Bill, when it's time to go!" 
 
    Standing up, Sean took Roxy and Peg by the hand and headed for the exit, remembering to shift just before they left the room. 
 
    'So, brutal enough?' 
 
    'You're learning!' 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Dreams 
 
      
 
    Sean was seated in the back of the car on the ride back to Roxy's parent's house. Roxy was all but attached to his right side, and even Peg was pressing into him a bit more than usual. Sean had to admit that he liked it. Going in there and cracking the whip, telling the people who had run this town for decades how to do their jobs and having them accept it, was both scary and exhilarating. 
 
    But having Roxy and Peg pressing against him after not just supporting him, but obviously approving of the way he handled everything meant a lot to him. Roxy especially. They were the foundation of his world, their approval and now apparent desire for him definitely made it worth the hassle of facing down the 'older and wiser' heads.  
 
    As long as the First continued to advise him, Sean was starting to feel that he could, in fact, do this. 
 
    Peg smiled and leaned into Sean as they got into the car. She still couldn't believe that her life had changed so much. She'd gone from a rich spoiled preppy kid with a powerful father and an attitude, to an outcast with nothing to live for, to married to the most powerful man in the state, maybe even the country.  
 
    Seeing Sean just stand up to all of those people and lay down the law once again reminded her of how lucky she was. He loved her, Sheila loved her, Roxy, Jo, Daelyn, Roberta, even Cali, they all loved her too. She had more power now than she'd ever hoped to gain in her entire life, and she even had a reason to use it, because she loved Sean and the rest just as much as they loved her.  
 
    Peg put her arm around Sean's and had to smile at Roxy, who was pressed up so hard against him, that it almost looked like she was trying to become a part of him. If someone had told her six months ago, that not only would she be sharing a husband with another, but that she'd be happy about it, she'd have laughed at them.  
 
    But with Sean, with the others, it worked. Jolene had told her that Sean's chi had been increasing since he'd become a lion and that those forces had links to all of them, as they had joined with him and became his mates. That they felt like a part of him because in a way there were. Jolene had admitted that she was still both surprised and happy with this start of affairs because as a tantric witch, her powers were growing along with his.  
 
    It was definitely a marriage with something for each of them, Peg had come to realize. 
 
    Roxy ran her hand down between Sean's legs, she couldn't wait to get home, and if her father wasn't in the front seat of the car, she wouldn't be waiting at all! Her man, her mate, her lion, had just stood up before the people who had run her hometown, her life, for the last several decades and without flinching, without any second thought or hesitation at all, he'd read them the riot act in a calm reasonable voice and told them how it was going to be from now on, and they didn't even hesitate to toe the line. 
 
    Even her own father had agreed with Sean! She knew her father was tough, and at times could be as vicious as the best of them, but Sean had just laid it out like he was ordering a pizza.  
 
    And they'd all fallen into line. 
 
    She purred and kissed him, pressing her body into his. Everyone used to tease her because she was always dumping guys for not being 'good enough' for not being 'strong enough.' Everyone always figured she'd never attract a mate because her standards were so 'impossibly high.' 
 
    Well, they all finally got to see just what kind of a man lived up to her standards! And they all bowed before him. 
 
    Oh yeah, Sean was going to get a lot of lovin' tonight, she was going to see if she couldn't love him right into a coma! 
 
      
 
    "Well," Bill coughed and decided not to look in the mirror again, it looked like his daughter was all but ready to rape Sean in the back of the car, and Peg looked more than willing to help. "That wasn't so hard, Sean, was it?" 
 
    Sean smiled and kissed Roxy, then Peg. 
 
    "I just hope I didn't leave anyone with any hurt feelings or bruised egos. I don't like having to tell people their jobs, especially when I think they know more than I do. But," Sean shrugged his shoulders, "I didn't want to just spend the evening going round and round on half measures and trying to do things the same way as they'd always done them before. 
 
    "And I hope I didn't offend you or bruise your ego any there as well, Dad," Sean added with a smile. 
 
    "Son, you've already made it clear to me just who calls the shots, and while I'm not always pleased with it, you've proven yourself to me time and time again." 
 
    "Thanks, I appreciate that." 
 
    "I'll appreciate it even more if you can keep my daughter from putting on a show in the back seat," Bill laughed. 
 
    Roxy snorted, "We're mates, Dad. I don't think you're going to see anything you haven't seen before." 
 
    "Trust me, Roxy, there are things that no father wants to actually see, for all that he may know that they're going on." 
 
      
 
    When they got back, they all piled out of the car and Roxy all but dragged Sean upstairs to her room, not that Sean really needed to be dragged, all of the attention that Roxy and Peg had been paying him in the car had him pretty excited as well. 
 
    "I'll go tell your mom and the others what happened at the meeting," Bill chuckled as they went up the stairs to Roxy's room. 
 
    Sean followed Roxy into the room, with Peg bringing up the rear. Wrapping his arms around Roxy and dropping to his knees he dragged her down, causing Roxy to fall forward onto the bed, her legs on the floor, but her nice tight ass was on the edge of the bed just inches before him. 
 
    "Sean!" Roxy laughed as he heard Peg close the door. 
 
    "Hmm?" Sean said as he grabbed the waistband of Roxy's Daisy Dukes, and giving them a hard yank he pulled them down past her thighs. Leaning forward and gave her ass a nip. 
 
    "Eek!" Roxy laughed and squirmed as Sean started to grab and massage that lovely tight butt of hers with one hand, the other snaking around her hips to tease her sex as he continued to nip and bite those firm muscular globes.  
 
    Sean wondered what Peg was up to, when suddenly he felt her hands undoing his pants and starting to work them down his hips. When she got to his knees, he started to move up Roxy's back with his tongue and his teeth, moving both hands around and under her, to start stroking at her belly as she sighed and purred beneath him. 
 
    Peg got his pants off of him then and moved between his legs and reaching around started to fondle and tease Sean's erection, not that he needed much encouragement at this point. As Sean's licks and nibbles reached Roxy's shoulders, he moved his hands up to  cup her breasts as his weight pushed her down onto the bed. At the same time, Peg deftly guided him into Roxy's sex, causing her to moan rather loudly and start trying to push back against him.  
 
    "Pull her back a bit off the bed," Peg whispered behind him, and then she dropped to the floor beneath them. Sean wasn't sure what Peg was up to now, but he did as she directed, pulling Roxy back as she spread her legs to brace on the floor outside of his. Obviously, Peg had removed Roxy's shorts as well. 
 
    Sean was just starting in on a nice easy rhythm, moving in and out of his love, when he felt Peg's tongue, and one of her hands stroking his sack. From the way Roxy suddenly shivered and started to moan, apparently Peg's other hand was teasing Roxy. 
 
    Sean did the only thing he could think of, which was to start torturing Roxy's nipples with his fingers while he nibbled on the base of her neck with his teeth. The effect was interesting, as always. Roxy hit her first peak then, and with a growl, Sean started to redouble his own efforts and pick up speed, as Peg's talented fingers and tongue were definitely driving him towards the heights as well.  
 
    When Sean finally hit his own peak, several minutes later, he shivered and bucked against Roxy, holding her close and panting until his own moment had passed. Feeling Peg's hands tugging him backwards, he complied and then sighed rather happily as she subjected him to her talented tongue once more.  
 
    Once he was no longer flagging, he moved back and Peg's legs moved to the outsides of his as he moved back to a kneeling position. Grabbing Peg's hips he lifted her up onto his lap, and leaning forward as he pulled her closer, Sean entered her, while Peg pulled Roxy down on top of her, turning the attentions of her talented tongue loose on Roxy, who ended up on her knees, straddling Peg. 
 
    With Pegs legs now tightly wrapped around him, Sean's hands were free to tease both girls, causing Roxy to lean back closer to him, and turning her head to the side, Roxy and Sean kissed as Sean started moving his hips against Peg, who had her hands most definitely busy exploring Roxy. 
 
    They changed positions several more times before Sean hit his peak a second time, though by that time Peg and Roxy had definitely outnumbered him in orgasms.  
 
    They moved up onto the bed then and were well on their way through the next round when the rest of the girls joined them, and Sean was informed by Daelyn that lion-boy wasn't getting to sleep anytime before sunrise. 
 
    Sean figured he'd just do his best and suffer in silence. Well, when he wasn't moaning, gasping, purring, or panting, at least.  
 
      
 
    § 
 
      
 
    Sean was on the side of the mountain where the lions all met, only there was no one else there this time, other than the First. That was when Sean realized that he was in his lion form, as was the First. 
 
    "Where is everybody?" Sean asked, looking around. 
 
    "I thought it would be better if there weren't others around to distract us," the First said. "Come, let's walk for a while." 
 
    Sean ducked his head in a nod and padded alongside the First as they started to go up the side of the mountain. 
 
    "You did well today, Son," the First said looking over at him and giving him a wink. 
 
    "Thanks, Dad!" Sean said with a laugh. 
 
    "But really, you handled them well. You came in and took command and told them what they had to do." 
 
    "Yeah, but I had to shift into my hybrid form," Sean sighed. 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Because I doubt they would have listened to me, I'm still a kid to them, hell I am still a kid," Sean shook his head, "I don't think anyone there was under thirty and I'm just barely twenty-one." 
 
    "But you didn't switch into your lion form." 
 
    Sean gave him a sidelong glance, "Well I didn't want you to take over on me." 
 
    The First laughed, "You really are one of mine, you know that? For all that you were afraid you couldn't deal with it, you still weren't about to let me upstage you." 
 
    Sean looked down at the ground embarrassed. "Well, it is supposed to be my job. You've made that clear more than once." 
 
    The First nodded his head, "Yes, I have, and as I said before, you did a very good job today. Shifting into your hybrid form was the right thing to do. Even if you thought they would have listened to you without it. It reminds them just who, and what you are, every time they look at you." 
 
    "Does it? Does it really?" 
 
    "It's a part of them that they can't deny. They all feel it, they will always feel it. Even those that try to deny it will still feel it deep down, nagging at them." 
 
    "How does that work?" Sean asked, curious, "Are we deep in their subconscious? Some sort of racial memory?" 
 
    "No, it's because we actually are a part of them. Remember, every lycanthrope in the world today was created by us, or at least their ancestors were. We used our essence, or to put it in modern day terms, our DNA. Our core DNA is what allows them to exist, what makes them possible. That little bit of us that we passed onto them is still of us. It calls to us, and they can feel it." 
 
    "Is that how you took away Michael's ability to shift?" Sean asked with a sudden suspicion. 
 
    "Yes, I talked to that part of him, a part that we can control when we do some of that 'mystical shit' as you're so fond of saying. And it's why we need more of them to live, so that all of us can live. As we spread our essence out among them, we became interdependent. We may be gods, but what are gods without their people?" 
 
    "Huh, I had no idea." 
 
    "Which is why I'm telling you of course," the First chuckled. 
 
    "Thanks, Dad," Sean smiled as they continued up the side of the mountain. "So, why am I here tonight?" 
 
    "What, a father can't wish to see his son?"  
 
    Sean laughed and brushing up against the First he rubbed his head against the First's. 
 
    "Uh-huh, you're in my head all the time. But if that was all this was, I don't mind." 
 
    "I wanted to talk a little more about what happens next." 
 
    "Next?" 
 
    "After Vegas." 
 
    "I'd rather not discuss that until we've actually won here, Dad," Sean admitted. 
 
    "You'll win, don't worry about that. They've learned that you're as ruthless as the other side and that you won't play by their rules. They won't let you down. Now that's not to say it will be easy, nothing ever is, but you're not going to stop until Vegas is yours, right?" 
 
    Sean shook his head, "No, of course not." 
 
    The First stopped walking and turned to look at Sean. "Now, stop and think a moment, would you have said that a year ago?" 
 
    Sean stopped and blinked, tilting his head a little as he did think about it. 
 
    "I... I don't know, but to be honest, no, I don't think I would have. But then I would never have so cavalierly told everyone to burn down a bunch of casinos and kill our enemies either." 
 
    The first grinned at him, "You've grown up a lot since then, haven't you?" 
 
    "Ummm," Sean said and started to pad alongside the First as he started walking again, "I guess so." 
 
    "So, just as what you did today was something you would have thought beyond you before all of this, you may think the next step is as well. But it's not." 
 
    Sean stopped and sighed heavily, then looked up at the First who was looking back at him. 
 
    "You want me to free them all, don't you?" 
 
    "No, not all. Just the ones on this continent." 
 
    "Oh!" Sean said waving his paw in the air sarcastically, "why that shouldn't take more than a week!" and he looked back at the First with a frown. 
 
    "You need to work on your sarcasm more; I really wasn't feeling that one." 
 
    Sean snorted. "How the hell am I supposed to free everyone on the continent?" 
 
    "Oh, one at a time, I suppose," the First snickered and started walking again. "The Chinese have a saying: 'He who would move a mountain, starts with the pebbles.' Besides, you're not up against a deadline. You don't have to get this done tomorrow." 
 
    "But I do have to get it done," Sean grumbled. 
 
    "Sean," the First sighed, "did you really need me to tell you that this needs to be done?" 
 
    Sean just shook his head, deep down he knew this was coming.  
 
    "Why do you think Arthur Troy got his people to declare an end to the traditions of slavery? Even he could see it in you, and even he could see that this wasn't his hill to die on." 
 
    "But it is mine, right?" 
 
    "Son, I don't expect you to die of anything beyond old age in bed while trying to satisfy a hot little twenty-year-old," the First grinned. 
 
    They both stopped then, and Sean noticed that they'd made it to the top of the mountain. Sitting down, he looked out off into the distance. Interestingly enough, all of northern America was laid out before them like a map. 
 
    As Sean watched, places started to glow across the map, some brighter than others. 
 
    "Because they use our people, we have a fairly good idea of where the different councils are located, and where they are strongest." 
 
    Sean looked it over; there were maybe three dozen spots on the map. 
 
    "That's it? How many magic users are there?"  
 
    "About two hundred and fifty thousand, give or take." 
 
    Sean looked at the First, "Two hundred and fifty thousand is still a lot of people, even in a country of three hundred million." 
 
    "Ah, but look." 
 
    Sean looked at the map, and a warm amber color started to suffuse through it. It was brighter in the Midwest, but it went all the way up into Canada and Alaska. 
 
    "Those are our people, aren't they?" Sean asked. 
 
    "Close to a million of them." 
 
    "And just how many lions are there in North America?" 
 
    The entire map went dark then, except for a single point of golden light. 
 
    Sean turned to the side to look at the First, "Really?" he complained. 
 
    "Well, your sarcasm is improving at least," the First laughed back. "There were a few others, but currently they're busy elsewhere."  
 
    "So, I'm on my own? Well, besides you of course, Dad." 
 
    "For now, yes, it's just us." 
 
    Sean sighed, "Okay, hit me with the obligatory pep talk. I think I'm going to need it." 
 
    "Sean?" 
 
    "Yes, Dad?" 
 
    "You can do this. I have faith in you." 
 
    "That's it?" Sean asked looking at the First who nodded. 
 
    "I am a god, Sean. What more could you possibly need?" 
 
    Sean shook his head; he had to laugh at that.  
 
    "Good night, Son." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 And Nightmares  
 
      
 
    Atticus swore as they finally pulled up in front of the Clark County Morgue. That annoying pissant of an animal that called himself the sheriff had told him that the morgue wouldn't be open until eight in the morning, so Atticus had gotten up at four in the morning and gotten his personal driver to bring him here. 
 
    Blake was dead. Or so they had told him. He wouldn't believe it until he actually saw it. Blake, his Blake, his only son! Samantha was a good wife and a good woman, but she'd only given him worthless daughter after daughter until on the fifth try she'd finally had Blake. Finally, he'd had the son he'd always wanted!  
 
    Atticus had made sure that Blake never wanted for anything, that nothing was beyond his grasp. He'd gone to great lengths to see that Blake got the best teachers, the best equipment, the best of everything.  
 
    When Samantha had left him, taking her worthless daughters with her, he hadn't cared. She'd done her job; she'd given him the son he needed to pass his legacy on to. Jenna, who'd been his favorite up until Blake was born, still called him occasionally, she was the only one, not that he cared all that much. He had his son, he had his mistress, he had his slaves.  
 
    What more did the second most powerful man in the west need? 
 
    Atticus swore and got out of the car as Sheffield, his driver, opened the door for him. 
 
    A son, he needed a son.  
 
    Oh, how he hoped that flea-bitten son-of-a-bitch was wrong about Blake's death. The animal had said that Blake had lost control of the car he was driving, and crashed. Josh, one of Blake's friends or more like one of the many 'hanger-ons' that surrounded his son, was in the hospital recovering from the accident, so Atticus hadn't been able to talk to him. The other two who had come out with Blake were driving back to LA. Apparently, that animal had told his deputies to run them out of town, so Atticus hadn't been able to talk to them either. 
 
    Josh's father, Cory, had flown out last night and called Atticus after seeing his son and told him that they'd been chasing some girls that had rebuffed Blake's advances, insulting him. 
 
    Atticus found that hard to believe! Who would turn down the advances of his son? He had everything any girl could ever want, money, power, and good looks. He shook his head, something wasn't quite right.  
 
    "Do you want me to go with you, Sir? Or should I stay with the car?" 
 
    "Stay here, Sheffield," Atticus said with a dismissive wave and walked up to the doors. It was five after eight, and they were open, thankfully. Going inside he went straight to the receptionist at the front desk. 
 
    "May I help you?" she asked him. 
 
    "I'm here to identify my son, Blake Cortland." 
 
    "One moment, Mr. Cortland," the woman behind the desk said, and he heard her typing something on the keyboard in front of her, then she looked up at him, "Please have a seat, Sir. The Medical Examiner will be out in a moment; I'll call her and let her know that you're here." 
 
    Atticus frowned and walked over towards the chairs that were arranged against the wall. After sitting in the car for the last four hours, sitting didn't really appeal to him at all. It wasn't very long until he heard a woman's voice behind him. 
 
    "Mr. Cortland?" 
 
    Turning, Atticus was rather shocked to see a very attractive woman in a business suit with a badge hanging out of her pocket and an ID card on a chain around her neck. 
 
    "Yes, and you are?" 
 
    "Gloria Channing, I'm the Medical Examiner and the person in charge of the Medical Examiner's office." 
 
    Atticus stiffened, what was an animal doing in charge of anything, much less a place like this? 
 
    Gloria smiled; she didn't miss the small frown of disapproval when he heard her name. 
 
    "Yes, Mr. Cortland, my husband is the sheriff. Before we get started, please understand that I know exactly who you are, which is why I am dealing with you, rather than one of my underlings. Now, I understand that you wish to see your son's remains?" 
 
    "I want to see his body. To make sure you didn't foul up," Atticus said, biting his words off. 
 
    "Mr. Cortland, we've already confirmed that it is your son's remains. However," Gloria frowned, "I must warn you that after your son died, his body was burned beyond recognition. It is not something I would recommend any parent ever see." 
 
    "Then how do you know it's him?" 
 
    Gloria lowered her voice, "We have a mage on staff that we use for cases like this, especially when someone important is involved. Further, your son's friend Josh confirmed that Blake was the only one in the car with him. 
 
    "Again, I would advise you didn't see this." 
 
    "Just what are you trying to hide?" Atticus snarled. 
 
    "Nothing, I'm just trying to spare your an unpleasant sight." 
 
    "I've seen worse, I can assure you." 
 
    Gloria gave a nod of her head, she was sure he'd seen worse, and equally sure he'd been the cause of the things he'd seen as well. Atticus Cortland was known to be quite the butcher at times. One didn't climb the ladder in Gradatim without stepping on a lot of dead bodies every rung of the climb, after all. 
 
    "Then follow me," she said and led him past a gate that they were buzzed through by the receptionist, then down a hallway towards the back of the building. Gloria used her ID card to unlock the door, then opening it and standing aside she motioned for Atticus to enter. 
 
    Inside there were three rows of metal doors along the back wall that went from one end of the room to the other. Another man was working in the room, examining the contents of a bag on a desk. 
 
    "Joseph, could you open up sixteen please," Gloria said. 
 
    "Sure thing, Doctor Channing." 
 
    Gloria motioned to the small square door set in the wall that Joseph walked over to, so Atticus walked over to it as the man grabbed the handle and pulled the door open, then grabbing the handle on the end of the tray he pulled it out.  
 
    Atticus's nose was immediately assaulted by the smell of burned flesh, and other chemicals, the lump under the blanket was long enough to be a man, but by no means shaped right. 
 
    "What's that smell?" Atticus asked, looking back at Gloria. 
 
    "The chemicals the fire department used to put out the fire. The crash was about a mile outside of town, so they didn't have access to any fire hydrants." 
 
    Atticus turned back to look at Blake's remains, Joseph had pulled the sheet back and Atticus looked at the charred corpse. Gloria had been right, it wasn't pretty. True, he'd seen worse, he'd burned people to death in his past, and even watched them die. He noticed there was a fair bit of melted metal on the limbs, or stuck to the body in places that he'd guess was where the pockets on his clothing had been. 
 
    It was then that it struck him; people who burned to death usually were bent over in pain or had their hands around their head as they tried to protect themselves.  
 
    "Why isn't he curled up, trying to protect himself?" Atticus growled, looking at Gloria. 
 
    "Because he was already dead when his body was burned. I told you that back out in the lobby." 
 
    Atticus stopped and thought a moment; she had said something about that. 
 
    "How do you know he didn't burn to death?" 
 
    "There were no signs of fire or smoke in his lungs. So he wasn't breathing when his body burned." 
 
    "Then what did he die of, if he didn't burn to death?" 
 
    "We're not exactly sure, we're still investigating the accident, but the tentative finding is that he broke his neck while the car was rolling over from his body being tossed around inside the cabin. If he'd been wearing his seatbelt, that and the airbags would probably have saved his life." 
 
    "How did the other kid, Josh, survive?" 
 
    "He was thrown out of the car, through an open window." 
 
    Atticus turned back to Blake's remains and reaching out with a hand he gently touched a charred and burned piece of the body and cast a simple identification spell. His worst fears were confirmed, it wasn't one of his son's friends, it was indeed Blake. Moving his hand down over one of the melted lumps of metal, he could detect a faint magical residue. Obviously, his son's items had melted in the fire, though he didn't recall him having so many of them. Too bad nobody made something to protect from a broken neck.  
 
    It was the one thing in which the animals had the advantage over their betters. 
 
    He realized Gloria had said something to him then. 
 
    "What?" Atticus turned to face Gloria who made a motion to Joseph, who covered up the body and slid it back into the wall. 
 
    "I asked, what do you want us to do with your son's remains? Do you have a funeral home back in Los Angeles that we can call? Also, where do you want his personal effects sent?" 
 
    "Personal effects?"  
 
    "The police cleaned out his hotel room, they have his luggage. I can have it shipped back to your home, or you can pick it up from police headquarters." 
 
    Atticus sighed and thought about that a moment, "I'll have someone call you." 
 
    Gloria led Atticus back to the front of the building and out the front door, giving a sigh of relief the moment the door closed behind his back. 
 
    "You okay, Doctor Channing?" The receptionist asked. 
 
    "I am now. Let me know if he ever comes back here, or if anyone else makes inquiries about his son." 
 
    "Is he somebody important?" 
 
    "Actually he's a sociopathic killer and a member of a large organized syndicate. But you didn't hear that from me." 
 
      
 
    Atticus couldn't help but notice the Sheriff's car that was parked near his. He also couldn't help but notice that the Sheriff was standing there, with one of his deputies on the other side of the car. Atticus had never met Sheriff Channing personally, but he knew what he looked like, as it was his job to know. 
 
    "Atticus," Bill said giving a small nod of his head. 
 
    "It's Mister Cortland to you!" Atticus said, glaring at the Sheriff. He debated casting something on the animal to put him in his place, but the deputy was standing on the other side of the car and was watching him like a hawk with his hand on his gun. 
 
    "Right," Bill said with a smile, "I took the liberty of placing your son's personal effects into the trunk of your car. I thought I would save you the trouble of dealing with us any more than you had to. This way you can leave right now, instead of having to linger in our less than fair city." 
 
    "I'll leave when I want to; I will not be dictated to by the likes of you!" Atticus said rather hotly. 
 
    "Only trying to be helpful, Atticus," Bill drawled and started to turn to his car then stopped. 
 
    "Oh, by the way. When we were gathering up your son's personal effects, we found this," Bill said and pulling the wand out of his sleeve, he held it in the middle, presenting it to Atticus.  
 
    Atticus's eyes went wide, and he seized the wand immediately. 
 
    "Ah, I see you recognize just what that is. Tell me; is it your usual practice to let a teenager run around with a wand of disintegration? I'd have thought that would have set you back quite a bit." 
 
    Atticus was about to reply when he noticed that the wand was now drained, making it useless. 
 
    "This is empty!" He yelled looking up at the Sheriff. "Do you have any idea how much this costs! And you just drained it?!" 
 
    "We didn't drain it," Bill said with a frown. "I'm guessing that your son did that. Once we find out just who or what he used it on, I'm sure there will be people who'll want to speak with you about that." 
 
     "Whatever," Atticus replied with a dismissive wave of his hand. If they didn't already know, they'd never know. However, he was going to have to find out just how his son got his hand on what had once been one of his most prized possessions. 
 
    Walking over to the car he opened the back door, "Sheffield, we're...." 
 
    Atticus looked around and then turned back to the Sheriff. Both he and his deputy were smiling. 
 
    "Oh, I guess I should have told you that Sheffield quit." 
 
    "You had no right!" Atticus screamed at the Sheriff, "Sheffield belonged to me!" 
 
    "Nevada is a free state, Atticus. I suggest you get used to that idea because it's not going to change." 
 
    Atticus threw a paralyzation spell at the deputy and was just about to throw one on the Sheriff when he noticed that both men had drawn their pistols and had them pointed at him. 
 
    "I suggest you get in your car and drive straight to the border, Atticus. You've worn out your welcome here, and I'm sure your wife would hate to be burying both her son and her husband on the same day." 
 
    "Are you threatening me?!"  
 
    "I thought that was rather clear," Bill growled. "Now, get into your car and go. I'll be sure to have someone follow you, from a safe distance, to make sure you get out of my county." 
 
    Swearing, Atticus slammed the car door and went around to the front of the car and got in. The keys were in the ignition, so he started it up and jamming it into reverse he backed out quickly, almost hitting the Sheriff's car. Then jamming it into drive, he sped out of the parking lot and onto the main road. 
 
    "Not much of a driver, is he?" Sean said getting back into the squad car. 
 
    "At least he knows how to drive it," Bill sighed. "Thanks for coming, by the way. I was worried he might try to do something, but at least he didn't do anything that the badge or the amulet you gave me couldn't handle." 
 
    "Are you really going to have him followed to the border?" 
 
    "Yes. You don't threaten a man like Atticus and then not follow through. Let's head back to the station and get you back into your street clothes before my daughter starts threatening me for hijacking you." 
 
    "Aren't you afraid about getting in trouble?" Sean asked looking down at the uniform. "Doesn't this count as impersonating an officer?" 
 
    Bill laughed, "Son, I'm the sheriff; I can deputize anyone I see fit. One of the perks of the job!" 
 
      
 
    Atticus swore, loudly, as he pulled out of the parking lot. He hated driving, with a passion. In fact, the only thing he hated more than driving was flying. How those airplanes managed to hang in the sky without any magic supporting them was ridiculous. With how often they fell to earth, killing all the poor deluded fools inside them, his choice to avoid them at all costs was hardly ridiculous. 
 
    At least cars sat on the ground, and while he didn't like driving, he understood it and could do it when necessary. 
 
    Part of why he hated driving was he was quite unfamiliar with the roads whenever he traveled away from home. Thankfully, Sheffield had left that 'GPS' thing with the maps on it, turned on, so Atticus could at least look at that. 
 
    Sheffield! Atticus had forgotten all about him! Stopping briefly in the middle of the road, he ignored the horns of the mundanes around him and quickly rattled off the spell and gesture that would pop Sheffield's pellet, even if he were miles away. Atticus had developed an improved version of the spell years ago, if one of his lycans ever ran away on him, he'd get them, no matter how far they went.  
 
    Feeling better at having tied up at least one loose end, Atticus started driving again. He knew the general route home, thankfully that hadn't changed at all in the last several decades, and with the map, he could find his way back to the highway.  
 
    Glancing at the map, he noticed the hospital where his son's friend Josh was staying. Sheffield had flagged it, as Atticus had been planning to stop there next. Looking up in the mirrors, he didn't see any police cars following him. While he didn't doubt that the animal sheriff was keeping tabs on him, the hospital was in the direction of Los Angeles, and dammit all, if he wanted to stop and check on one of his people, then he was going to stop and check on them!  
 
      
 
    Josh sighed and looked at his father, who had fallen asleep in the chair by the bed. He was still pretty beat up, he had bruises and abrasions, what they called 'road rash' all over a good deal of his body. While his broken bones had all been healed, the damage to the muscles and the rest of him hadn't been. Apparently, that lion had only healed enough for him to live, the rest he'd have to do on his own, or by magic if his father could afford a healer when they got back home. 
 
    Josh gave a little involuntary shiver when he thought about that lion. When he'd jumped out of the van and onto the hood of the car and driven his fist through the windshield. Josh was sure he was dead. Everything after that was a blur, it had all happened so fast! Right up until the lion was standing over him, asking him questions.  
 
    Josh now realized that being honest with the lion had saved his life. He'd also had some time to think about what the lion had said to him, specifically when he had said 'you already know I'm more powerful than you.' That line right there told Josh that the lion, who had straightened out his arm and legs and healed all of his broken bones and the worst of his injuries, wasn't just a magic user, he was the magic user they'd run into at the gas station. 
 
    A lion magic user. 
 
    Josh had heard the rumors, with Blake being one of his friends, it was hard not to. A lion mage had taken over Reno, killed hundreds of magic users, freed all of the lycans there, and apparently, he was not only immune to silver, but so were all of those he had freed. 
 
    And he had saved Josh's life while taking Blake's. Josh didn't care about Blake being dead, he knew his parents thought that his being friends with Atticus Cortland's son was a good thing. Problem was, Josh really wasn't his friend. Servant and lackey was probably a better word for it. 
 
    Sam and Max had the better deal, they could say 'no' to Blake and not get in trouble for it because their parents were on the council and had power, unlike Josh's. Josh had been friends with Sam and Max as long as he could remember and when Blake had joined the group, it hadn't been a big deal, at first, but over time Josh kept founding himself being put in positions that he didn't enjoy.  
 
    Stealing the wand from Blake's father's collection was something he hadn't wanted to do, but Blake had made him a whole bunch of promises, if Josh got it for him, because he couldn't. Or at least that was what Blake had told him. Then, of course, Blake had broken every one of those promises or used them to string Josh along with a series of false hopes. 
 
    Yeah, he didn't mind that Blake was dead at all, especially now that he was alive to enjoy it. But that brought him back to the lion. 
 
    The lion knew who he was, probably even where he was. Josh knew that Blake planned to use that wand on the magic user who had made a fool out of him in front of his friends, instead of selling it at the local shop and pocketing all of the money like he'd originally planned, the shop where he'd been selling stuff he'd stolen from this father for over a year now. But, as was normal for Blake, anger drove all sense out of his head. 
 
    Josh also knew that Blake had been wearing his seatbelt, yet the police had said he wasn't. Josh had known that the car wasn't on fire when it had stopped rolling. Yet the police said it had been burned completely up. 
 
    Obviously, to him at least, the lion had killed Blake. Knowing Blake he'd used the wand on the lion, and it hadn't worked. That meant that the lion was even more powerful than the rumors claimed. The lion that had saved his life. The lion who had said to him to 'don't make me regret this.' 
 
    The lion that knew who he was, and where he lived. 
 
    So Josh had lied his ass off. What choice did he really have? Not like he could tell the mundanes about magic and lions anyways. By the time his father had gotten there, telling the same lie to him wasn't all that difficult. 
 
    And that was what Josh was thinking when Atticus suddenly came into the room, with a protesting nurse hot on his heels. 
 
    "Mr. Cortland!" Josh had gasped, sitting a little straighter in the raised bed. 
 
    Josh's father immediately jolted awake. 
 
    "It's alright nurse, he's with us," Josh's father Cory told her. 
 
    The nurse stopped, grumbled a moment, then turned around and left. 
 
    "Mr. Cortland, this is a privilege, Sir. I also want to offer my condolences." 
 
    "Thank you, Cory. I hope you don't mind, but I'd like to ask a few questions of Josh here before I go back home." 
 
    "No, Sir, of course not." 
 
    "Call me Atticus, please," Atticus said with a weary smile. "Now, Josh, I've heard the official reports, but, if you could tell me in your own words, please?" 
 
    Josh told Atticus about the run in at the gas station, and Blake's run-in with the mage when he'd tried to dominate a woman who apparently was the mage's wife. How they'd taken him back to the hotel and taken care of him until the spell had worn off, and how mad Blake had been.  
 
    Josh then told Atticus how Blake had gotten them to take him to a place he knew about to buy a bunch of protective amulets and rings, so he wouldn't be hurt again. They'd gone along in the hopes that Blake would calm down after a while, but instead, he seemed to become more and more consumed with getting some sort of revenge on the mage who had paralyzed him. Sam and Max eventually had enough and left, Josh left out the part about Blake threatening him, to get him to help him after he'd gone with Blake to help him rent a car. 
 
    "If they'd gone with you two, do you think my son would still be alive?" Atticus asked. Josh couldn't miss the anger in his voice, but he didn't want to tell Atticus that the only thing that would have saved Blake at that point would have been to knock him out, tie him up, and drive him back home. Blake's temper was famous, all the other kids knew about it, and they knew to keep far away from him until it had passed. Sadly, Josh hadn't been that lucky this time. 
 
    "I, I don't know," Josh sighed, grasping for straws, then seized on an idea from a movie he'd seen last week. "When Blake rammed the van, the back doors opened and there were a bunch of guys in it, big guys. They had guns and stuff, I think they were drug dealers or something, and well, we panicked, and that's when Blake lost control of the car. Next thing I know, I was waking up in the back of the ambulance." 
 
    "Wait," Josh's father, Cory said, "That's not the story you told the police, you just told them that Blake lost control of the car while chasing a van full of girls!" 
 
    Josh sighed and shook his head, "If I'd told them Blake had rammed the van, that would have made it his fault," Josh mumbled, "I didn't want to do that. I, I didn't know he was dead until after I'd talked to them. I'm, I'm sorry." 
 
    "Don't be," Atticus said, "at least you were faithful to my son."' 
 
    "Yeah, but I failed him, I wasn't able to save him," Josh said, playing the role. It made it so much easier to tell the lie. The last thing he wanted was to tell Atticus about was the lion. Josh had no doubts at all that the lion could kill Atticus, and then it would be looking for the person who'd told Atticus all about him! 
 
    There was no way Josh was going to put himself in the way of that, not for Blake, not after all the trouble Blake had gotten him in! 
 
    There was a knock on the door, and looking up; the Sheriff was there, with a deputy. Josh's eyes went wide, the deputy! He was the mage! Which meant he was the lion!  
 
    "Atticus, I believe you were leaving?" the Sheriff said. 
 
    "I just stopped to check in on this fine young man, on my way back home. Now if you'll all excuse me?" Atticus said and shook hands with Josh, and then his father Cory, "I'll be on my way." 
 
    Atticus smiled at Josh, "Again, thank you for standing by my son, Joshua. I hope you recover soon." 
 
    Turning around, Atticus walked past Bill and Sean, leaving the room. 
 
    Cory stood up then, "My son just told me that the back of that van had men with guns in it!" 
 
    Josh's eyes got wide, and he wished for his father to just shut up and sit down. 
 
    "Yes," Sean said, smiling at Josh, "we heard him. Don't worry; we will be looking into it." 
 
    "Is that all?" Cory demanded. 
 
    "Mr. Booker," Bill sighed, "without a license plate number, there really isn't much we can do. I will pass the information on to our gang unit, but it could just as easily have been any number of legitimate groups that come here to train on some of the more advanced shooting ranges that are in the area. This would, of course, explain why they didn't shoot at your son or his friend." 
 
    Bill turned to Sean, "Come, let's make sure he doesn't make any other unexpected stops on his way back home." 
 
    Josh collapsed back into the bed as the sheriff and the mage left, with a heavy sigh. The mage knew who he was alright, and on top of that, he was a cop! This just kept getting worse and worse. Damn that Blake! Even dead he was still getting Josh in trouble! 
 
    "You alright, Josh?" his father asked him. 
 
    Josh sighed, "I'm just a little overwhelmed, Dad. I thought Atticus would be angry with me." 
 
    "Well, everyone does know that his son was a little hotheaded at times. But you heard him, he's happy that you stuck by him to the end. Loyalty is important, Josh. Remember that." 
 
    Josh nodded and thought about the lion who had smiled at him after he'd heard the lie that Josh had told, apparently it was. Just as long as you picked the right people to be loyal to. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Tuesday Night 
 
      
 
    Sean listened to the plan for taking Dolitt's and then dealing with the other casinos that night at Ted's place. They were in a small conference room at Ted's cleaning business, and not in the fancier one at the casino, as there were a lot fewer people at this meeting. He'd brought Roxy, Jolene, and Daelyn, this time, as they had the most experience in planning for such events. Overall the plan for Dolitt's was a good one, and between the whole group of them, they were able to hash out the rough parts and make it work. 
 
    He'd also brought Cali along, to help with the second part, the part of convincing them all not to try and replace their lycans with new ones. Sean had always thought that Roxy was the most ruthless of all his women, but he was starting to realize that Cali, for all of her happy and smiling demeanor of late, was possibly the most ruthless of all. Roxy's talents tended to focus on her and hers. Whereas Cali, having been trained to be an assassin, was able to bring that cold and callous eye to any situation. 
 
    You just had to motivate her first. 
 
    Currently, she was sitting on Sean's lap, as he sat there in his hybrid form, tickling her ears with his tongue. Elven ears, even dark elven ears, were apparently huge erogenous zones, and Cali was squirming and panting and giving out suggestions that were making Bill, Ted, and even Ryla look shocked.  
 
    Sean purred, sure some of them were outrageous, and hearing them come out of the mouth of Cali, who often looked like the soul of complete, uncorrupted innocence was pretty shocking to the others at the table. But Sean was impressed by his wife's skill for complete and utter calculated viciousness. On top of that, the First was figuratively drooling in the back of Sean's head. 
 
    'And here I thought Daelyn was your favorite!' Sean teased. 
 
    'Daelyn will always be my favorite, Cali's just my special favorite! Any chance I might get to spend some special time with her tonight?' 
 
    'Who knew you were so turned on by murder and mayhem,' Sean joked. 
 
    'Son, after all the millennium that I've lived, one learns to appreciate a true master of the art. Too bad that dark elves can't become lycans, or I'd be having you bite her.' 
 
    Sean was a little surprised by that admission, though honestly, Cali would make a pretty damn sexy lioness. He agreed that it was a shame and continued to listen to the stream of suggestions until Roxy raised her hand. 
 
    "Stop, that one, I like that one," Roxy grinned. 
 
    Ted looked at Roxy shocked, "Feeding their eldest child into an industrial meat grinder in front of them!" 
 
    "No!" Roxy laughed, "She was just kidding on that one! I meant the one before that, showing them Dolitt's severed head, and telling them they're next if they don't comply." 
 
    Sean gave Cali a nip on the neck and whispered in her ear, "I know you weren't kidding, but I promise not to tell," causing her to squirm in his lap. 
 
    "But if they don't comply, you'll have to follow through," Ted pointed out. 
 
    "Your point?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "What do you think, Sean?" Bill asked. 
 
    Sean shrugged, "I've already made it clear that killing them all and burning all of their places to the ground is an acceptable plan. I suspect we may have to kill another owner or two, if so, that'll just be more heads to sway the rest.  
 
    "But honestly, these people can't be that stupid to want to stand up to us if we show up smelling of smoke with a severed head. Dolitt is the biggest of all of them, right?" 
 
    "Yes, but some of them are more stubborn than smart," Ted complained, and Bill agreed. 
 
    "Well, then let's talk about the teams we're sending to each of the casino's with Sean," Roxy said. "An overwhelming show of force will make it very clear that we mean business." 
 
    "And," Jolene spoke up, "with all of the cops dealing with the fire, and all of the tourists going over to watch it, the number of witnesses should be refreshingly small." 
 
    "Will you need me to call in any reinforcements from Reno?" Sean asked. 
 
    Ted shook his head, "No, we've definitely got this. How many teams do you think we'll need?" 
 
    "One for each Casino, I'll have to move from place to place quickly, so I won't be able to wait for a team to set up for each place. That means it'll be better if they're already there, and keeping an eye on the place." 
 
    Ted nodded, and Sean watched as Ted, his sister Ryla, Bill, Davy, and Carlos all started to do resource planning. Sean had to admit he was surprised at how many of his people Davy was volunteering. Apparently, some horses were a lot braver than he'd been led to believe. 
 
    Meanwhile, Cali's squirming in his lap was having a definite effect on Sean. Keeping his hands wrapped around Cali, Sean stood up, holding her against him. 
 
    "If you'll excuse me for a little while," Sean purred and turning he walked out the door to quite a few snickers and one heavy sigh that he guessed came from Ryla. 
 
    Sean made a beeline for the women's room, as Cali had one hand up behind his neck and the other was working its way down into his pants. 
 
    The moment they got into the bathroom, Sean pushed her down over the sink and grabbing her shorts he sunk his claws into the leather and just ripped them off of her body, the scent of needy elf suddenly filling his nostrils as with a loud moan, Cali spread her legs, rising up on her toes and arching her back. 
 
    Sean unbuttoned his trousers, and as they fell, he took hold of his shaft and guided himself into Cali's fire, giving a deep growl of pleasure as he pushed into her. He was  surprised at how excited she was, she hadn't been this turned on since he'd first claimed her. 
 
    "Somebody excited?" Sean growled, looking down into the reflection of her eyes in the mirror. 
 
    "Yes, my Husband," Cali panted. "Planning to kill and main your enemies while you show the others how much you love me is always exciting! Now, take me, my Husband, my Lion! Fill me with your love!" 
 
    Grabbing Cali's hips tightly as she braced one hand against the wall, and reached up with the other to stroke the side of his head, Sean did just that, driving into her hard and fast.  
 
    "I love you, Cali," Sean whispered panting heavily as he stared into her eyes the whole time he was pounding his hips against hers. It was primal, and it was wonderful, and when he finally came into her, she joined him, crying out in bliss as he roared his delight into the room. 
 
    Dropping down to his elbows, Sean rested his head against the mirror as he wrapped his arms around his wife. 
 
    "I love you, Cali," Sean sighed again as he caught his breath. 
 
    "And I love you too, Sean. The gods smiled on me when you made me yours." 
 
    Pulling out, he lifted Cali up so she could turn around and sit on the edge of the counter, and then leaned down and kissed her, purring loudly as she ran her fingers up through his mane. Lifting her legs up and putting them around his waist, Cali pulled him closer until he was inside her once more.  
 
    This time, they went slowly and savored the moment, taking their time with each other. When they finally built to a second release, they clung to each other and shared their love again as Sean wondered, as always, how he'd ever become such a lucky man to have so many talented and loving women in his life. 
 
    "I guess we should head back and see how the planning is going," Sean finally said when they'd both caught their breath. 
 
    "You destroyed my pants, remember?" Cali giggled. 
 
    Sean looked down at the shredded leather on the floor, embarrassed. "Well, they're all lycans; they're used to seeing naked females." 
 
    "Un-uh," Cali chuckled and lightly tapped him on the nose. "Go fetch me some pants. It's not the nudity that worries me; it's the blatant signs of what we were doing that I'd rather not share." 
 
    Looking down at her, Sean purred. "Don't go away, I'll be right back."  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Warning Signs 
 
      
 
    Sean grumbled as he woke up and grabbed his phone. The ringer was off, he never used that anymore, but it did vibrate, and that was annoying enough, especially when he was in his hybrid form with his improved hearing. He looked at the caller ID, it was Chad. Sighing he pressed the green button and put the phone by his ear as he stretched in bed. It was after eight, all the girls were up already, otherwise there would be no getting him out of bed until he got hungry.  
 
    Actually, he kind of liked the idea of dragging a few of them back up here for a while. It was supposed to be a vacation after all .... 
 
    "You there, Sean?" Chad's voice came from the phone. 
 
    "Yeah, I'm here," Sean yawned. "What is so important that you have to get me up at this ungodly hour of the morning?" 
 
    "It's almost eight thirty, I'd hardly call that ungodly, Sean!" Chad laughed. 
 
    "I'm on vacation, and the girls had ideas last night. It's ungodly," Sean rumbled. 
 
    "This from the guy who used to show up at my house at seven in the morning to game!" 
 
    "That was different." 
 
    "How?" 
 
    "I wasn't a lion then, obviously," Sean chuckled. "Or married. So, why are you calling me? Other than to get me out of bed?" 
 
    "A bunch of Ascendants showed up last night." 
 
    "Define 'a bunch,'" Sean asked sitting up and swinging his legs off the bed, putting his feet on the floor. 
 
    "About forty. Two-thirds of them are adults, the rest are family members." 
 
    "How many lycans did they bring?" 
 
    "They didn't bring any." 
 
    "Yet," Sean added. 
 
    "Exactly, yet." Chad agreed. "They've started rebuilding the kennels. I think they're going to start shipping them in soon." 
 
    "What about Gradatim and Vestibulum? What are they up to?" 
 
    "The Vesti's are still fortifying, Gradatim has been keeping a low profile. They at least seem to suspect that we're watching them." 
 
    "What's Sawyer got to say?" 
 
    "Not much. He said something's up, but they're all being really quiet. The Vesti's think that the Ascendants are still planning to attack them, the Ascendants are still paranoid because there's so few of them. That Sorother guy who's now in charge of the Grad's is still consolidating his hold. Sawyer thinks he's still proving himself to the national leaders. So I think that he's the least of our problems." 
 
    "But?" Sean said, "Why do I feel that there's a 'but' at the end of that sentence?" 
 
    "Something's up in Sacramento." 
 
    "Sawyer told you that?" 
 
    "No, Art told me that." 
 
    "Art? Isn't he the lead wolf from Sacramento?" 
 
    "Yup, his girlfriend showed up the night before last. He finally broke free long enough last night to tell me what she told him while they were catching up." 
 
    "Girlfriend? I thought you freed all the wolves in Sacramento? You're not slipping on me now, are you?" Sean teased. 
 
    "She's a human." 
 
    "A human?" 
 
    "And the wife of one of the more important members of the Sacramento Ascendance Council, one Kurt Reese." 
 
    "What?!" Sean laughed loudly at that.  
 
    "Apparently good old Art has been putting it to Kurt's wife for a good long time now. She married Kurt for the power, and well, when Art left, she just said 'screw it' and went to be with her boyfriend." 
 
    "Will wonders never cease." 
 
    "Oh, it gets better! Get this, that Stewart kid?" 
 
    Sean laughed, "Don't tell me! She got her hands on one of those collars the sorceress guild uses!" 
 
    "Got it in one, all of her kids were fathered by Art. Turns out she's been stepping out on her husband for a long time now." 
 
    Sean snickered and shook his head, "So, what did she tell him was up in Sacramento?" 
 
    "That they're pretty pissed off at you, and that they're looking to come up here and do something about it. Just without all of their now former slaves, they don't know what, yet." 
 
    "Well, I guess that's yet another thing to keep an eye on. What's Claudia have to say about things right now?" 
 
    "That she's still waiting for you to replace her lost helicopter?" Chad snorted, "We're suffering from a definite lack of mobility, which combined with our current lack of intelligence, could be deadly. We've got those quick reaction teams set up, to stop the councils if they try to ship in more lycans or attack us, but we really do need that helicopter back. I agree with her that one just isn't enough if things hit the fan in a big way.  
 
    "Especially when you consider that we'll probably only have minutes to act, hours at best, because we don't have any really good intel and we're still shaking down our new organization." 
 
    "What about the people we have watching all of the weight stations and truck stops?" 
 
    "That only works until they get wise to it," Chad sighed. 
 
    "Okay. Let me make some phone calls, and I'll see what I can do." 
 
    "When are you coming back? Any idea yet?" 
 
    "Probably this Saturday, I don't like being away from home and to be honest, compared to what's going on there, a lot of this looks pretty simple. I'm going to be administering a very large wakeup call to the magical and mythical community here late tomorrow night." 
 
    "Un-oh, should I be watching the news?" 
 
    "Nah, it'll all be over by the morning, you can read about it afterwards though, I'm sure. Later, Chad." 
 
    "Bye!"  
 
    Sean hit the red button to end the call, then opening up his contact list he scrolled down until he came to Terri, Steve's girlfriend. 
 
    "Sean?" Terri said answering the phone, "I'm about to meet a client, can I call you back?" 
 
    "No. But this won't take long. I need a few Huey's, say three, and I need them right now. How soon can you get them?" 
 
    "What?" Terri said, surprised. "You want three Bell UH ones? Sean, you can't be serious!" 
 
    "Of course I can. How soon, how much?" 
 
    "Well, we have one here at the field, but it's seven hundred thousand dollars!" 
 
    "Awesome, I'll have someone there later today to pick it up. You take cash, or will a check do?" 
 
    "Sean! This is no time to be joking around," Terri said hotly. "This is my job!" 
 
    "I'll have Steve call you, he'll vouch, and I'll tell them to bring cash. Now, how about the other two? I need them as soon as possible, this weekend would be perfect." 
 
    "Sean!" Terri warned, "If you're messing with me, even Steve won't be able to protect you! This is my family's business we're talking about!" 
 
    "Just tell me how much, Terri. Please?" 
 
    "One point five million, and I can have one here Monday, a second by Wednesday." 
 
    "Great! I'll have the money to you by Sunday night at the latest. Thanks, Terri!" 
 
    "You better not be messing with me, Mister!" Terri growled and hung up. 
 
    Sean dialed Steve next, who didn't pick up until the third ring. 
 
    "Sean! What in the world did you do to piss off my fiancée?" 
 
    "Bought three helicopters. Please tell her I'm good for the money." 
 
    "Hold on a sec." 
 
    It was more like thirty seconds before Steve got back to him. 
 
    "Okay, I told her, she doesn't believe me. She wants to know where you came up with over two million dollars." 
 
    "Well, I'm pretty sure I have a million sitting in reserves right now, but I'll have to call Deidre and check. As for the rest, hmm. Hey, how much would you pay me to turn Terri into a cat girl?" 
 
    Sean head Steve sigh, "Seriously? Is that your plan?" he said in a tone that made it clear he wasn't all that sold on the idea. 
 
    "Well, it was a thought," Sean chuckled, "of course, if you want kids I'd have to turn you into a cat boy as well. So that may not be a great idea." 
 
    "Umm, yeah, I think I'll pass right now." 
 
    "Your loss," Sean laughed. "Just tell her I'll have the money and to order the damn helicopters. I'll come over with the wives for dinner Sunday after we get back." 
 
    "Uhh, that just might be more of a shock to her than you having the money," Steve laughed. "I'll calm her down." 
 
    "Okay, thanks. Bye!" 
 
      
 
    Next Sean called Deidre; they had the money for the first helicopter, just barely. He told her to call Claudia and work it all out to pick it up today. 
 
    "And just when will I get to see you again, Master Sean?" Deidre whispered huskily into the phone as Sean was getting ready to end the call. 
 
    "Soon," Sean purred, "very soon. I miss you too, Dee." 
 
    Hanging up the phone he set it down on Roxy's old desk and standing up and stretching, he yawned again and headed out of the bedroom. His stomach had decided that as long as he was up, he should be filling it, and the smell of bacon was definitely drifting up from downstairs. 
 
    "Hey, put some clothes on!" Roxy growled at him as he padded into the kitchen. 
 
    "Maybe later," Sean grinned and grabbing her, he kissed her, "besides, I'm covered in fur, isn't that good enough?" 
 
    "Damn, he is bigger than dad, isn't he?"  
 
    Sean looked over at the guy sitting at the table; he could definitely see the family resemblance. 
 
    "That's Pat, my brother." 
 
    "The dancer?" 
 
    "Yup." 
 
    "Ah, so Roxy told you?" Pat smiled and got up. 
 
    Sean smiled and shook hands with him, "I'd feel jealous of you being able to pick up sexy women all day and get paid for it if I didn't already have a bunch of my own." 
 
    Pat laughed, "Yeah, Rob told me, so I had to come by and see for myself." 
 
    "So, girls," Sean said looking around the room. "We need one and a half million dollars by Sunday night. Got any ideas?" 
 
    "Why not just make some more collars and sell them?" Roberta asked. 
 
    "Cause my lab is back in Reno, and that would take time." 
 
    Peg reached over and pinched Sean on the ass, making him wince. 
 
    "What the hell was that for?" Sean asked, rubbing his butt. 
 
    "Because I'm too lazy to climb up the side of you and smack you on the back of the head, dummy," Peg laughed. "You're about to burn a casino to the ground, and you didn't even consider robbing it first before you did?" 
 
    "Ummm," Sean's tail curled around his leg as his facial fur stood up in a 'blush,' his ears going down. 
 
    "He's still young," Cali giggled, "he wasn't raised to a life of larceny and crime." 
 
    Sean smiled, embarrassed, "I guess this means I need to talk to Ted and Bill about a small change in our plans for tomorrow night, doesn't it?" 
 
    "He'd be hopelessly lost without us," Roxy said to her brother, smiling. 
 
    "Yeah, I can see that!" Pat chuckled. "So, who's the lucky casino owner?" 
 
    "I'm sure it'll be on the news soon enough," Roxy told him. 
 
    "Got it, can't talk about what I don't know." 
 
    "Exactly!" 
 
    Sean went around to each of his wives and gave them a hug and a kiss, finishing up at the stove where Jolene, of all people, was cooking this morning. 
 
    "Is that mine?" He asked, putting his arms around her. 
 
    "Yes, now stop drooling on my shoulder and sit down," she said and bopped him on the nose with the back of the spatula. 
 
    "After you finish eating, my father wanted to talk to you about putting the same enchantment that's on his badge on all of the other metro badges," Roxy told Sean as he sat down. 
 
    "They're not enchanted?" 
 
    "No, just the county sheriff's badges are." 
 
    Sean nodded and remembered then that Bill had told him that yesterday. 
 
    "How many badges are we talking about here?"  
 
    "Oh, somewhere between two and three thousand?" Roxy said. 
 
    "I can't enchant that many badges," Sean said, shaking his head, "It would take weeks. And just what do we tell the cops? 'Oh, let me hold your badge for a moment while I cast spells onto it?'" 
 
    "Why not just make one of your machines?" Roberta said. "They could just place their badge on the machine, get it enchanted, and then pick it up?" 
 
    Sean thought about that, he hadn't made any of his machines yet, other than a couple of test devices back in his lab at Reno, to prove the concept of designing them with the virtual emulator in his classroom. The first machine he was going to make, was going to be to create the scry proof and mind protection amulets. That was pretty simple as spells went, and he understood it intimately. That should work for the badges, as he gathered that something like that was already on the county badges. 
 
    "Hmm," Sean said taking a bite of the omelet Jolene had set in front of him with a huge stack of bacon and pancakes on the side. Last night Bill had mentioned that they had several hundred lycans on the police force, and when Sean had later asked how many had silver tags, the number had been distressingly low. But he could see how much more important something like this could be in a town where magic users were notorious for misbehaving. Even Atticus had tried something yesterday, and there'd been two of them. 
 
    Swallowing his food Sean nodded, "I think I can make something that he can set up in the station. How he'll get the officers to set their badges on it though, that's beyond me." 
 
    "Oh, you let my dad worry about that," Roxy grinned. "So how soon do you think you can make it?" 
 
    Sean shrugged, "I could probably design it in six or eight hours. The problem is going to be actually making one. My lab is back in Reno, so there's no real point in starting on it until we're back home." 
 
    "Well, after you finish eating, you can get started on that, and I'll see what we can do about a lab, okay?" 
 
    Sean looked at Roxy, "Now? Today?" 
 
    "Dad and I got talking last night while you were entertaining Cali upstairs," Roxy snickered. 
 
    "And Daelyn, and Roberta, and Jolene," Peg teased. 
 
    "What? I didn't leave anybody out!" Sean grinned back at Peg. 
 
    Roxy sighed and poked Peg, "Quit distracting him. Anyway, after we got finished going over the plans for tomorrow night, they started to worry about what the response will be next. Well after we got home, dad and I got to talking and dad figures that it's going to be hard to keep the peace if all of his officers are constantly being hit with spells from magic users." 
 
    "But what about changing the plan for tomorrow night?" Sean asked between bites. 
 
    "You leave that up to the experts," Peg grinned. 
 
    "Dae, can you get your hands on a couple of four-inch gold platters, some big metal slugs like the ones I use for the batteries, and some gold wire or foil? It'll look a lot like that last test bed I made, but with a second plate mounted about four inches above the first one." 
 
    "I'll call up my aunt Tess, she's a local. I'll have something before you get done, don't worry," Daelyn smiled. 
 
    "Great!" Sean smiled and leaned over and gave Daelyn a hug, then went back to eating his breakfast. He talked a bit with Pat, who was curious about his new brother-in-law, and surprisingly didn't seem to care in the slightest just how many wives Sean had. That made Sean just a little curious as to just what dancers got up to when they weren't dancing. 
 
    After he'd finished, Pat excused himself, and Sean went back up to Roxy's room to get comfortable on the bed and slipping into his classroom, he got started. 
 
    He'd already figured out the way to power his machines, he'd broken out the portion of the silver tag that converted silver to energy last week. That spell would be enchanted into a small gold plate that would sit on top of a large battery that would absorb the power.  
 
    A second plate would sit above the first one, about four inches above and attached by long metal rods that would either be wrapped in gold foil or gold wires to attach it to the lower half that held the power. The item to be enchanted would be placed on the upper platter, while silver items to power the whole device went on the lower platter. If someone should place anything made of silver on the machine to be enchanted, he didn't want it to be destroyed. Hence the lower platter for converting and the upper one for enchanting. The only hard parts would be initiating the process of draining the silver, and enchanting the object. 
 
    For the silver, he solved that easily enough, it would always be active. You set something on it, it got drained and converted. The tricky part would be making sure that no one overcharged the battery, or it could explode. 
 
    That one took a while for Sean to figure out; he actually had to go back through his father's notes, as well as some of the other texts that were in his magical classroom, until he figured out how to burn off the excess energy by turning it into heat. It wasn't the best solution in the world, but at least it would provide a warning by causing the battery and the plate above it to heat up, warning the user that if they didn't watch out, it would start to melt, and maybe even explode. 
 
    Next, he started working on the spells for the enchanting plate. The tarball spell part of it was pretty simple; he'd need a badge to calibrate the device when he actually built it, of course. But the spell was something he was familiar with. The problems came however with triggering the tarball to untar into the object. So far he'd been triggering them by hand, something any magic user could do. 
 
    But this wasn't going to be run by a magic user. Eventually, he figured out how to put a touch sensitive patch on the side of it, like a button, then you could put the badge on it, press the button, and voila, the spell would trigger. 
 
    But, but what if they tried to pick up the badge before it was finished? 
 
    Sean winced at that thought. The energy would go into whoever picked it up, and that wouldn't be pretty. In fact, it could be downright nasty, deadly even. It took about four minutes for the spell to enchant the object, about four times the time it took him to do it. He could put a timer on it, but that was a pretty complicated item and he wanted simple. He could make the whole thing glow while it was working, or better yet, just make the plate glow. That might keep people from touching it while it was working. 
 
    Looking at what he had, he tarred everything up, memorized the physical shape and size of the device, then leaving his classroom he opened his eyes and picking up the pencil and paper he'd left by the bed he started to sketch out the components so Daelyn could compare it to what she'd built for him. Looking at his watch, it was well after lunch, almost four. 
 
    "Done?" Cali asked him. 
 
    "Mostly," Sean told her, "it's a bit more complicated than I thought. I'm going to have to show this to Daelyn. Is she around?" 
 
    "Sure, I'll go get her." 
 
    When Daelyn came upstairs, Sean went over the problem with her, and between the two of them they eventually came up with a simple solution, a sign that said 'don't touch when glowing' and a simple spell to cover the plate with a small static field that would give you a shock if you tried to touch anything on it while the machine worked. Not enough to really hurt you, but enough to stop anyone but the most dedicated idiot. 
 
    Sean didn't really care all that much about dedicated idiots. He was a big fan of Darwin after all. 
 
    "So where is this lab they said they'd build for me?" 
 
    "Out in the backyard in the shed," Daelyn grinned. 
 
    "The shed?"  
 
    "Well, you have set a few things on fire you know." 
 
    Sean rolled his eyes, "That was before I learned about grounding. Well, I might as well go look at it." 
 
    Getting up, Sean followed Daelyn downstairs and out into the backyard. He looked at the pool as they skirted it, then back at Daelyn and smiled. 
 
    "We are not getting kinky in the pool, Sean!" Daelyn laughed and wondered if all lions had a thing for water, or if it was just Sean? 
 
    "But they have a nice tall fence!" 
 
    "Maybe after the sun goes down," Daelyn said with a wink as they came to the shed. It was made of wood at least and even had a window. There was a large assortment of yard tools stacked to the side of it; Sean guessed they'd cleared the place out for him. 
 
    Going inside, there was still a faint smell of gasoline, but other than that, it was clean enough, with a table, chair, and a thick metal rod by the wall that went down through the floor and into the ground below. The sledgehammer next to it showed that it was a recent addition. 
 
    Sitting on the table was the machine Daelyn had built; all it needed now was the enchantments. 
 
    "Where are the extra batteries?" Sean asked. 
 
    "Over here," Roberta said. "Supplies are in this cabinet." 
 
    Sean checked the cabinet; sure enough, everything he needed was in there. Then he checked the metal slugs that he needed to make into batteries. 
 
    "Well, I need to make these first," Sean motioned to the batteries. "I'll need to tweak a few of the other spells, and then I need to see a badge." 
 
    "Think you'll have it done tonight?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "Most of it. I can finish it up in the morning." Sean eyed the small stack of silver on the table. "We'll need some more silver, a pound's worth I think. And some badges to enchant." 
 
    "Well, I'll go get some more silver, Daelyn, Roberta, keep an eye on him." 
 
    "Will do!" 
 
    Sean went and grabbed the first slug and sitting down set to work on making the first battery. The first one was always the hardest, but he'd made so many at this point, he wasn't worried. Actually, he was excited. He was finally going to make something new, something that hadn't been done by someone else before, an enchanting machine! 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Stewart's less than Fine Morning 
 
      
 
    Stewart sighed and shook his head; he hadn't seen his father in two days now. He'd called his older sister and brother that night when their mother had left and told them both about what had happened after he'd called Harris. His sister wasn't at all surprised. 
 
    "What, do you think you guys are the only ones sleeping with lycans? Mom and Art have been a thing for years. I think the only reason she's stayed married to dad this long was so she could keep seeing Art." 
 
    "What? You knew?"  
 
    "Of course I knew. If you'd been paying a bit more attention, you would have figured it out as well! Really, Stewart, I know you can be thick at times, but haven't you ever looked at the way your friends and their parents act? Who else gets a beating for calling their father 'dad'? Hell, I'm surprised mom was able to sleep with him to even have us!"  
 
    Stewart's world had definitely been rocked by that information. His mother? Art? The council's head werewolf? How had he missed that? 
 
    His brother had been even less help. 
 
    "Pack your shit and leave, Stew! Now! Stop letting him bribe you to stick around with fancy toys." 
 
    "But, why? Why should I go?" 
 
    "The lycans are gone, mom's gone. Who do you think he's going to go after the next time he gets enraged? You're all alone with him now." 
 
    "Actually, I'm not alone, I bought a lycan." 
 
    "Well, after he kills her, you'll be next. Wake up, Stew, dad's a psycho. Why the hell do you think Joyce and I left?" and with that, his brother had hung up on him. 
 
    From the look on Rachel's face, Stewart knew that she'd heard all of it. So he went over to his desk and opening his drawer he started going through all of the old rings and amulets he had. None of the rings or amulets were as good as he was wearing, and of course, the best ones he had, had been taken off of him in Reno.  
 
    But still, these were better than nothing. 
 
    "Put these on," he told Rachel and gave her four rings and two necklaces after he'd figured out the best combination from what he had there. 
 
    Rachel had nodded and put everything on. Two of the rings she put on her toes, and she'd turned one of the necklaces into an ankle bracelet by wrapping it around her leg several times. She gave Stewart a warm hug and then had taken him back to bed and screwed his brains out until he'd passed out, exhausted. 
 
    For the next two days, they'd enjoyed the house to themselves, Stewart discovered that Rachel was actually a very good cook, and when he took her out with him, she was affectionate in public, respectful to him around his grandfather when he was working, and fawned on him when he was with his friends. She really was perfect. Hell, she was better than any of his girlfriends ever had been, and after last week's liberation, none of his friends, or anyone in the local Ascendance, had a lycan pet anymore. The simple fact that Stewart had gone out and bought one on his own had increased his social standing with all of his friends and many of the other Ascendants.  
 
    When Stewart's father had finally come home late last night, Stewart hadn't gotten up to meet him.  
 
    But it was morning now, and he could hear his father banging around in the kitchen downstairs. 
 
    "I guess I have to go downstairs and face the music," Stewart sighed, getting out of bed and getting dressed. 
 
    "Are you sure?" Rachel asked him. She actually found that she liked him. He definitely treated her better than any of her previous owners. No one had ever given her a magical item before, and Stewart had given her six!  
 
    "Yeah, I'm sure. Get dressed, if worse comes to worse, we'll go out and come back after he's left for the day." 
 
    Rachel nodded and getting up she gave him a kiss and watched him leave. If worse really came to worse, well, he'd shown her where all the silver traps were and how to get around them. She could shift into her full wolf form and be far away from here before anyone even realized she was gone. 
 
    Stewart walked down the stairs and into the kitchen, where his father was trying, and failing, to make breakfast. 
 
    "Morning, Father."  
 
    "Just where the hell have you been?" Kurt grumbled. 
 
    "Home, mostly," Stewart replied. His father was trying to make something, what exactly, Stewart wasn't sure. 
 
    "Oh, right. Playing with that new toy of yours no doubt?" 
 
    Stewart winced as his father burned his hand and swore. 
 
    "Father, why don't you sit down over there, and I'll get Rachel to come down and cook us both breakfast." 
 
    "It can cook?" Kurt said, staring at him, "You got a toy that can cook?" 
 
    Stewart smiled at his father, placatingly, "I told you, Father, I went for a more experienced model, and I'm not regretting it at all. Besides, if I try to make you breakfast, we'll both starve to death before I'm done! 
 
    "Now, please, Father, sit down. I'll call Rachel." 
 
    Stewart watched as his father went over to the table and sat down, still grumbling and looking dour. Walking over to the bottom of the stairs he called up to Rachel. 
 
    "Yes, Master?" 
 
    "Could you please come downstairs and make us breakfast?" 
 
    "Of course, Master." 
 
    "Why the hell are you saying 'please?'" Kurt grumbled, scowling at Stewart as he came back to the kitchen. 
 
    "Just trying to develop better habits, that's all, Father. The Walden's got a human servant Monday, and if you're rude to her, look out!" Stewart chuckled and looking up as Rachel entered the kitchen he smiled at her. 
 
    "So, Father, what do you want to eat?" 
 
      
 
    Twenty minutes later and they were almost done eating. Rachel's cooking was good as always, but Kurt was constantly finding fault with everything. It had been twenty minutes of nit-picking and snide remarks, and Stewart finally started to look at his father in a new light.  
 
    Because this was how his father was. He was always finding fault, and while he was worse today than usual, he wasn't that much worse. Stewart had never really noticed or cared before because the house servants had all belonged to his father, so he'd figured it was none of his business. 
 
    But Rachel was his, and she'd been nothing but a delight to him since he'd gotten her. 
 
    As soon as she had cleaned up, Stewart hustled her out of the kitchen and sent her back up to his room. 
 
    "I'll be up shortly," he whispered in her ear and gave her a pat on the butt, then went back to his father who was finishing up his breakfast. 
 
    "Going to spend the day playing are we?" Kurt asked. 
 
    "Actually, I was going to do some enchanting today," Stewart was about to add 'at grandfather's place' but stopped when he saw the instant scowl on his face. 
 
    "You're not going over to that whore's father's shop? Are you?" 
 
    Stewart shook his head. 
 
    "Good, I want you to stay away from there; I don't want that whoreson putting any bad ideas in your head!" 
 
    "Yes, Father." 
 
    "So, what's your toy's trigger word?" 
 
    Sean blinked and looked at his father, "What?" 
 
    "What's your pet whore's trigger word? What pops her pellet?" 
 
    "Father! Really! She's my property, that's my concern!" 
 
    "Listen you!" His father yelled and standing up slapped his hands down on the table, "This is my house and any lycan bitches that live in it, I'm going to have the trigger for, in case they get out of line and need to be dealt with! If you're going to live here, you're going to give me that word! Understand?" 
 
    Stewart gulped and nodded, "Yes, Father." 
 
    "So, what is it?" 
 
    "Rumpelstiltskin." 
 
    "Rumpelstiltskin? What kind of a word is that?" his father asked, glaring at him. 
 
    "One that no one will guess?" Stewart said weakly. 
 
    Kurt snorted, "Well I have to go to the council. We have meetings all day today to try and decide just what we're going to do about getting our slaves back. Maybe you could have your pet clean house while I'm gone." 
 
    "Yes, Father," Stewart sighed and watched as his father walked out of the kitchen, and grabbing his briefcase, he then left the house. His father had never yelled at him like that before. But then his father had always yelled at somebody.  
 
    His brother was right; he was in the crosshairs now. 
 
    Stewart went back upstairs in a bit of a daze, then was rather shocked as Rachel grabbed him and kissed him, holding on to him tightly. 
 
    "What was that for?" he asked her. 
 
    "For lying to your father," she said and then shivered. "I heard what you told him! What are you going to do when he finds out?" 
 
    Stewart tried to smile, "Oh, he won't find out." 
 
    But all Stewart could think about was that sooner or later, his father would find out, and then what? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thursday morning 
 
      
 
    Yawning, Sean opened a bleary eye and looked up. Daelyn was straddling his legs and had a plate of food. 
 
    "What's up?" Sean said, blinking and looking up at her. 
 
    "You are now, lion-boy," Daelyn teased. "Seriously, it's noon. What time did you get to bed last night?" 
 
    Sean looked at the clock on the nightstand. It was noon! 
 
    "Umm, I think the sun was starting to come up," he said a little embarrassed. He'd had to carry Roberta back to bed, as she'd fallen asleep on him as he'd worked last night. 
 
    "That late?" Daelyn said surprised. 
 
    "I think I got a little carried away," Sean admitted sheepishly. "But, I finished the badge enchanting machine. I even added a few little tweaks to it so it can update any of the previously enchanted badges without breaking the enchantments already on them." 
 
    Sean's stomach growled then, the scent of the food on the plate had finally reached his nose. 
 
    Daelyn nodded, she understood what it was like to get carried away with a project, which was why she'd been sleeping in the museum the night Sean had found her. 
 
    "Well, how about you sit up, and I'll feed you," Daelyn smiled. 
 
    Sean's inner lion's ears perked up at that, and sliding back towards the headboard, pulling Daelyn along with him, he sat up and watched as she picked up a forkful of food and held it before his mouth. Which he opened immediately. 
 
    "Good boy!" Daelyn giggled and watched as Sean chewed. 
 
    "Where is everybody?" he asked after he swallowed, then accepted the next forkful of scrambled eggs and bacon. 
 
    "Roxy's parents and brother are at work. Roxy wanted to do some shopping, seeing as she didn't get to the other day, and everyone else went with her." 
 
    Sean nodded, and swallowed, then opened his mouth as she gave him more food. 
 
    It was about then that Sean realized that Daelyn was naked. He blinked; he really must have been tired to have missed that! And from the smile on her face, he started to realize that apparently, his dwarven wife wanted something special from her 'lion-boy.' 
 
    "So," Sean said after he'd finished what was on the plate, and as Daelyn set it aside, he put his hands on her hips and started to pull her closer. "I guess that means we're all alone. Whatever shall we do to pass the time?" 
 
    "Well, I can think of something," Daelyn grinned and leaning against him, she kissed him. 
 
    "This wouldn't, by chance, have anything to do with that 'list' you and the others are always talking about?" 
 
    "Well," Daelyn grinned and started slowly grinding her hips against his, "that may just have a little something to do with it." 
 
    Sean laughed, "You know, Roxy is going to be very jealous about you really christening her bed before her." 
 
    "Who," Daelyn giggled, "do you think suggested it? Now, get to work lion-boy, your wife wants a nice strong dwarven son to add to our growing household!" 
 
    "Your wish, my Love, is my very happiest desire," Sean growled happily, and kicking the sheet that was between them, down with his feet, he put his hands to either side of Daelyn's face and kissed her, long and deep. He could feel his inner lion purring and even the First, who was quite taken with Daelyn, was sharing his pleasure as well. 
 
    Lowering his hands to hold her against him, Sean rolled over carefully, sliding between Daelyn's spread legs as he positioned himself above her and looked down into her eyes. 
 
    "I love you, Daelyn, and I'm so happy to finally share this with you." 
 
    Daelyn smiled softly back up at him, "I love you too, Sean. My uncle was right; you are by far the best man any gal could ever want. Now, what do you say we make the first of many children!" 
 
    Sean laughed and kissed her again. "So, you want a big family, huh?" 
 
    "Do a good job, and I'll even let you put a cub or two in me one day!" 
 
    Sean gave a hearty growl at that, and moving forward, he parted her lips and moved up inside her heat. 
 
    "You really know how to make a lion sit up and beg, don't you?" Sean chuckled. 
 
    "Damn straight!" Daelyn laughed and wrapped her legs around his hips, and started to kick his butt with one of her heels. "Now, get ta work lion-boy! Let's see if we can't break this bed!" 
 
    Pinning her hands to the bed with his, Sean didn't hold back and started in on a hard and demanding pace, sex with Daelyn at times could be almost as rough as a contact sport. She was strong, far stronger than a human woman, she was even stronger than Roxy, and she was tough, Sean suspected that dwarves had metal in their bones because it often seemed they had it in their blood as well.  
 
    And there were times, times like this, when she wanted him to prove to her that he was the strongest, the biggest, the toughest, and yes, the best. With how much he loved her, Sean was always willing to show her just that, setting a grueling pace which she matched, moving back against him, hard. Sean would be surprised if she didn't leave him bruised as he sent his power down inside of her, as they got ready to make a child in her womb. 
 
    Daelyn joined him in his ecstasy as Sean finally emptied himself deep inside her many minutes later, collapsing on top of her as the sweat dripped off of his body.  
 
    "On your back, Lion-boy," Daelyn giggled softly after they'd both caught their breath. "It's time for this cowgirl to do a little tamin'!" 
 
    "Oh, the abuse I take," Sean laughed and putting an arm around her, he rolled on to his back. 
 
    "Hey, what are you complaining about? This time I'm gonna be doing all the work!" Daelyn smirked down at him. 
 
      
 
    "You know," Roxy sighed, looking at the two of them as she stood in the doorway, "When I told you to go break in my bed, I didn't mean I wanted you to actually break it!" 
 
    "Umm," Sean blushed, "maybe we got carried away, just a little?" 
 
    "More like a whole lot!" Daelyn laughed tiredly, as she yawned. Sean had his arms around her so tightly as she spooned back against him that she was almost having trouble breathing. 
 
    "Well, the two of you better hit the shower; I'll go get supper cooking. We have a lot to do tonight." 
 
    Sean smiled and kissed Daelyn on the top of the head, then unwrapping his arms, he stretched slowly. "Yum, shower time!" 
 
    "On second thought," Roxy laughed, "Daelyn why don't you hit the shower first, last thing I need to do is explain to my dad why there are holes in the bathroom walls." 
 
    "Umm," Sean blushed while Daelyn snickered.  
 
    "Plus it would probably be hours before we got him out of there," Daelyn laughed and getting out of bed, she bent over and kissed Sean on the forehead. 
 
    "Love you." 
 
    Smiling Sean collapsed back onto the bed. "I think I'll just take a nap." 
 
    Roxy laughed, "Oh, hell's no! I walk into my room smelling like this, and there's no way I'm going back downstairs until I get a turn!" 
 
    "No rest for the wicked, Lion-boy!" Daelyn laughed as she grabbed a towel and headed off to the bathroom. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thursday over Lunch 
 
      
 
    "Arthur, it is good to see you," Joseph said, standing up and shaking hands with Arthur Troy as he came over to join him at his table. 
 
    "Thank you, Joseph," Arthur said, taking the open seat and sitting down. "You do know how much I enjoy the lamb here," Arthur acknowledged. He really was very partial to the food here, and he'd been very surprised a few months ago when Joseph had spilled the beans that he owned the place. Seeing as this was the place where the different council leaders liked to come and discuss business, buying it had been a very shrewd move by Joseph. One that Arthur was sure nobody would ever have expected. 
 
    Joseph was turning into a constant source of surprise these days. 
 
    "So," Arthur smiled, "to what do I owe the pleasure of this meeting?" 
 
    "Well, the first and foremost item on my list has to deal with David and Alan. Both appear to be honoring both your request and the silence. While neither one has attempted to open negotiations with the other, yet, they have both been engaging with one of my council members in regards to making sure that what they do to each other, stays out of sight." 
 
    "They're fighting?" Arthur said, surprised. He hadn't heard anything about that. 
 
    "Sniping mostly." Joseph sighed and shook his head, "It's little things as they continue to feel each other out, though David apparently tried another, less successful assassination attempt." 
 
    "He did?" Arthur asked concerned. 
 
    "Oh, it failed of course. The Vestibulum is quite prepared for such things now, but it makes me wonder just how the previous attempt was so successful. Either the person who did it got lucky, or the Vestibulum really did let their guard down." 
 
    "It's entirely possible that their national leadership back in New Jersey decided to send someone professional in," Arthur pointed out. "They could easily have afforded the best." 
 
    "Yes, there is that, but the Ascendance had several different teams on the road, on their way here to punish Sean and his lycans. Then when they discovered the truth, it appears that they were recalled. Apparently, those in charge decided that they couldn't win a fight with Morgan and his people." 
 
    "So?" Arthur asked while admitting to himself that Joseph really had developed some impressive intelligence abilities. 
 
    "So why didn't they attack after the assassin killed Morgan? They were confused, in disarray; it would have been the perfect time to strike." 
 
    Arthur considered that a minute before answering. 
 
    "There are only two things that come to mind," Arthur said, moving out of the way of the waiter as the first course was served. "The first, of course, is that they didn't think they had the forces to win against Morgan's people, but they still felt a message needed to be sent." 
 
    "And the second?" Joseph asked as the waiter left them alone. 
 
    "The second," Arthur frowned, "is that they didn't do it." Picking up his spoon, Arthur tasted the soup. As always, it was delicious. Joseph really knew how to find the best cooks. 
 
    "You think Sean did it, don't you?" Arthur asked as he paused a moment from eating his soup. 
 
    "Maybe not Sean himself, we do have reason to believe he was incapacitated at the time, but possibly his people." 
 
    Arthur shrugged, "If it was him or his people, tactically and strategically it was a masterful move. Sean doesn't want fights with the councils; though I daresay he would have won any following match up. My suspicion would be that if he's responsible, it would be more that he was worried about the cost in lives, his people's lives primarily. 
 
    "So, is that the reason for this meeting? To discuss hypotheticals about something from over a week ago?" 
 
    "No, but it leads to this thought: I think we may have misjudged the lions, Arthur, I think we may have misjudged them a great deal." 
 
    "I'm not so sure I'm following you, Joseph." 
 
    "Where did the lycan race come from?" 
 
    "Which one? There are so many of them." 
 
    "No, if they were different races, they wouldn't be able to crossbreed, now would they?" 
 
    Arthur gave a small nod of agreement, "I'd forgotten that, and you know, I'd never thought of them like that, for all that we call them by the same name." 
 
    "Yes, interesting isn't it, and that right there is a clue. They predate us, Arthur." 
 
    "They predate magic users?" 
 
    "Not only that, I suspect that they may even predate humans." 
 
    "What? Are you sure? How can that be?" 
 
    "Well, I'm not certain, not yet at least, but I've looked into the oldest records that we have gotten from the oldest races, I've even sparked enough interest in some of my brethren that they've begun looking too. Want to know what I've found?" 
 
    Arthur nodded, "Of course." 
 
    "When the dwarves came here, the lycans were already here, and we know the dwarves definitely predate any and all magic users. Did you know that dwarves have a special relationship with lions?" 
 
    Arthur shook his head, surprised. "No, I'd never heard of that. What is it?" 
 
    Joseph shrugged, "I have no idea, I just know that it exists. However, I think that helps to explain why the local dwarves are now allied with Sean. To be honest, I'd found it curious that they had done so. I'd found it equally curious that Sean had also gotten married to a dwarf and the others not only didn't care, but they also seem to have approved of it." 
 
    Arthur set down his spoon, having finished his soup, "I did find that rather peculiar, especially as I know his wife's uncle is a rather important and influential dwarf." Arthur thought a moment longer, "What about the elves? Have you talked to them about it?" 
 
    "Not yet, though I have asked one of our members who knows some of their historians to make some inquiries. However, in some of their older ballads that tell of their first trips here, they mention the kings of the land and then go on to describe lions. That had always been a source of confusion to the scholars, who thought the elves meant that the lions were the dominant predators in Europe, not the actual rulers." 
 
    "I must admit I do find this interesting, what prompted you to look into this?" 
 
    "Sean told me to look into our history when I had asked him a question," Joseph shrugged, and then smiled, "and being a man of scholarly pursuits, of course, I did just that." 
 
    "You know, Sean told me that the whole reason the lycans have served us for so long, is that many years ago, the Lions made a deal with the magic users. They would protect us, and we were to civilize them. But that we had forgotten the deal, which I can say is true with Sapientia, I've asked our scholars to research that, but they haven't come up with a single thing so far. 
 
    "Even more interesting, however, is that he called them 'his children' when he told me that." 
 
    Joseph nodded, "Which goes back to the belief that the lions created all of the other lycans." 
 
    "It does raise another interesting question, however, Joseph." 
 
    "And that is?" 
 
    "If they 'entrusted them to us' just where were the lions going? The act of doing such a thing implies that they did so because they would no longer be here to care for them." 
 
    "Huh," Joseph said looking puzzled. "That is a good question. I should see if I can get an idea of just how many lions there were back when the dwarves and the elves first visited our realm." 
 
    Arthur laughed, "And compare it to what? Do you have any idea how many lions there are today?" 
 
    Joseph laughed, "A fine point! No, I don't. They are quite good at remaining undetected when they wish to be." 
 
    "More to the point, until Sean started getting involved here, none of us cared." 
 
    They both paused a moment as the appetizer was delivered by the waiter. 
 
    Arthur was the first to start back up after they'd sampled their dishes. 
 
    "By the by, have you heard the latest on the Sacramento Ascendants?" 
 
    "I heard that Sean somehow managed to make off with all of their lycans in the middle of the night," Joseph nodded. 
 
    "Harris's right-hand man is one Kurt Reese, ever heard of him?" 
 
    "Oh yes, a most distasteful fellow." 
 
    Arthur smiled, "Very. His wife has left him. Came up here to be with the lycans, the rumor is one of them is her lover." 
 
    Joseph stopped eating and looked up at Arthur, "Wait a moment, wasn't that young man you rescued a Stewart Reese?" 
 
    "Yes, he's their son, youngest of three." 
 
    Joseph gave a heavy sigh, "If I know the rumor mill, and I've heard from far too many of them, I'd guess they're saying the boy is the lover's son?" 
 
    "They're leaning more towards the story that all three children are the lover's son." 
 
    "That young man's life just seems to go from one interesting event to the other, poor lad." 
 
    "That's not the part that worries me," Arthur sighed. 
 
    "Oh? What is?" 
 
    "Harris's right-hand man, a man with a nasty reputation mind you, has just been dealt a very serious and very public insult. He's going to wish to do something about it, and he does have Harris's ear." 
 
    Joseph paused a moment and considered that chewing on his lip a moment, "I daresay you are right. You know, something else just occurred to me as well, especially now that our seers seem to be more than a little concerned with the future." 
 
    "And that would be?"  
 
    "If it is true that the lions went away, where did they go?" 
 
    "I'd be more concerned with what happens when they come back?" 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Roll the Bones 
 
      
 
    Sean walked in the front door of Dolitt's casino with Peg on his arm. He was dressed up rather nicely, as was Peg. He had his enchanting framework running, as well as his defense framework. He expected a place owned and run by mages to be rather heavy on the magical protections, and so far it was looking like he was right on that. He'd felt it the moment they'd come in through the front doors, the place was warded against scrying and any number of outside attacks.  
 
    "You feel it?" He asked Peg in a soft voice as they looked around and headed towards the gaming floor. 
 
    "Yup, I feel it. But, that's the point, isn't it?"  
 
    Sean nodded. "Can you still block the cameras?" 
 
    Peg snorted, "Easily. We're nothing more than a couple of fuzzy images." 
 
    "Think they'll notice?" 
 
    "If they do, just get all indignant on them. A lot of mages really don't like having their image recorded. Where do you think I learned the spell?" 
 
    "I really need to get you to teach me that, one of these days," Sean told her for probably the tenth time. 
 
    "But then what would you need me for?" Peg teased. 
 
    "Oh, I can think of more than a few things, never fear, Dear. Now, let's find a roulette table to lose some money at while I get a feel for this place." 
 
    "Do you even know how to play roulette?" 
 
    "Yeah, you put money on the little numbered squares, they spin the wheel, and you lose it." 
 
    "Close enough," Peg laughed. "I think I see one over there," she said and motioning off to the left, they both headed that way. 
 
    For the next half hour, Sean, or actually, Peg, placed bets and played the game. Apparently, Peg knew something about it because they weren't losing as badly as Sean had figured they would. 
 
    While she was placing bets, he was extending his magical senses and trying to get a feel for the magical wards that were guarding the place. Most of them seemed to be of the observation type, and rather blatantly so. It made Sean, and Peg, uncomfortable at first, which was when he finally puzzled out the reason for them: to encourage magic users to go someplace else. 
 
    Apparently, Harold Dolitt didn't trust or care much for his compatriots gambling in his casino and considering the kind of person a lot of magic users, and Harold Dolitt were, Sean couldn't blame him. It was a lot easier to encourage mages to go elsewhere, then to try and police them from cheating after all. 
 
    Sean was happy for the time he'd spent out on the floor of Ted's casino, getting an understanding of the typical wards and spells used to police the magic users and keep them from cheating. He found all of those here as well. 
 
    Then it was on to check for what spells that they had here that might affect lycans. He couldn't find anything here, by the table, but there was the large stage to the western edge of the room and several smaller stages scattered throughout the place. Sean had seen the same thing in many of the other casino's both here, and in Reno. Usually, a band or something would perform on one of the smaller stages to keep the gamblers entertained, and distract them from their losing. The larger stage was used for the acts that brought people in to get them gambling in the first place. His nose was telling him that all the acts here were obviously animal, or lycan rather. Even the small stages smelled of lycans.  
 
    "Come on," Sean took Peg by the elbow before she could bet again, "Let's look around and see if we can find better luck elsewhere." 
 
    "But I almost got 'em beat!" Peg sighed. 
 
    "Yeah, you said that in Monte Carlo right before you dropped a hundred grand," Sean chuckled. 
 
    "Okay," Peg grumbled and they left the table. Sean noticed that the pit boss heard their little exchange and was talking into his radio.  
 
    Sean and Peg wandered around a bit, ostensibly looking for another table to play at, but in fact, Sean was looking for any magically obvious traps. As he came to the main stage, he found several. All were silver traps, and all were deployed to stop anyone from leaving the stage once activated. He also found a number of pellet triggers scattered around the casino, but only near the exits, which was odd as none of the staff were lycans, all of them appeared to be mundanes. 
 
    Of course, it was late on a Thursday night, so there weren't a lot of people here, and all of the acts were done for the night. Sean wondered if the pellet triggers were to keep the Dolitt's lycans in, or to keep others out? As the pellets needed to be keyed to specific triggers, he wasn't sure how that could work, however. 
 
    He told Peg in a whisper about the silver traps so she could warn the others when the time came. The last thing they needed was for one of the firemen to get caught in one. 
 
    During their wanderings he saw Jolene and Cali, who were masquerading as a rich woman and her exotic lover. Any magic users here would immediately recognize exactly what Cali was and probably jump to a number of conclusions about Jolene.  
 
    They were so busy keeping an eye on the two obviously very wealthy and probably powerful magic users, that they really didn't notice Daelyn, who came in and used the bathroom, then left a minute later.  
 
    Or Roberta, who had come in earlier, gambled for a few minutes, then used a different bathroom and was no longer in the building either. 
 
    "I think the show's about to start," Peg whispered to him. They were near the bathroom that Roberta had used, and just then Sean smelled it, smoke. 
 
    Nodding Sean started to walk back towards the stage, stopping at one of the card tables closest to it, he dropped a couple of thousand dollars worth of chips on the table, just as the fire alarm went off. Several women ran out of the bathroom then, coughing and yelling that there was a fire in the bathroom.  
 
    Looking up at Jolene, she nodded, so reaching into his pocket he pressed the button on the remote there and suddenly the bathroom exploded loudly, and everyone started screaming. 
 
    "Fire!" Sean yelled, "Don't let me burn to death!" and grabbing Peg he turned and ran in the opposite direction from everyone else, hopping up onto the large stage and running through the curtain covered entrance at the back. 
 
    They emerged in a cinderblock-walled hallway, that went straight back. Surprisingly, the layout actually resembled the building's plans that Carlos had been able to pull from the planning office. Magical or not, the casino was still required to be inspected by the fire inspector on a regular basis.  
 
    "How's it looking back there?" Sean asked Peg, who was peeking out the exit they'd come in through. 
 
    "Most of the people are out, but the fire seems to be dying down. Give me a moment." 
 
    Sean heard a whooshing noise then. 
 
    "What'd you do?" 
 
    "Set the stage on fire," Peg grinned. "That'll keep them busy for a while." 
 
    "And blocks off our retreat," Sean grumbled. 
 
    "Like you know how to retreat," Peg laughed. 
 
    Sean had to shake his head as they started down the hallway, she was right of course. 
 
    The first fifty feet of the hallway was just painted cinderblock with no doors or openings. Because this was the hallway the animal acts were brought down, it was required not to have any doors that opened out into the rest of the casino. This was in order to prevent any accidental escapes or confrontations.  
 
    While that wasn't an issue for any of the 'performers' at this casino, Dolitt couldn't very well tell the gaming commission or any of the other regulators about that. 
 
    At the end of the hallway was another set of doors, this would lead to the menagerie area, where the animals were all kept. 
 
    "Ready?" Sean asked, getting out his pistol he kicked off his shoes and shifted into his hybrid form. 
 
    "Aren't I always?" Peg grinned, pistol in hand and now in her fox hybrid form as well.  
 
      
 
    Jolene and Cali were madly gathering up her money from the table when the bathroom exploded, and everyone suddenly panicked. With the smoke and the noise, none of the staff noticed when Cali momentarily dropped to the floor and rolled a couple of tennis balls across it. By the time they'd all suddenly exploded with a loud 'bang' and began billowing thick black smoke, Cali was already standing back up and helping Jolene again. 
 
    Several members of the staff were herding the customers out the door at that point, not that they needed much prompting as they all wanted to get away from the smoke and the fire.  
 
    One of the floormen came over to the two of them at that point and started to herd them towards the door. Until Jolene brushed up against him and cast a terror spell on him, causing him to start screaming and running for the exit as well.  
 
    Just then the stage burst into flames and looking around the room, Jolene could see that except for the staff, the room was now mostly empty.  
 
    "Ready?" Jolene asked. 
 
    "Go for it," Cali whispered. 
 
    Raising her hands in the air, Jolene took all of the magical energy that Sean, Roxy, and the others had spent the evening filling her up with and proceeded to cast the largest mass spell she'd ever done in her life. Sean and she had spent an hour going over it, his take on magic, combined with the way that tantric magic worked as well as her mind skills helped her to create an effect she would never have dreamed of.  
 
    Jolene had to admit, that man of hers really knew how to push the limits, as well as her buttons. Smiling broadly, she watched as all but three of the people in the large main casino room crumpled to the floor, in a deep sleep. The three that were left standing were obviously magic users, and they all immediately turned to face her. 
 
    "This casino is now closed!" Jolene said loudly. "Leave now, and you'll be allowed to live!" 
 
    "So much for warnings," Cali snickered as all three started to cast something, but were interrupted as a dagger sprouted from the chest of each of them. Jolene hadn't even seen Cali's arm move, because she'd blinked. 
 
    Each of the three immediately collapsed, not because the daggers had killed them, but because Sean had enchanted them with a one-time immobilization spell that worked by blocking your brain's signals to your limbs by hashing your nervous system like a taser. 
 
    "Now, how about that cash room?" Cali grinned. 
 
    "Peg is going to be soooo pissed that she missed out on this part," Jolene laughed as the two of them headed back to the cashier's room. The people there had all left and locked the door behind them when the alarm went off. But as they really didn't care about the condition of the place, seeing as they were going to burn it to the ground anyways, Daelyn had made Jolene a nice little toy that she guaranteed would open the room back up for them. 
 
    After all, every cause needed money, right? 
 
      
 
    "Okay, that's our cue!" Travis said as the sounds of fire and police siren's split the night. Piling out of the back of the large moving van, all ten of his crew made for the back of the Dolitt's compound, where the animals were kept. All of his team was wearing Scott Packs, helmets and heavy turnout coats, with axes, pry bars, six 'water can' fire extinguishers that were actually full of napalm, and two Stihl powered cutoff wheels. 
 
    When they got to the back gate, Jessie and Kim took the saws, and while Jessie cut through the top hinge, Kim got the bottom one. 
 
    Ten seconds and a pry bar later, the gate was sprung, and they ran onto the grounds. 
 
    "Halt! What are you doing here!" A man said coming out of a guard booth and raising his hand. 
 
    "LVFD! This place is being evacuated, now go!" Travis said pointing to the exit as they all continued running into the compound, closing in on the guard who started to look worried. 
 
    "But you can't...." 
 
    "Of course we can," Jordan, one of the team said, and grabbing the guard's arm he started dragging him towards the exit, the guard sputtering and protesting all the way. 
 
    There was another gate at the guardhouse, and Jessie and Kim went through it just as fast as the previous one. Ripping it open they all piled inside, as Jordan rejoined them.  
 
    Travis looked around, there were cages everywhere and an assortment of tigers, leopards, wolves, plus a pair of bears, was looking at them. 
 
    "Girls, get the locks," Travis said and dropping his turnout coat he turned to the lycans in the cages that were watching him. 
 
    "Okay everybody, listen up. This is a jailbreak. I need you all to shift into your human forms. We will be distributing collars to all of you. Put them on immediately," Travis pointed to his collar, "Then take the tag that looks like this," he pulled his tag off, "And touch it to the collar." Travis replaced his tag. 
 
    "You'll feel a moment of pain and dizziness, which will be your silver pellet being destroyed." 
 
    Six of Travis's people were passing out collars to the cages, as suddenly there were a whole lot of naked people in each of them.  
 
    "Chet, how many robes did we bring?"  
 
    "Not enough," Chet said doing a second head count, "there are fifty-three lycans in here." 
 
    "Well shit," Travis swore, "Use your turnout coats I guess, or put the naked ones in the middle." 
 
    "Come on people! We need to get out of here before the news people show up with their cameras!" 
 
    "What about the others?" one of the women in the cage called out. 
 
    "What others?" Travis said, swearing. 
 
    "There are four more women working inside as maids and personal servants to Mr. Dolitt and his son Henry." 
 
    "Chet, and Jordan, grab those water cans and head inside. Don't light anything up until you've made contact with Sean! Kim, take your saw and go with them, Jessie, keep working the locks!" 
 
    "You sure about this?" Chet asked in a lowered voice. 
 
    "Yeah, I'm sure. I don't know what Sean's plans are, but we need to make sure that those girls are found and have a clear exit to the back. Cut through the main security door and see if you can't link up with him or Peg."  
 
      
 
    Sean looked around, they were at an intersection, straight ahead another fifty or so feet was the heavy security door leading to the animal enclosure, an open half acre area full of cages. To his left was a door that opened on another hallway that supposedly led to the food prep area, as well as the loading docks for deliveries and the meat locker. 
 
    To his right, there was a stairway that went upstairs to the next level. Up there was where Harold Dolitt and his son Henry lived, in a set of large apartments. Opening up his offensive framework, Sean started up the staircase, ears up, gun out, listening for whatever he could hear over the sounds of the fire alarm, which was still going off downstairs. 
 
    The staircase went back and forth four times before they got to the final landing. Once there, Sean got down on his knees and slowly crept up the last few feet. This wasn't the only staircase leading up to the second level, but they'd decided it would be better for him to cut Dolitt off from being able to get to the lycans downstairs if he should try. 
 
    "What in the hell is going on down there!" Sean heard a voice yelling in one of the rooms down the hallway. "The security feeds show two women looting the cashier's room, and firemen carrying bodies out of the main room while others are spraying gasoline all over the place and setting it on fire!" 
 
    "Did you try calling the police?" another voice responded. 
 
    "What the hell good would that do! You know the sheriff is a lycan!" 
 
    "What about the FBI or something?" 
 
    "The phone's dead! Don't you think I tried that? And before you ask, my cell phone isn't working either!" 
 
    "Let me see that... Holy shit, you're right! They are setting the place on fire. I guess they just finally had enough of us," the second voice said with a laugh. 
 
    "And just what the hell is that supposed to mean!" The first voice screamed. 
 
    "I warned you, Dad! I told you to let them all go, get rid of them! They've got a new leader now, he cleaned out Reno, I guess now it's our turn in the barrel." 
 
    "I will not be told what to do by a bunch of sub-human animals!" 
 
    "Yeah, well, those sub-human animals are robbing us blind while burning the place down around us." 
 
    "I want you to go down there and put an end to it! Now!" 
 
    "All three of the floor mages are down, Dad. You don't think they'll be ready for me to show up too?" 
 
    "What kind of a coward are you! I gave you an order! Now go do it!" 
 
    "I'm not a coward, but even I can see that we've lost! Half the main floor is burning! And now that they've cleared the bodies, they're lighting the whole place up! If we don't get out of here now, we never will!" 
 
    "If you don't go now, I swear to you, I'll kill you just like I killed your mother!" 
 
    "Yeah, fine, I'm going. I love you too, Dad. Keep an eye on the cameras, I'm sure you'll enjoy watching me burn to death.  I'll be sure to give mom your regards, unless of course, I go to hell like I deserve for doing your dirty work for all of these years!" 
 
    Sean heard the door slam and standing up he came face to face with Henry Dolitt as he came around the corner. 
 
    "Damn, looks like I won't burn to death after all!" Henry said and reached into his jacket. 
 
    Sean backhanded Henry with all of his might, the force of his blow crushing the side of the young man's face and snapping his neck, dropping him to the floor at Sean's feet. 
 
    "Stay!" Sean growled and started down the hallway towards the door that Henry had just come out from. Smoke was starting to fill the hallway, coming up two other stairways from the floor below.  
 
    "Umm, I don't think he's going anywhere anymore," Peg said, looking down at the body. 
 
    "You'd be surprised," Sean growled as Peg stepped over the body and followed him down the hallway. There were quite a few doorways up here, leading into the apartments that the two lived in, as well as a few extra ones, plus some meeting rooms, business offices, and Sean wasn't sure what else. But there was really only one reason why he was here, and that was behind the door that Henry had just come out of. 
 
    "Watch my back, make sure nobody sneaks up on us," Sean growled. Then opening the door, he stepped in. 
 
    And the scene before him was not what he had expected to see, not in a hundred years.  
 
    Harold Dolitt was lying in a hospital bed, he had an IV in one arm, and multiple connections to his other arm. It took Sean a moment to realize that the man was hooked up to a dialysis machine. There were four young women in the room, one was operating the dialysis, one was monitoring his vitals, a third was preparing some sort of meal, and the forth Sean guessed was just waiting on Harold. 
 
    Harold himself looked old, and from the state of things, Sean suspected he probably didn't have much more time left even if Sean or the fire didn't kill him. 
 
    "So, come to gloat, have we?" Harold said loudly from the bed. 
 
    "Actually, I just came up here to kill you," Sean shrugged. "I figure if I show your freshly severed head to the other casino owners, they won't put up any fight when I tell them to let my people go." 
 
    "Let my people go! Ha! Who do you think you are, Charlton Heston?" 
 
    "No, he was just an actor after all." 
 
    "Well if you kill me, everyone here's pellets will go off, and they'll all die." 
 
    "How melodramatic," Sean said looking around the room. It was a rather nice living room, even if the hospital bed and all of the medical equipment took up a lot of it. "Is this one of those, 'If I can't have it, no one can?' or more of a 'I'll take my ball and go home' kind of thing?" 
 
    "Ha! You don't scare me! Too bad you didn't come here sooner; I bet I could have gotten a fortune if I had a lion in one of my acts!" 
 
    Sean looked at the girls and nodded towards the doorway as he stepped to the side of the doorway. The four of them quietly set down whatever they were holding and filed out of the room. 
 
    "Doesn't matter how far they go, not that they can leave here!" Harold laughed. "I got triggers everywhere! But to answer your question, it's life insurance, plain and simple. If I die, they all die, so I better not die! Kept their furry asses in line for decades I tell ya'!" 
 
    "So, old man, tell me. Would you really kill your own son?" Sean asked looking around the room, the smell of smoke was getting stronger. There were a lot of magical items in the room, and more than a few of them were tied to the bed.  
 
    "He wouldn't be the first one! Why shouldn't he be the last?" Harold laughed again. "Of course I bet you took care of him already, didn't you?" 
 
    Sean considered that, a man paranoid and evil enough to kill his own kids probably would put some very nasty traps on the bed he was now trapped in. 
 
    "So, was your son on this 'dead man's switch' of yours as well?" 
 
    "Course he was, little bastard would have killed me the first chance he got, I'm sure!" 
 
    "Well, if you did a shit job of raising him, I'd guess so," Sean said and walking around the breakfast bar he looked in the small kitchen area where the one girl had been preparing something for Harold to eat. Whatever it was, it was pureed and didn't look terribly appetizing. 
 
    "I took care of the girls, Hon!" Peg called from outside the door. 
 
    "Fine, take them out the back and go. I'll be a few minutes yet," Sean called back. 
 
    "Umm, Sean, the end of the hallway is starting to burn!" 
 
    "I won't be long, don't worry." 
 
    "You better not be, or I'll be coming back up here!" 
 
    "Oh, she sounds pretty! Why don't you invite her in here too?" 
 
    "Right now, I'm trying to decide on whether I should cut your head off, or just let you burn to death," Sean said, turning on the water in the sink. He set the drain plug to block the water and watched as it started to fill up. "Which do you think would hurt more?" 
 
    "If I burn to death, you won't be able to threaten the other casino owners now, will you?"  
 
    "Well, I left your son's corpse out in the hallway; I could just cut off his head instead." 
 
    "Won't work, they know he was just another slave to me. They'll all think you just didn't have either the nerve, or the power!  
 
    "Come on, why don't you come over here and cut my head off? You're not afraid of an old man, are you?" 
 
    Sean put his left hand in the pool of water; the pipes in the casino were probably all plastic, so grabbing one of those wouldn't ground him. But the steady stream of water flowing into the sink, however, would. Not as good as a thick metal rod, but good enough he was sure. 
 
    "Actually, Sean said and pointed the gun at the old man, "I'm just not as stupid as you think I am," and moving his aim to the side, Sean shot the dialysis machine in the large filter pack, causing a spray of blood all over the room. 
 
    "You bastard!" Harold screamed and he pointed at Sean, the ring on his finger glowing as he cast a spell at Sean. Sean's defensive framework caught it, but rather than try and siphon power out of it, Sean let it all run to ground through the hand he had in the water, having to actively push it along as more and more power flowed out of the ring, which Sean could now see was tied to the bed, and through the bed to quite a stack of magical batteries.  
 
    "Why won't you die!" Harold yelled at Sean, as the dialysis machine continued to draw blood out of his body, but not pump any back in. 
 
    "Because I'm a god?" Sean said and smiling slowly he pointed the gun at Harold. 
 
    "I'll kill them all!" Harold screamed. 
 
    "Sorry, but only one of us gets to play the god card," Sean said and shot Harold in the chest. Surprisingly it took three shots before Harold's hand dropped and the magical attack stopped. 
 
    Putting his pistol away, Sean reached into his suit jacket and pulled out the gladius he'd brought along for just this very reason and went over to the dead body, checking to be sure that there weren't any traps left. 
 
    A minute later he had the head wrapped up in a bloody towel and was back at the stairs, looking at Henry, who was starting to cough on the smoke.  
 
    "So, you removed the pellet your father had put in you?" 
 
    "Course I did," Henry said. "I'm not stupid." 
 
    "So why didn't you leave him?" 
 
    "Because he was my father? Because as long as I did what he told me to, he left me to do as I please? 
 
    "Now, can I get up? Or are you going to leave me here to burn to death?" 
 
    "Why? What have you done to deserve to live?" 
 
    Henry sighed, "Not a damn thing, honestly. But I never did anything to deserve to die horribly either. And with my father trapped in that bed, well, I got to make sure he didn't either for the last few years." 
 
    Sean moved down the stairs a bit, to get his own head out of the smoke, and considered it. 
 
    "So would the others say to let you live, or let you die?" 
 
    "It's not like we can get them all up here to vote right now, is it?" Henry growled, and then coughed again. The smoke was starting to get thick, and it was quickly getting extremely hot up here. 
 
    "If you can get everyone to agree that you get to live, you live. If not, you'll be dead in twenty-four hours," Sean said and putting his hand on Henry's head, he reached down for that part of 'him' that was in Henry, and was rather surprised to not only find it, but found that he could make it do what he just said. 
 
    "What?" Henry said looking at him. 
 
    "Get up, go. Just remember, you have twenty-four hours to get them to agree." 
 
    Sean turned and started down the stairway rather quickly, as Henry scrambled down on his hands and knees, not getting up until he made it to the second landing, and then running out the back. 
 
    "There you are!" Peg yelled, "Come-on, they're about the light up the back of this place!" 
 
    Sean followed Peg as she ran out the back, there were pools of gasoline everywhere, and as they ran by Travis, he lit a flare and tossed it into one of the pools of gasoline that went up with a loud 'woof' as Travis joined them running for the exit from the compound. Sean shifted back into his human form, noticing that Peg had already done the same. 
 
    "Harold's son is a lycan?" Peg asked, surprised. 
 
    "Apparently. Then again, from the way Harold was acting, I wouldn't be surprised to find out that no human woman would have ever slept with him willingly." 
 
    As the four of them came out of the back, several real firemen came up to them and escorted them over to an ambulance for some first aid and other care. They didn't need it really, but there were reporters watching from beyond a cordon now, so Sean knew that they had to make it look good. 
 
    "Where are they?" Henry asked, looking around. 
 
    "Who?" Travis said. 
 
    "Everyone you freed, where are they?" 
 
    "Oh, we sent them off to Ted's place. He's got it all set up to take care of them for now." Travis looked at Sean, and then back at Henry, "Why?" Travis growled. 
 
    "Because I have to talk to them, one last time, that's why!" 
 
    "It's the condition of his parole," Sean said, "If they all forgive him, he gets to live." 
 
    "What if they don't?"  
 
    "Then he dies. So if you could drop him by Ted's, with the lycans you just freed, I'd appreciate it." 
 
    "Sure thing, Sean. What are you doing to do?" 
 
    "Take this little package around to the other casino owners of course, and have a little chat," Sean said and hefted the head-sized bloody towel he was now carrying. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Power Play 
 
      
 
    Sean walked into the Hi-Wire with Roberta, Jolene, and Peg following him, the others were just outside with the group of locals who'd been assigned to this casino. He suspected that any problems he might have here would be magical, so he brought all of his magical backup.  
 
    In his left hand he now had what looked like a hat-box, he didn't think a bloody bundle would be wise at this moment. He was still dressed in the same nice suit he'd worn to Dolitt's. However he definitely smelled of smoke, and he may have gotten a little blood on the jacket. 
 
    "Sir, you...." 
 
    "Can it," Sean told the man at the front door as he pushed by him. "Call the manager, I want to speak to him now, I just came from Dolitt's, which I'm sure you can see from here is burning to the ground." 
 
    "Unn," the man looked at Sean a little uncertain, but the three women with him were all dressed as expensively as he was, and if he had come from the other casino, that would explain the mess. He quickly came to the decision to call his manager. 
 
    Sean stopped just inside the door and looked around. He reached down inside and leaned on his lion and even the First for a moment. What he'd done at Dolitt's hadn't been too difficult, but he hadn't been the one leading the charge, so to speak. But now he was the one out front and center. He was the one everything would count on. 
 
    And he had to do it all in cold blood. 
 
    "How can I help you?" A man asked, walking up purposefully to Sean with a pair of bodyguards or hotel security behind him. 
 
    "Are you the manager?" Sean asked, bluntly. 
 
    "I'm the night manager, how can I help you?" 
 
    Sean looked around him, the area around him was clear, the gamblers and other customers were further inside.  
 
    "I got the cameras," Peg said. 
 
    Sean nodded and turned back to the night manager. "I'm here for your lycans. All of them. You will turn them over to me, and then allow my people to search the grounds to be sure we have all of them." 
 
    "I think you'd best leave," the night manager said while the two men behind them put their hands inside of their jackets. 
 
    "If you don't accede to my demands, immediately," Sean growled and shifted into his hybrid form. "I will burn this casino to the ground, just like I did with Dolitt's, and your head will be joining his in my box!" Sean opened the box then, giving the three of them a good view of what was inside it. 
 
    "I have a hundred armed men outside and a hell of a lot more magic than you do. You've got ten seconds and don't think I have any problems with killing the three of you!" 
 
    "Boss," one of the men behind him said, Sean noticed that each of them had an earpiece in their right ear, and were apparently listening to somebody, "he's not bluffing. Jack says they're out there, and the police are refusing to respond." 
 
    "Shit," the night manager swore, "Destefano is going to have my ass for this!" 
 
    Sean recognized the name of course; Destefano was the owner of the Hi-Wire. 
 
    "Why don't you go call Destefano and have him come down here? I'll deal with him," Sean growled. "Now, are you going to comply? Or die? Time is short." 
 
    "Tell everyone to do as he says," the night manager said, looking up from the box into Sean's eyes. "So you're that lion everyone's been talking about?" 
 
    "Yes, and I'm nowhere near as nice as the rumors make me out to be," Sean growled. "Now let's go to Destefano's office while my people clear the building." 
 
    "Like that?"  
 
    "Now," Sean growled. 
 
    The two bodyguards carefully removed their hands from their jackets and started giving orders over their radios to roust all of the lycans in the building and take them to the back employee's entrance. Sean signaled to Jolene who called in his own troops, and a moment later a group of men came into the building to start searching it as Sean followed the manager to the office as the man pulled out his cellphone and called Destefano, obviously waking him up and telling him that there was a problem at the hotel and he needed to come right now. 
 
    To say that he got a lot of looks was an understatement, but this being Vegas, everyone just thought it was a costume, and the comments he could hear said as much. 
 
    Once inside the office, the night manager dismissed the two other men. Sean took the seat behind Destefano's desk while the girls flanked out to the sides, the man sitting in a chair where Sean had steered him. 
 
    "How long will it take him to get here?" 
 
    "This time of night? Fifteen, twenty minutes. It's not that far." 
 
    Sean nodded and turned to Jolene. "Are our folks out there having any problems?" 
 
    "Nothing that a couple of love taps weren't able to fix," she smiled. 
 
      
 
    Twelve minutes later, an older man stormed into the room. 
 
    "What the hell is going on here! And who the hell are you!" He yelled pointing at Sean. "And what the hell are you doing in my office!" 
 
    The two men who had come in with Destefano dropped immediately as Roberta and Peg hit them with cramping wands from behind, but Destefano was too angry and too focused on Sean to notice. 
 
    "It's simple," Sean said and reaching into the box that was sitting on the desk he grabbed a fistful of hair as he channeled his inner lion. "Lycans aren't slaves. If you want them to work here, you will hire them, and pay them. As of this moment, all of your slaves have been freed, and you will not be replacing them. 
 
    "Or I will burn this place to the ground and put your head in the box!" And with that Sean lifted up Dolitt's head. 
 
    Destefano's immediate reaction was to attack Sean with a paralyzation spell, followed by several ice bolts, and then a blast of raw force. 
 
    Dropping the head Sean countered the ice bolts with a deflection, his framework draining off the paralyzation spell, and then standing up he met the blast of energy with his own. The shocked look on Destefano's face made it readily apparent that he hadn't expected Sean to be a magic user.  
 
    Jolene and Roberta were also attacking him, but apparently, Destefano had some very potent magical defenses. Then again, considering the amount of money he made, Sean wasn't terribly surprised. Peg had a pistol out, which she was pointing at the night manager, who was more than happy just to stay seated and not move a muscle. 
 
    Sean found the raw force attack to be an interesting move, sure he'd heard about it, Jolene had told him that in magical duels the higher level mages would often resort to raw mana because whoever had more of it, would quickly win. It was also something that lesser mages, and anyone without magical skills, could not defend themselves against. 
 
    The problem for Destefano, however, was that Sean's defensive framework easily absorbed energy in its raw form, and Sean just let it flow right back at Destefano. Who didn't have the same abilities that Sean did. When Destefano suddenly reached to pull out a wand, Sean launched himself over the desk and tackled him, quickly wrestling away the man's arm, which he broke in the process. 
 
    "You animal!" Destefano screamed as Sean got up and hoisted him to his feet. "I will never deal with animals! You're filth! We're your masters!" 
 
    Sean nodded and grabbing Destefano by the back of shoulders with one hand he flung him down and pinned him onto the desk. 
 
    "After you leave, I'll gather all of the other mages! We'll hunt you down and kill you! Your skin will decorate my floor!" 
 
    "Then I guess it's into the box with you," Sean growled, and with his free hand he drew out the gladius that he was wearing under the jacket. 
 
    "What? You can't...."  
 
    Destefano's voice cut off as his head rolled off the desk and onto the floor, Sean's gladius cutting an inch into the surface of the desk. Wrenching the blade out of the table, Sean took a deep breath and steadied himself. He'd been about to let his lion do the cutting, but the remark about skinning his body and displaying it like a trophy had pushed Sean a little too far and he'd chopped the bastard's head off himself. 
 
    "We are people," Sean growled at the shocked head on the floor, and then looked up at the white-faced night manager, "and if you don't let us go, the consequences will be on your own heads." 
 
    Wiping off the blade on the corpse's jacket, Sean put it away, then grabbing Dolitt's head he stuffed it into the box, followed by Destefano's.  
 
    "Make sure everyone understands just what will happen to all of you if I ever have to come back here," Sean said as he left the room with the girls following him. 
 
    "That was pretty gruesome," Roberta sighed. 
 
    "Yeah, I think I'm going to be having a hard time getting to sleep tonight," Jolene agreed. 
 
    "I don't know, I think he got what he deserved," Peg said. 
 
    "Tell everybody to join us at the next casino on the list," Sean grumbled and shifted back to his human form before they hit the main floor. "Hopefully an even larger presence will convince the next guy to see the light of reason." 
 
    "What, don't want to chop off any more heads?" Peg teased. 
 
    "I think we need to stop letting you hang around Cali so much," Sean grumbled as he thought of the shocked look on Destefano's face as he'd stuck him in the box. He'd heard stories in history class about how people who got their heads cut off didn't die immediately if it was a clean, sharp blade, like a guillotine. He just hadn't believed it. 
 
    He'd definitely be having some nightmares of his own tonight. 
 
      
 
    The next stop was a casino called 'The Forbidden City.' It was lightly themed, in the way Vegas themes anything, after the Chinese city of the same name. One of its primary draws was the troupe of 'Chinese Acrobats,' more than a few of which were actually from China, and it's 'Lion Dance' and 'Dragon Dance' that were performed by Chinese acrobats manipulating large elaborate puppets. 
 
    "The owners just got here a couple of minutes ago," Roxy told him as they drove up to the entrance. "Apparently rumors are starting to spread." 
 
    "Okay, we all go in together," Sean said as Daelyn stopped the van. 
 
    Getting out Sean led the six of them over to the front doors, then stopping he looked at the gathering of lycans; the team was nearly double now with the addition of the people from the Hi-Wire. 
 
    "All of you, follow me in. If they don't capitulate in five minutes, overwhelm them." 
 
    Sean then turned and headed for the front door where a large burley guard tried to stop Sean. Handing the box to Roxy, Sean slapped the guy across the face, surprising and stunning him, then spun him around and put him in an arm lock. 
 
    "The owners' office, take me there now, or I'll break both your arms. Then you'll be stuck paying someone else to wipe your ass every time you take a dump for the next two months." 
 
    From the shocked expression, Sean's unconventional threat must have hit a nerve. 
 
    "This way!" The guard gasped and led Sean and his wives into the building and then down a side hall to a rather nice suite of offices. Releasing the guard, Sean pushed him out of the way and reclaimed the box from Roxy as they stepped in through the door to the office suite. 
 
    "Who do you think you are? You can't just barge into our offices like this!" An older woman said as they came into the room. 
 
    Sean looked around; there were five of them, all obviously magic users, two men and three women. Apparently, they'd just gotten here and were talking to another man, who was probably the manager if Sean had to guess. 
 
    "Plain and simple, we're here for your lycans. They're free now, and you're going to let them go, and you'll never enslave any of them again." 
 
    "Or what?" The younger of the two men asked, challenging Sean. 
 
    "Or," Sean shifted and dumped the two heads out onto the table, "I burn this place down and your head goes into the box!" 
 
    "Ha! Do you really think that you can take the five of...." 
 
    There was the sound of a gun going off as Roxy shot him in the throat. The man's eyes went wide, and he fell to the floor, dead. 
 
    "He goes into the box," Sean growled. "What about the rest of you?" 
 
    All of the women's eyes went wide as they stared at him in shock. 
 
    "You, you killed my brother!" the other man said and Sean was sure he was going to say more when one of the women kicked him. 
 
    "Take them! Take them all and go!" She yelled, turning to look at the dead body.  
 
    "Thank you," Sean said and pulling out his gladius he pointed it at the manager, "Inform the staff to cooperate with my people." 
 
    "Y... yes!" the manager said and ran out of the room as Sean picked up the dead man and laying him across the desk in the center of the room, he feigned a calmness that he wasn't really feeling as he chopped off the dead man's head with a single blow. The other owners were now cowering against the wall, looking the other way. Sean noticed that besides Roxy, Daelyn and Peg both had pistols, while Cali had something that looked like a small submachine gun.  
 
    Sean's only thought was to wonder just where in the hell she'd been hiding it in that skintight outfit of hers? 
 
      
 
    Roxy noticed that Sean's tail was twitching rather nervously, whether it was from the smell of blood in the room or the grisly task of picking up the three heads and putting them in the box, she wasn't sure. But she could tell it was getting to him. Sean did well in combat and one-time confrontations, that was because he could get in the moment and do whatever he had to do.  
 
    Afterward, he was always a bit subdued as he processed what he'd just done and learned to live with it. He'd come a long way from the young man she'd had to push to help her kill those four men on that first night back in the schoolyard. He'd learned to let his lion deal with the things he couldn't, and he had that spirit living in his head, which he now called 'the First,' helping him out.  
 
    But she could see this was starting to get to him. They were going from place to place to engage in cold calculated butchery, with enough time between each stop for the adrenaline to run out and realities to set in. 
 
    Roxy listened to the radio calls as the 'Red Team' the group assigned to the 'Forbidden City' swept through the building. They'd already picked up the lycans working here, who had been escorted out the back door onto the loading docks by the manager. They were just making sure they had everyone before they left. 
 
    "Red team leader to Gold team. We're done! Let's go!" 
 
    "Understood Red team, Gold team is leaving now, cover our backs." 
 
    Roxy turned to Sean, "They're done, let's go." 
 
    Sean nodded and shifted back to human form, "Understand," he said to the four remaining owners, "I only care about my people, the lycans. Leave us alone, we'll leave you alone. But if I have to come back here," Sean held up the box that was starting to leak blood, "you will all go in the box!" 
 
    With that Sean turned and left the room, the girls moving out behind him as they quickly left the building.  
 
    "Why'd you shoot him, Rox?" Sean asked as they got back into the van. He'd forgotten that she was a lot harder than he was when it came to killing. 
 
    "He was trying to rally the others. You know the rule: Never let the bad guys dialogue!" 
 
    Sean shook his head and chuckled weakly, "You would have made a hell of a gamer you know." 
 
    Roxy smiled and reached back from the front seat to pat him on the arm. 
 
    "How are you holding up?" 
 
    "I'll survive," Sean sighed. "At least we're at the halfway point." 
 
    As Roxy directed Daelyn to the next place, Sean called Ted and told him to redistribute everyone equally to the next three places. 
 
    "I think it's going to get ugly," Sean sighed. 
 
    "I heard you took two more heads, I thought it was already ugly," Ted replied. 
 
    "Just be ready to have your people take over any place that looks like it's about to do something drastic. Word is getting out, and I'm not sure any of these people are sane." 
 
    "Will do." 
 
      
 
    They pulled up in front of the 'Circus of the Moon' next. It was famous for its trapeze and high wire acts. Ted had hit them just last month, but apparently, they'd already restocked their headliner acts. Surprisingly Ted's actions had been having an effect, as they were down to only ten lycans there. Sean discovered that because they were all lined up by the front doors when he arrived. 
 
    "Take them, take them and go!" The woman at the door yelled. 
 
    "We still have to search the buildings, to be sure we have all of them," Sean said, looking at her. He noticed her eyes were riveted on the box he was carrying in his left hand. 
 
    "Fine! Fine! But be quick about it! But you tell your people I don't want to ever catch one of them setting foot in here again! Or we'll put silver in their food and drink!" 
 
    "I'll be sure to tell everyone to stay away," Sean said as the acrobats were led off and one of the smaller teams ran into the building to search it.  
 
    Five minutes later they came out and gave him a thumbs up, and they got into their cars and drove off. 
 
    "Four down, two left," Sean sighed. 
 
    Roxy's radio came to life suddenly, "This is Blue team! They're flushing out the patrons and starting to seal the doors!" 
 
    "The Mata-Hari is starting to close up!" Roxy said looking back at Sean. 
 
    "Great," Sean sighed, "Tell everyone to go in, we're headed there next!" 
 
    "Blue team! Get inside, now!" Roxy called on the radio, "Gold team is on the way to the Mata-Hari!" 
 
    Daelyn floored it, and they all held on as she drove them across the strip to the other side of town where the Mata-Hari was. Sean wondered if the owner thought he could get away with this because he was on the other side of town from the other five casinos.  
 
    They had considered this back when they were planning because the Mata-Hari was placed so far from the others they had planned to hit it last, even though it wasn't the smallest. 
 
    Picking up his phone, Sean called Ted. 
 
    "Where are you?" Ted asked. 
 
    "On our way to the Mata-Hari. Send everyone into the Basque and tell whoever is in charge of the group to give them our terms and if they don't accept, to torch the place. I suspect it's going to be a while before I can get over there." 
 
    "Already on top of it," Ted told him. "They seem to be rolling over without a fight, but the reports I'm getting from Mata-Hari aren't good." 
 
    "Well, we're here, I gotta go." 
 
    "Already?" Ted said, surprised. 
 
    "You haven't seen Daelyn drive," Sean chuckled and hanging up he dropped his phone on the seat. If things were going to get really nasty, the last thing he wanted was to ruin another one. 
 
    "Okay, Rox, Peg, you're going in with me. Rob, Jo, provide magical cover from out here. Dae and Cali, cover them and keep an eye out for any counterattacks. And all of you be careful. 
 
    "Now, let's go." 
 
    Sean ran for the front door with Roxy and Peg on his heels, shifting into his hybrid form the moment they went in through the front doors. It was late, almost three, and all of the excitement on the other side of town at the big fire had cut the number of onlookers to zero. 
 
    As soon as Sean came in through the doors, he ran into his first body. It was a lycan, and they were obviously dead of silver poisoning. 
 
    "I think that's one of ours," Roxy whispered as they took cover behind a couple of columns. 
 
    "I thought we told everyone without silver tags to stay outside?" Sean growled. 
 
    "Apparently they didn't listen," Roxy sighed, and then pointed, "That's Johnson, he's one of ours." 
 
    Sean looked and saw a guy taking cover behind an overturned roulette wheel.  
 
    "Well, let's find out just what the hell is going on," Sean growled and ducking down he dashed over to where Johnson was taking cover. He passed several dead bodies along the way; all but one of them looked to be dead from silver poisoning.  
 
    Most of them appeared to be wearing the casino's livery. 
 
    Sean got shot at as he ran, from someone perched up in some sort of observation area about twenty feet above the main floor. Sean cast a fireball at them and the sudden scream when it hit told him that they weren't wearing any magical protection against fire. 
 
    "Johnson, right?" Sean said as he slid up against the table. 
 
    "Man, am I glad you're here!" Johnson said. 
 
    "What happened?" 
 
    "They flushed everyone out of the building, all of the paying customers, and I guess all of the mundane employees. Then they started popping pellets." 
 
    Sean stopped and looked at Johnson; he could feel the blood draining from his face. 
 
     "What?"  
 
    "They started to kill all their lycans. Those of us inside, we got our collars and tags off and started saving who we could. Someone shot Todd over there while he was helping some gal." 
 
    "So you lost your collar and tag then?" Sean asked, noticing that Johnson wasn't wearing one. 
 
    "The gal I had it on panicked and ran, so I took cover here." 
 
    Roxy slid up next to them then, another sniper popping up and taking shots at her while she did. Sean hit him with a paralyze spell, which didn't work. Obviously, that one had protection. 
 
    "Did you hear all that?" Sean asked her, almost having trouble saying it. Even the councils hadn't been this cold-blooded. Oh, the Ascendance had threatened to do something like this, but they never actually did it. 
 
    These people had. 
 
    Roxy nodded, Sean's voice had dropped in tone almost an octave, and his voice was starting to sound pretty growly. 
 
    "Yeah, I got it. Now what?" 
 
    "Tell the folks outside to guard the doors and kill anyone coming out who isn't a lycan or one of ours, no mercy. And get the firebombs ready, got that?" 
 
    Roxy started to repeat his instructions over the radio as Sean pulled out his pistol and jumping over the table he started walking towards the sniper who had shot at Roxy. 
 
    The man popped up, and he shot Sean just as Sean shot him. Sean felt his shield go up, the bullet was obviously silver, and it hit him in the center of his chest, causing him to drop to his knees. 
 
    Fortunately for Sean, he was a werelion, so a second later he stood right back up. 
 
    The man he shot, however, wasn't so lucky, and his brains were now splattered all over the wall behind him. 
 
    Someone else took a shot at him, then, but Roxy and Peg were both on it, and then suddenly there was a loud boom from the front doors. Cali was in cover behind one of the columns with a rifle, which he knew came from the van. She quickly took four more shots, and then smiled and waved.  
 
    "Clear!" Cali called. 
 
    "Johnson, get out of here," Sean growled back to him. "Are there any more of our people inside?" 
 
    "Yeah, Charlie is in there with his crew. I can't get through to him; I think they're jamming him or something." 
 
    Sean nodded and made for the door to the back of the room that Johnson had motioned to, ducking and dodging as he did, with Roxy coming up behind him and Peg following after that. Sure he couldn't be killed by most gunshots, but it still hurt like a bastard when you got hit. But no more shots came, so he guessed that Cali had gotten them all.  
 
    Kicking open the door to the back, Sean pulled back into cover around the corner. He hadn't seen anything, so peeking around a second time; he could see a corridor with various doorways and openings to other hallways that ended in a closed door. 
 
    "Charlie! You down there!" Sean yelled. 
 
    "Yeah! Look out at that first intersection; they got a nasty ass magic user down there with some potent shit!" 
 
    Sean nodded and checked his mana levels and his frameworks. 
 
    "Let me go first," he whispered to Roxy and Peg, who both nodded. 
 
    Sean started to creep down the hallway, stopping at the two doorways as he came to each of them and taking a quick look inside. The first one was empty; the second had a dead lycan in it. Sean swore when he saw the dead lycan. Just how many did they have here? Ted had thought they had twenty, but Sean had seen a dozen dead ones so far. His left hand clenched and unclenched as he thought about just what he'd like to do to the owners when he finally got his hands on them. 
 
    Looking down the hall to the opening where the other hallway started, he grabbed the body and dragged it towards the opening. Picking it up by the waist, he carefully poked the head around the corner, as if he was taking a peek. 
 
    The head was instantly shredded by a series of ice shards. They were cast fast enough that Sean suspected that there was a magic item involved. Moving back a few steps, Sean looked at the back wall of the room the body had been in; it was a typical plaster wall. Punching a hole in it, he could see that it was just a typical interior wall, metal stringers with plasterboard attached to it on either side. 
 
    Going back out into the hallway and looking down it, Sean could see someone at the other end poking their head out of the closed door, he recognized the guy, so it was probably Charlie. 
 
    "What's down that hallway?" Sean called and motioned to the opening that the magic user was defending. 
 
    "That's where all those bastards are holed up! From what I'm hearing, there's only one way in and one way out, and that's it!" 
 
    Sean nodded, "What about you? Can you find another way out?" 
 
    "Probably, but I got my three teammates and five staff in here who don't have collars, three of the staff look like they're in a coma, so I'm not up for taking chances." 
 
    "Okay, sit tight. It's gonna get a bit noisy in here though." 
 
    Sean turned and motioned to Peg and Roxy to join him. 
 
    "What's the plan?" Peg asked. 
 
    Sean lowered his voice, "I need you both to make a lot of noise, I'm going to try and break through the wall and come up around behind whoever is down there. So keep their attention. Okay?" 
 
    Peg and Roxy nodded, and Peg started to cast something as Roxy stuck just the tip of her gun barrel around the corner and started to take potshots. 
 
    Sean moved quickly into the first room, and whatever Peg had been doing, suddenly it got really loud in the hallway, so Sean kicked and punched a hole in the wall, quickly tearing through it with his hands and feet. After a minute he found himself behind a set of shelves in another room. Picking up one of the shelves, he moved it forward carefully, as the noise had suddenly abated. He heard two more shots by Roxy, and then suddenly there was that loud noise again.  
 
    But this time, when it abated, he could hear swearing coming from the other side of the door that led out of the room he was now in. 
 
    "What the hell are they doing down there?" One voice whispered. 
 
    "Some sort of sonic attack I think. Just stay behind the barricade, that should deflect it." 
 
    Sean put his pistol up by the doorframe and carefully opened the door an inch. There were two people there, with a literal box full of magic wands. They were kneeling behind a thin portable wall that screamed 'magic' to him.  
 
    Just then, whatever Peg was doing went off again, so Sean shot them each in the head, splattering their brains on the wall behind them. Opening the door all of the way, he didn't hear any cries of alarm when Peg stopped her spell, so he grabbed the box of wands, and turning back towards the hole he made, he motioned to Roxy, who was looking at him while she reloaded. 
 
    Both girls joined him shortly after that, Peg taking the box full of wands and looking at it surprised. 
 
    "Your radio still working?" Sean asked Roxy. 
 
    "No, it's being jammed as well." 
 
    "Okay, Peg, go tell Charlie it's safe to leave, then go grab Jo, Cal, and Dae and see if you can't clear out the cashier's room. Tell the folks outside to start hosing the place down with gasoline, we'll be lighting it up in a couple of minutes." 
 
    "Got it." 
 
    "What are we going to do?" Roxy asked. 
 
    Sean smiled evilly, "We're going to pick up that magical shield of theirs, and use it to advance on the room they've holed themselves up in." 
 
    Looking out the doorway, there was a short hallway that ended in a heavy door. There was also a camera. 
 
    "Well, unless Peg did something permanent to that camera, they're going to see us coming," Sean rumbled. "Let's get moving." 
 
    Popping out of the room, they quickly grabbed the shield and turned to face it down towards the heavy door, just as it opened up and a barrage of magical spells started to fly down the hallway. All of which were easily reflected by the shield. 
 
    "I don't think they thought that one through," Roxy chuckled softly. 
 
    "Thankfully, no," Sean growled as they marched down the hallway towards the now open door, which had several bodies lying just inside of it now. Apparently, the barricades reflection effect was an efficient one. 
 
    Someone dodged forward from out of sight to try and close the door as they drew near, but they fell to the floor as Roxy quickly drew her pistol and shot them. When Sean and Roxy finally got to the door, there were six people backed up against the far wall, who then started to cast every spell that they could think of.  
 
    Sean just stared at them and started to consider just what he was going to do to them once they ran out of mana. There were those six, the three down by the door, and the one Roxy had shot, though he might be dead, as he wasn't moving. 
 
    Roxy had one eye on the magic users who were casting magic like their lives depended on it, which of course they now did, because the steady low growl coming out of Sean's chest, who she had her other eye on, made it clear that none of them were getting out of this room alive. 
 
    Two more of the magic users fell before they all ran out of mana, but the other four must have been more careful with the spells they were casting, as nothing that rebounded seemed to hurt them. So Sean simply waited until they were out of mana, then leaving Roxy behind the shield, he walked around it and up to the last four, three men and one woman. Apparently, two of them had something left and hit him with sleep and paralyzation spells, that is until he bitch-slapped the two of them to the floor, dazing them.  
 
    After that, it was a simple process of tying them all up and gagging them. He even got the three by the door and made sure to wake them up after they were secured. The one Roxy had shot had gotten off easy, Sean felt, being that he was now dead. 
 
    "What are you going to do with them?" Roxy asked after Sean had them all sitting on the floor, tied up and awake. She was starting to get a little worried about Sean; because the expression on his face was possibly the most vicious she'd ever seen on it. 
 
    'Let me do it,' the First suddenly said in Sean's mind. 
 
    'Why?' Sean asked, 'I stopped them, it's my kill!' 
 
    'Don't you think you've killed enough tonight?' 
 
    'This from the lion who's killed thousands!' 
 
    'Tens of thousands, but I'm not counting,' The First told him. 'Look, Sean, Son, you're not the cold-blooded bastard killer that I am. To me, this is nothing. They are nothing. But to you? Trust me, this will hurt. I speak from experience, Son. Let me handle this for you, please, you've taken enough burdens tonight, you've held enough anger.' 
 
    Sean felt it then; the First was inside him, stronger than he'd been before. Sean could tell that the First also wanted to kill these scum who had executed their people solely because they could. He could feel that the First was trying to cool Sean's own anger, his pain, his desires to just slowly rip these people to shreds with his own claws as they died screaming. 
 
    And suddenly, Sean had had enough.  
 
    'Fine, you do it,' Sean sighed and relinquished control, and with it, a large amount of the rage he was feeling fled as well. 
 
    Roxy noticed that Sean had suddenly stopped; he was just standing there, growling. He wasn't looking at anything, he was just staring blindly ahead as his hands clenched and unclenched, then he just stopped. 
 
    "Sean?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "I'm going to deal with them for him, Roxy." Sean's voice was different enough that she knew it was the First talking now. "I think Sean's done enough bad things for today." 
 
    Roxy blinked but nodded as she watched Sean, as he walked over to the bound and gagged magic users, as they all looked up at him. Some of them were glaring, some of them were trembling, obviously terrified of what was going to come next. 
 
    "Do you know what it's like to die of silver poisoning?" the First, using Sean's voice asked them. "I'm sure you heard their screams, saw their writhing bodies as they fell to the ground, clawed at their skull, cried out in pain. I'm sure that you saw the horror in their eyes when you killed them, killed them for no more reason than that you couldn't bear the thought of them being free." 
 
    Several of the mages started to struggle, a few even sounded like they were trying to talk. 
 
    "No, save it for someone who cares. I don't care. Well, not about you, anyway. I care about those that you have killed, killed wrongfully, killed painfully, killed cowardly. I am here to pass judgment, and my judgment is that you are all guilty. The punishment for all of you is suffering, pain, and a hideously long and painful death." 
 
    And with that, the First bit each of them on the shoulder, driving his fangs deep into their skin. When he had finished, he relinquished control back to Sean who staggered a moment, and then looked down at the nine magic users who were now starting to convulse on the floor. 
 
    "Let's go," Sean told Roxy in a subdued voice. As they walked out of the room, he closed the door behind them. 
 
    "What did he do to them?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "He turned them all into lions." 
 
    "What?" Roxy looked at him shocked, "How is that punishment?" 
 
    "Because no lion's soul will come to any of them. I believe I've told you this before; when you're bitten by a lion, you're judged. If you're judged worthy, a lion's soul joins with you, and you become a lion. When you finally die, that soul goes back where it came from to await reincarnation. Sometimes, the person bit also becomes a lion soul, like I have." 
 
    "And what happens if you're judged not worthy?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "You turn into a regular lion, but an insane and enraged one. You attack everything and everyone and even yourself in your insanity, until you die, painfully, suffering every moment." 
 
    "And you just locked them in a room with only each other." 
 
    "And I'm going to burn the building down too," Sean said, a little grimly.  
 
    "You did the right thing, Sean." 
 
    "Are you talking about the people I killed earlier today? Or my letting the First deal with this lot?" 
 
    "Both," Roxy said and hugged him, "Sometimes you have to let your lion do the dirty work, if for no other reason than to be able to sleep at night." 
 
    Sean nodded and sighed. As they came out into the main gaming room, the smell of gasoline was everywhere. No one was left in the building; everyone had done what they had to do and then cleared out. 
 
    Sean stopped at the exit, as Roxy held one of the doors open for him. Turning back, he took one last look around; there were bodies and blood and bullet holes everywhere. Raising a hand, he made the proper gesture and cast a fireball into the building, hitting the back wall, and watched as everything caught on fire, the flames spreading quickly from the gasoline that had soaked in everywhere.  
 
    Turning then, he followed Roxy out to the van. By the time they pulled out of the parking lot, the Marta-Hari had flames coming out of the windows. 
 
    Sean shook his head, "I wonder just how they're going to cover this one up?" 
 
    "Human slavery ring," Roxy said. "I can hear them talking about it on the radio now. With as many dead bodies in there as there is. They got a whole story planned already." 
 
    "Great, I'm done; take us back to Roxy's." 
 
    "We'll be at Roxy's in a few minutes," Daelyn said. 
 
    Sean sighed and leaned his head against the side of the van as Cali and Roberta hugged him, "Let's go home tomorrow. I think I've head enough of this town to last me a while." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Reno 
 
      
 
    Sean sighed, happy to be back in his own bed again. They'd had to spend Friday at Ted's as Sean personally thanked everyone for helping him, and then spent some time with all of those that they'd rescued the night before. 
 
    The hero worship was equal parts heady and scary. Yeah, it definitely felt fantastic to have all those people praising him and thanking him, it definitely made his ego soar and helped ease all those fears and concerns from the night before. He didn't feel so bad about all the nasty shit he'd done when he looked down into the adoring eyes of a young woman who had been saved from all of that abuse. 
 
    However, growing up in Reno, he'd seen the type of people who'd let fame go to their heads and become complete and utter assholes. The last thing he wanted was to be an entitled prick. It was easy to see why so many succumbed to the temptation, right now these people thought he was a god and would do anything he told them to. 
 
    And what made it worse, was maybe he really was a god. The First definitely qualified, and in more ways that one. Now Sean had gotten a taste of that power and that life, and it scared him more than the thought of what he'd done last night, walking around like some demented Jason clone with a large knife and telling people that they had to 'go into the box.' Yeah, that was some demented crap last night. 
 
    In the end, they'd freed one hundred and sixty-two, one hundred and thirty-nine of which were women, many of whom Sean suspected had been prostituted, as well as some of the men. Sean may have promised to leave them alone if they stopped enslaving lycans, but from some of the comments Sean overheard when Bill and Ted were talking, Sean had the distinct impression that both the local prosecutor and the gaming commission were going to launching some investigations now that they had people willing to testify. 
 
    But one thing was certain, the magic users in Vegas now knew that there was, in fact, a lion, which could use magic, and who was a complete and total psycho when it came to protecting 'his' people. Sean was sure that the rumors of that would spread rather quickly, moving beyond Vegas soon enough. 
 
    Sean wondered briefly if Dolitt's son had survived or not. They'd left Las Vegas before the deadline for Harry had passed, so he had no way of knowing and wasn't all that sure he wanted to find out.  
 
    Sean had done what he'd said he'd do; he'd helped them free the lycans that were slaves. He'd set Bill up with a machine that would protect his officers, and that even Ted could take advantage of. He'd do what he could to get more collars and tags down there as soon as he could, so they could more easily deal with the problems that the magic users caused whenever they came to town. 
 
    Sean doubted that there wouldn't be more problems, or that he wouldn't have to go back to deal with them either. Like it or not, Vegas was 'his' now, and he'd have to deal with that. But for right now, right now he could just enjoy being back home. 
 
    Sean looked over at the clock, it was almost ten. He'd slept a fair deal on the way back home, so he wasn't all that tired now. Daelyn, Jolene, and Roberta were all sound asleep. Apparently, Cali, Peg, and Roxy had already gotten up. Sean's stomach reminded him that he'd missed breakfast, so he carefully got out of bed and pulling on a pair of pants, headed for the kitchen. 
 
    "Morning, Love," Roxy said and came over to give Sean a kiss as he came into the kitchen. 
 
    "Morning. Where's Peg and Cali?" Sean asked, looking around. 
 
    "They grabbed Sheila about an hour ago and ran into town to do some 'shopping.'" 
 
    Sean almost shuddered, "Those three? I'd hate to see what they come back with!" 
 
    "Knowing them, you won't," Roxy laughed, "Well, not anytime before you need to at least." 
 
    "Oh, make sure no one makes any plans for Sunday night, we're all going over to Steve's for dinner tomorrow, so I can pay off Terri for those two helicopters." 
 
    Roxy looked at him, "All of us? All six of us?" 
 
    Sean smiled, "She's gonna have to find out sooner or later. The marriage is next month after all." 
 
    "Oh, that's right," Roxy stopped and thought a moment, "any idea what to get them for a wedding gift?" 
 
    "Well, I was thinking we could get Steve that cat girl he always wanted," Sean joked. 
 
    "Hmmm," Roxy grinned, "I wonder if Terri is into cat boys?" 
 
    "I had that same conversation with Steve a couple of days ago, and he didn't sound very thrilled with the idea." 
 
    "That or he's now working feverishly to sell Terri on the idea!" Roxy laughed, "So any other plans for the weekend?" 
 
    "I want to grab Jo and go visit her uncle at some point." 
 
    "Oh? Something going on I should know about?" 
 
    "Chad's complaining about a lack of intelligence, and the Ascendants are definitely up to something. I figured I'd go hit up Arthur to see if he could share anything with us, and then maybe go pay Harrison over at Eruditio a visit as well." 
 
    "Well, it's too early to go visiting anybody, so come and have some breakfast." 
 
    Sean nodded, "True. When Jo wakes up, could you ask her to call her uncle and set up a meeting after lunch?" 
 
    "I'll take care of it," Roxy smiled. 
 
    "Thanks, Hon," Sean gave Roxy a kiss and then headed to the dining room, surprised to see that his mother was there. 
 
    "Hi, Mom," Sean said and gave her a hug. 
 
    "Aren't you cold?" Louise said, looking at her son who was wearing a loose pair of pants and nothing else. 
 
    Sean smiled, it was just like old times suddenly. 
 
    "No, Mom, I'm fine. So what's new?" 
 
    "What's new is I'm trying to decide what to do with myself. I can't go back to dealing cards, but I don't want to sit around all day not doing anything either." 
 
    Sean nodded and smiled up at Roxy as she put a plate of food before him, then sat down beside him. 
 
    "You could run one of our businesses for us," Roxy told her. 
 
    "I'm not sure I know enough about running a business," Louise admitted. 
 
    "Maybe not," Sean said, "but you know a lot about casinos and quite a few of the people who run them here. We're going to start a janitorial service, a bonded one. How'd you like to help set it up, then go around and try to convince people to hire us?" 
 
    "Also, we're going to open a casino," Roxy said. 
 
    Sean almost dropped his fork and looked at her, "We are?" he said, surprised. 
 
    Roxy grinned at him, "Yes, we are. We've got a whole bunch of experienced casino workers and star acrobats who need a job and were more than happy to agree to come up to Reno and work for you!" 
 
    "Oh...." 
 
    Sean stared at his food for a minute, thinking about that before a nudge from Roxy got him eating again. Sean noticed his mother was smirking at him, but she and Roxy were discussing the janitorial business at this point, and his mother did seem interested in the idea. 
 
    "What are your plans for the day?" Louise asked her son when he'd finally finished eating. 
 
    "Well, my next task is to build a machine to turn out more of those amulets," Sean gestured to the one his mother was wearing around her neck. "Daelyn told me that she can have the hardware for it in a day. 
 
    "After that, I guess it's time to finally start work on a machine to build silver tags, followed by one to make these lycan collars," Sean said, fingering the one hanging around his neck. 
 
    "I still can't believe that you can actually do that, that you can build a machine that actually enchants things." Louise smiled, "Your father would be so proud of you." 
 
    Sean blushed, "Thanks, Mom." 
 
    "So once it's done, how fast do you think your machine will be able to turn them out?" Roxy asked. 
 
    "Well, the machine I made your father took about four times as long to do the enchantment as I do. So, I'm thinking it'll take four to five minutes to enchant each collar. The tags, however, take more energy and time, so I'm thinking ten to fifteen minutes each?" Sean shrugged, "I won't know for sure until after I've built the machines." 
 
    Sean watched as Roxy did some quick math. 
 
    "So about two hundred and eighty collars and maybe a hundred tags a day?" 
 
    Sean shrugged, "If we ran them both non-stop, maybe. But someone's going to have to run it, and I'd rather not have any accidents, so probably a fair bit less than that." 
 
    "Still," Louise pointed out, "that's going to add up pretty quickly, even if you only make say a hundred a day. That's three thousand a month." 
 
    Sean nodded, "True, but there's almost a million of us in North America so it would take decades to make enough collars and tags for all of us. Eventually, I'm going to have to build more machines." 
 
    "And that doesn't even take the rest of the world into consideration," Roxy added. 
 
    "Yeah, I'm sure that I'm going to have to ship a machine or two to Europe one of these days," Sean agreed. "What's Maitland, Ruth, Philo and his Pooka friend been up to?" 
 
    "Well, Maitland's been talking a fair bit with your friends Chad and Claudia. When he's not spending time with that lady he met over at the Lux that is." 
 
    "He's dating her?" Sean said, surprised. 
 
    "Apparently," Louise chuckled. "Ruth has been teasing him about it a little." 
 
    "She's been staying out of trouble I hope?" Roxy grumbled. 
 
    "I don't think she's going to be staying here much longer," Louise admitted. "She's getting bored, and she doesn't really know anybody here, and," Louise looked at her son and smiled, "she's just a little bit afraid of what might happen to her if she goes around playing the kinds of tricks here that she plays on the mortals and other fairies back home." 
 
    "Well at least she's learning," Sean grinned. "And Uncle Philo?" 
 
    "Mostly they've been doing what they do back home." 
 
    "And that is?" 
 
    "Hanging out in pubs and drinking and talking to the locals." Louise shrugged, "Neither of them really ever gets in trouble. Any mischief that they get up to tends either to be harmless pranks or helping out those who need it." 
 
    Sean nodded and leaning back in his chair he stretched.  
 
    "Well, I need to check in with Oak and talk to my other alphas, by then it'll probably be time to grab Jo and whoever else wants to come with me and go pay her uncle a visit." 
 
    Getting up Sean gave his mother a hug and Roxy a kiss, and then went and made the rounds. 
 
      
 
    Walking around the property with Oak, as they went over the current state of all of his building projects, Sean tried not to sigh too loudly, or laugh for that matter either. His 'pack' of wolf lycans had gotten huge! Between the hundred plus wolves from Sacramento, and the almost a hundred and fifty that he'd 'captured' after the attack on his home, he had almost five hundred who were in his 'pack' now! It was almost insane. Thankfully they had sent about a hundred of them off to the bunker, and once the building downtown was rebuilt he could send at least another hundred over there, but that would still be a lot of people living up here. If he didn't watch out, the authorities might think he was running some sort of cult or something. 
 
    That thought made him smile because technically, he was running a 'cult or something.'  
 
    When he found out that Chad had siphoned off a couple hundred for his own pack after the battle, Sean had almost called him up and asked him if he wanted any more. The only thing really saving him right now was that all of the wolves here were used to living in kennels under a strict regiment. His alphas had told him that they were more worried about people flipping out from the lack of rules and fences than from having to continue living in barracks. 
 
    On the plus side, the female to male ratio had improved, as two-thirds of the wolves they'd gotten after the battle were female. Sean had been a little worried about the social aspects of any gross imbalance, even if Oak, Hunter, Sten, and now Art had told him not to worry about it. 
 
    Walking through the barracks with Oak had been a bit embarrassing when they got to the newest additions. Sean hadn't really had the chance to meet any of the former Vestibulum wolves, or any of Art's for that matter either. The Vestibulum wolves had all come up to him, their postures very submissive, and they had all asked to see his lion form.  
 
    When he shifted into it, they all shifted into their wolves and lay down on the floor before him. Sean had to admit that it was a bit uncomfortable for him, but he could feel the First was rather taken with it. 
 
    And it occurred to him then that all of these wolves, all of them, were descended from the lion in his head, the First, and they could somehow feel that their ancestor, their creator, was there. They were all his children, and after thousands of years and hundreds of generations, they were still his. They didn't care that they'd been left by their creator, their god, to fend for themselves, to be trained and civilized by the magic users. All that mattered was he was here now, and they he had set them free. 
 
    The wolves from Sacramento were a lot more relaxed about it when Sean was introduced to them. Of course, they hadn't gone to war against him and lost, technically you could say that Sean had freed or stolen them, even it if had been Chad who did the actual job. Sean had ordered him to do it after all. So while they all showed their respect, none of them felt the need to actually get down and bow to him like the others had done. 
 
    It was while Sean was meeting with the Sacramento wolves that Sean actually got to meet Lady Sarah, Art's girlfriend. Surprisingly she was living with Art in the small room that the alpha's or those with mates got. 
 
    "Surprised?" Sarah asked after they'd been introduced.  
 
    Sean smiled back at her, "That you made the right choice and came here? No. But I am a bit surprised that you didn't get an apartment in town. It is kind of crowded in these quarters." 
 
    "Until things settle down, I'd rather be here, where it's safe, then out there, where my husband might get a hold of me. I called a couple of my girlfriends back home, and they've told me just how livid he is." 
 
    "They're still talking to you?" Sean asked, a little surprised by that, "Aren't you like, excommunicated because you're living with a lycan now?" 
 
    Sarah snorted, "The only thing that they're mad about is that all of their boyfriends left town. Of course, for them, they were just having a little fling on the side. I'm the only one who actually loved her boyfriend more than her husband." 
 
    "So why didn't you leave him sooner?" Sean asked, curious. 
 
    "And go where? You have to understand, I really didn't have a lot of options, and I had children to raise. Now that things have changed," Sarah smiled, "I can change." 
 
    "I just hope that the rest of the magic users out there can learn to accept it." 
 
    Sarah laughed and shook her head, "You, young man, have a very long row to hoe before you. The Ascendance, Vestibulum, Gradatim, even Sapientia, they're all about power, that and not much else. The Ascendants are just honest about it; they don't try and hide what they are behind fancy slogans or old rules." 
 
    "What about Sapientia?" Sean asked, curious what her take on them would be. 
 
    "Sapientia is just more laid back and cultured about it. They'd rather be the one whispering in the ear of the man in power, than that man themselves. 
 
    "No, the only ones not pursuing power over all else are Eruditio, and even they have their moments when they grab for what they want." 
 
    "Not a flattering picture, Sarah." 
 
    "I'm not one for lying to others, much less myself anymore. I married for wealth and power, Sean, and while I got both of those in spades, I got very little happiness until one very pissed off wolf decided to take his anger out on one very unhappy housewife. The rest, as you might say, is history." 
 
    Sean noticed that Art was looking just a little uncomfortable. Obviously, there was a story there, and just as obviously it wasn't any of his business. 
 
    "Well, if you can get any of your friends back in Sacramento to let us know what their husbands are up to, maybe we can arrange a little weekend get together with their old boyfriends. Provided they're willing of course." 
 
    Art snickered, and Sarah smiled, "I'll be sure to let them know." 
 
      
 
    At lunch, Sean corralled Jolene to go with him to visit her uncle, Daelyn was busy with building the hardware for his prototype, Roxy was going over some of the defense issues with Oak and Maitland, and of course Peg and Cali weren't back yet, so he grabbed Roberta to come along with them. It didn't hurt that Roberta was a better driver than either of them. 
 
    "You know," Jolene told him on the way over to her uncle's home, "if the Ascendance is planning something, and if they have talked to Sapientia about it and asked for their help to perform the silencing spells, Arthur isn't going to be able to divulge any of that." 
 
    "Actually, I hadn't realized that," Sean admitted. "All the more reason to talk to Eruditio next I guess, and continue to try and develop our own sources of information." 
 
    "I wouldn't worry too much about it, if I were you," Roberta told them both. 
 
    "Why?" Sean asked. 
 
    "Yes, why?" echoed Jolene. 
 
    "Because Arthur has thrown in with Sean and the rest of us. His path to power, for him and for Sapientia, is through the freeing of the lycans. It's in his best interest to side with us and not to side with the Ascendance. I'm sure everybody knows that now as well. So I don't really think that any of the councils or covens out there are going to broadcast their attempts to the one group who is the most likely to stop them." 
 
    "You sure about that?" Jolene asked. 
 
    "My mom is," Roberta chuckled, "so, yeah." 
 
    "Still," Sean said, "it's best to keep it in mind that it could happen, even if it's unlikely." 
 
    "Just remember that Arthur and even Joseph are always going to put their welfare and goals first. It's nice to be friends with them and to always try and stay on their good side. But they will always be fickle allies at best." 
 
    "What about the Guild?" Jolene asked. 
 
    "The Guild has a very vested interest in lycans," Roberta smirked, "so you could say that they're somewhat biased." 
 
    "Yes," Sean laughed and patted Roberta's thigh, "I've noticed." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Stewart's Truly Terrible Afternoon 
 
      
 
    Rachel watched as Stewart worked. She actually felt sorry for the kid, a new and novel sensation for her, she'd never felt sorry for any of the 'masters' before in her life. Stewart's father had continued to find fault with everything she did, whenever she was around, and because of her lycan hearing, she could hear him finding fault with Stewart when she was up in his room. 
 
    She wasn't surprised that the kid's brother and sister had left home, or that his mother had run away as well. She just wondered how the kid had been so unaware of it all for so long, each night now he'd come to bed with an almost shell-shocked expression on his face. She'd noticed that he'd taken to standing between her and his father, whenever she was in the same room with them.  
 
    That hadn't gone unnoticed either, and his father had given him more than one nasty tongue lashing over it. Rachel, however, had been sure to show Stewart just how grateful she was every night. She knew sooner or later, something was going to give, and she'd been making plans to figure out her escape.  
 
    If only Stewart wasn't so afraid to let her out of his sight. Then she could go find something a bit more suitable for his father's food and maybe put an end to this whole problem once and for all. 
 
      
 
    Stewart looked at the spells settling into the ring before him and shook his head. It was better than his previous attempt, but it still wasn't right. What he needed was someone to teach him, the books he'd been reading only went so far, too many enchanters held their techniques a closely guarded secret.  
 
    When Stewart had asked his Grandfather to teach him, the old man had been more than happy to do so, and Stewart had been making great progress, but after his father's blowup, his father must have called his grandfather and filled him in on exactly why his mother Sarah had left. That or perhaps the local rumor mill had finally caught up with him. 
 
    Because showing up at his Grandfather's that Thursday had not gone well. Stewart's grandfather was not only mad at his daughter for having the 'temerity of a bitch in heat' to leave her powerful and successful husband to run off with a lycan, but he was also mad at Stewart's father for treating his daughter 'with such uncaring coldness that she took up with an animal,' he was even mad at Stewart now for having been born from 'such a loveless and self-serving duo.' 
 
    So Thursday afternoon found Stewart in the council library and workshop as he tried to learn on his own.  He'd come back here on Friday and done it all again. This morning, with the mood his father was in, he decided he'd rather spend Saturday here than be in the same house as his father, even if he had been planning on spending the day in bed with Rachel. 
 
    Picking up the ring, he gave it a careful examination using the magical tools he'd learned from his grandfather in the past, when he'd first tried to convince Stewart to become an enchanter, instead of a strike team leader, like his father wanted him to be. Stewart had to shake his head at that, looking back at it now. He had all of his grandfather's gifts and none of his dad's abilities with mind magic.  
 
    But he had wanted to make his father happy, and yeah, he liked the gifts or bribes as his brother called them, that his dad gave him to get him to do as he was told. 
 
    Well, the trip to Reno had proven what a bad idea that was, he could only hope that his grandfather would forgive him and take him back eventually. Maybe once his mother's running off wasn't such a scandal anymore. 
 
      
 
    "So, just what are you trying to do?" Rachel finally asked, more out of boredom than anything. Stewart was so terrified of what his father might do to her that he'd been keeping her by his side constantly. 
 
    "I'm trying to enchant this ring with an anti-domination spell. But it's not laying down into the matrix I've put underneath to anchor it." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "If I knew why, I'd be able to do it right," Stewart grumbled. 
 
    Rachel giggled, and suddenly Stewart didn't feel so frustrated. 
 
    "I meant, why are you trying to make an anti-domination spell? Isn't that like, the opposite of what a mage would want to do?" 
 
    Stewart grinned back at her a little ruefully, he didn't know why she always made him feel so good, he was just happy that she did. 
 
    "To piss off my dad, do I need a better reason than that?" he laughed and was pleased when Rachel laughed with him. "But the truth is, I need to learn how to actually do something. My dad wanted me to become a strike team handler. Said it would make a man of me, harden me, and teach me what was important. He also said it was the best way for me to move up to a council seat." 
 
    "So, why didn't you?" Rachel asked. She knew what a strike team was; the idea of Stewart leading one was laughable. He wasn't cruel, and he wasn't all that tough. 
 
    "Because I didn't like it." 
 
    Rachel's eyebrows went up, "You actually did it?" She found that hard to believe. 
 
    "Yeah, I did it," Stewart sighed, "and everybody but me died. Well not everybody, one of the other leaders murdered his partner and ran away. But it was..." Stewart sighed again and shook his head, "I don't want to talk about it." 
 
    "I'm sorry," Rachel said and patted his hand, surprised that he flinched. 
 
    "Don't be. You've got nothing to be sorry for. Me on the other hand..." Stewart snorted. "Anyway, I've decided to follow in my grandfather's footsteps and become an enchanter. They make good money, and I'm starting to think that the sooner I get out of my father's house, the better.  
 
    "But I need a lot more training. I can make simple trinkets, like the rings I gave you, but more involved stuff, like this ring," Stewart pointed to the ring on the workshop table, "I need more training." 
 
    "Isn't there someone you can apprentice to?" 
 
    Stewart laughed, "Yeah, my grandfather. He's the only enchanter in the area, well other than this guy up around Tahoe somewhere." 
 
    "Oh," Rachel said, remembering the things his grandfather had said. "Maybe he'll forgive you?" 
 
    Stewart nodded, "Maybe. But I'm starting to realize that us magic users can be incredibly stubborn assholes. Just how do you guys put up with us anyway?" 
 
    Rachel smiled and thought about all of the things she'd done to get even with her previous masters, including killing the last one. 
 
    "Oh, we manage." 
 
    Stewart leaned over and kissed her, "Glad to hear it. Now, do you think you could run over to the restaurant across the street and bring us back some lunch?" Stewart said and pulling out some cash he handed Rachel a few bills. 
 
    Rachel smiled and hopped her feet and walked out of the room. Finally! A chance to be on her own. If she was lucky, maybe she'd find something to solve Stewart's problem. 
 
    Stewart smiled at the way Rachel bounced off her chair and out of the room, then returned to looking at the ring and watching the spell he'd laid on it. Without being attached to the anchor matrix, it was just falling apart and fading away, just like the last six attempts he'd made since getting thrown out of his grandfather's.  
 
    That was when he noticed it. It was falling apart the exact same way each time! The spell was breaking into components, and the components were then fading away. The root component of the spell, however, that was the one that lasted the longest. Maybe if he tried that one first, then layered the others on top of it? It would be a lot slower, but the more powerful spells were supposed to be harder to enchant. Maybe this was why? 
 
    Stewart grabbed a piece of paper and started to write out the things he'd need to do to only cast the root component of the spell, he'd have to make a few minor changes so he could link the next part to it.  
 
    Head down in his work he didn't even hear the door open. 
 
    "Ah! There you are, Stewart!" 
 
    "Father!" Stewart said, looking up in surprise, "What are you doing here?" 
 
    "What, a man can't look in on his son?" Kurt smiled happily. 
 
    "I thought you didn't approve of my learning to be an enchanter?" 
 
    "Well, a man has to learn a skill, and enchanting is an honorable way to make a living. Besides, until we set things right, there really isn't a lot of need for a strike team leader." 
 
    "Thanks, Father. Honestly, after what happened in Reno," Stewart shook his head, "I'm not so sure I'm suited to the job. It was a failure after all." 
 
    "Nonsense!" Kurt smiled and gave a dismissive wave of his hand. "You didn't do anything wrong, in fact, you did everything right. It was that bastard Matt who messed things up, his killing Stan to cover up his mistakes proved that!" 
 
    Stewart noticed then that there was a young woman standing behind his father. An incredibly attractive young woman who was looking him over very carefully. 
 
    Stewart felt his blood run cold. No, it couldn't be! 
 
    "So, seeing as you did what I asked you to, and everyone agrees that you weren't to blame for what happened, I decided to follow through on my promise. Happy Birthday, Stewart!" 
 
    And with that, his father stepped aside and gestured to the young woman. Actually, she looked more like a girl. Stewart suspected that she was barely eighteen. 
 
    "My name's April," she said in a shy voice and shifted, the tight clothing showing off a very sexy fox lycan hybrid body. 
 
    "She's all yours son! Your very own fox girl slave!" 
 
    Stewart sat there, blinking, literally gobsmacked. He didn't know what to say, April was hands down one of the sexiest things he'd ever seen in his life, but after what his father had been doing, just where the hell does something like this come from? 
 
    Just then Rachel came into the room from the other entrance and looking at her, Stewart smiled, yeah, April was hot, but Rachel was his.  
 
    "Oh, and I guess you won't be needing that annoying wolf anymore," his father said. 
 
    Turning back to his father, Stewart jumped to his feet, "Wait! Hold it right.... 
 
    Kurt incanted the spell that connected to the silver pellet in Rachel, and then uttered the trigger word, "Rumpelstiltskin!"  
 
    Rachel screamed and turning to look back at her, Stewart watched, dumbfounded as she collapsed to the floor, writhing in pain. 
 
    "What have you done!" Stewart yelled back at his father. 
 
    "She disrespected me!" Kurt said holding his hands up and looking innocent. "Besides, I replaced her; I got you that trained fox you wanted!" 
 
    "You had no right!" Stewart yelled, fuming. "Rachel belonged to me! I paid for her, I bought her! At the very least I could have ..." Stewart grabbed his hair with his hands and wanted to scream. 
 
    "She was going to kill you! She murdered her last master! She poisoned him! I was doing you a favor, Son!" 
 
    "Get out, Father! Get out now!" Stewart screamed and just pointed at the door. 
 
    Smiling Kurt turned and headed for the door, maybe the boy was finally developing a spine. 
 
    "Not you," Stewart said and pointed to April, "You belong to me now, you heard him. Come here." 
 
    April was shivering, eyes wide, staring at the body lying on the floor. 
 
    "Yes, M...master." 
 
    Stewart glared at his father as he left the room, then ran over to Rachel, and carefully picked her up. 
 
    "Come on, April, I need you to get the door."  
 
    April just nodded, her eyes still wide, and she ran over to the door and opened it. 
 
    "Lead the way, I'll tell you where to go," Stewart said and directed her to where his car was parked. Opening the back door, he carefully laid Rachel's body in it. 
 
    "Get in the passenger's seat," Stewart told her, "and shift back into your human form." 
 
    April got in the car and sat there; shivering in fear as Stewart got in and they drove off. 
 
    Stewart waited until they were a few blocks away from the council house. 
 
    "Okay, Rachel, you can sit up now." 
 
    Sighing Rachel sat up in the back seat, and April squeaked.  
 
    "She's not dead?" 
 
    "No, and after we deal with this, I'll change your trigger word so my bastard of a father can't kill you either." 
 
    "Ummm," April looked around, a little panicked. 
 
    Stewart looked over at April, and thinking about just how much of a bastard his father really could be, he cast the anti-domination spell on her and from the way she shivered again, he figured he must have hit the target on that one. Most people couldn't cast a domination spell on a lycan, but his father was a master of mind magic, and it's not like he'd have allowed April to resist him. 
 
     "Now what?" Rachel asked. "If you take me back home, he'll know you lied to him." 
 
    "I need to think," Stewart sighed. "But I'm not letting him kill you, and I'm not selling you to some other asshole. If there's one thing I learned in Reno..." Stewart stopped and thought about it. Reno. Yeah, Reno was definitely the answer. Turning the car around, he headed towards downtown. 
 
    "Where are we going?" 
 
    "Amtrak." 
 
    "Why Amtrak?" Rachel asked, bewildered. 
 
    Stewart glanced at April. "I'll tell you when we get there." 
 
      
 
    "April, wait here in the car," Stewart told her when they got to the station, "Rachel come with me." 
 
    Not exactly sure what Stewart was up to, Rachel got out of the car and followed him into the station, where he immediately bought her a ticket for the next train to Reno. Thankfully it was only an hour until it left. 
 
    "Why Reno?" Rachel asked him. 
 
    "There's a lycan revolt in Reno. Or rather there was. They run the town now, and everybody up there is free." 
 
    "What? How can that be?" 
 
    Stewart shrugged, "I don't know, but I do know that some big lion is leading all the lycans and that they've found a way to make you immune to silver or something." 
 
    Rachel's eyes got wide when he said that. 
 
    "Look, that's where all the lycans from my council are, that's where my mom is! Find her, her name is Sarah, Sarah Reese. Tell her I sent you, she'll help you. Here, take this," Stewart pulled out his wallet and gave her half the money in it. 
 
    Rachel took the money and then looked up at him. "Why are you doing this?" 
 
    "Because saying you're sorry isn't enough? I may have been a big enough bastard to have bought a sex slave, but I'm not a big enough one to want to see you killed, or even hurt." 
 
    Rachel smiled and kissed him, "You're not a bastard at all Stewart. Honestly, I think you're really sweet." 
 
    Stewart grinned down at her, "Were you really going to poison me?" 
 
    "You? No, of course not! I figured by the time I was done with you, you'd put me in charge of your household, and I'd have a nice cushy life. No," she growled, "It was your father I was going to poison!"  
 
    Stewart chuckled and wrapping his arms around Rachel, he pulled her close and kissed her, enjoying the fact that she kissed him back warmly. 
 
    "You know, I'm sure you could get another ticket to Reno," Rachel grinned. 
 
    "I don't think I'm all that welcome up there," Stewart sighed. "Besides, I left April back in the car." 
 
    "Ah, your new sex slave." 
 
    Stewart snorted, "I doubt she'll ever live up to the old one. Hell, who am I gonna get to cook my meals now?" 
 
    "Bye Stewart, thanks. Oh, in the bag of food back in the shop is a container of rat poison. You might want to try that on your dad." 
 
    "Eh, rat poison is too slow. I'll look for something better!" Stewart grinned and giving Rachel one last kiss, he left her there and returned to the car. 
 
    "Master?" April asked him. 
 
    "First off, it's Stew or Stewart in private. Master when my father or other people are around. Now, how about you tell me your keywords, and I'll make sure that if worse comes to worse, you get to go to someplace safe, instead of an unmarked grave?" 
 
    April looked out the window at the train station, then back at her new Master. Who had just stood up to his father and disobeyed him. And gotten away with it. To save the life of a lycan who he then just turned around and let go. 
 
    April smiled, "Yes, Stewart." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Sapientia Visit 
 
      
 
    "Sean, Jolene, Roberta!" Arthur stood up and smiling he shook hands with each of them as they came into the room. "I hope you don't mind, but I took the liberty of inviting Joseph over to meet with us as well." 
 
    All three of them were a little surprised, but smiled and shook hands with Joseph from the council of Eruditio, who had also stood to greet them. 
 
    "James, if you could bring us a fresh pot of tea please?" Arthur said and motioned for Sean and the girls to take a seat on the couch as he and Joseph moved to the overstuffed chairs that were on the other side of the coffee table from them. 
 
    "I don't mind," Sean smiled as he sat down with Jolene on his right and Roberta on his left. "It just saves me an extra trip." 
 
    "Oh? You were planning on stopping by?" Joseph asked raising an eyebrow. 
 
    Sean nodded, "For what it's worth, both of you have been seen as supporting the lycan cause. I think it's only fair that I visit with you from time to time so we can discuss any issues that might come up." 
 
    Joseph nodded, leaning back in his seat, "Thoughtful." 
 
    "So," Arthur smiled, "what brings you here today?" 
 
    "Primarily, I wanted to share intelligence," Sean decided to just get to the point. If Joseph was here, he figured that something was up. So the sooner he got his issues dealt with, the sooner he could find out what theirs were. 
 
    "We're still building up our network," Sean continued, "and while we're learning things every day, I'm sure that with your greater experience and with your network of councils that you're catching a lot of things which we're missing. As none of us want to see Reno become a battleground, I was hoping you'd tell me if you knew of anyone who's preparing an attack." 
 
    "Don't you mean, 'Planning an attack?'" Arthur asked as James came in and set a pot of tea down with five cups. 
 
    Sean smiled, "They're all planning an attack, I don't doubt that for a moment. But right now I'm more worried about just who is actually putting those plans into action." 
 
    "And what are your plans for countering any attacks that we tell you about? I don't think any of us would like the kind of excitement that you caused in Las Vegas yesterday. I mean really, Sean. Burning down two casinos? How are you going to cover that up?" 
 
    Sean shrugged, "They'd been warned, repeatedly, and they chose to ignore the warnings. I'd hoped that with our attack on Dolitt's place and with my killing him that the others would finally see that the rules had changed and they'd just roll over.  
 
    "Unfortunately, the owners of the Mata-Hari decided to engage in a mass kill off, and well," Sean shrugged again and then looked Arthur directly in the eyes, "anyone who does that dies. No hesitation and I don't give a damn about the fallout. We're not having another 'Night of the Silver Death.'" 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, Sean noticed Joseph wince. 
 
    Arthur sighed as he poured out the tea into the cups, "I understand, but still, I've seen the reports that they're finding a lot of bodies in the building." 
 
    "Roxy's father has it covered," Jolene spoke up. 
 
    "Oh?" Arthur asked looking at his niece in surprise. "How's he doing that?" 
 
    "By telling the truth of course," Jolene grinned as her uncle flinched, "just not all of it." 
 
    "And just what truth is that?" 
 
    "That the owners of the Mata-Hari were engaged in a human trafficking operation. They were using their 'slaves' to work in the casino, and prostituting them out on the side. When they discovered that the Sheriff's office was closing in, they decided to use the fire on the other side of town as cover to dispose of all of their slaves before they could talk to the authorities and destroy all of the evidence." 
 
    "And unfortunately," Sean picked up, "some of their employees balked when the killing started. They were okay with enslaving people, but not mass murder. So an argument turned into a firefight, and the fire was a result of that." 
 
    "That's kind of a stretch though, isn't it?" Joseph asked. 
 
    Jolene shook her head, "Roxy's dad got the Nevada State tax office involved, all of the dead bodies were in employee uniforms, but were not on the books or in the tax records. They were all undocumented, and almost all of them were young women. By the time this story hits the press tonight, the fire at Dolitt's will be forgotten about, and with all of the government and press attention focused on undocumented workers in Vegas, nobody is even going to risk bringing slaves in there to work anymore." 
 
    "Yeah," Sean chuckled, "it's one thing to have a bloody lion with a sword threatening to cut your head off, but the IRS? Now that's something everybody is terrified of!" 
 
    "What," Joseph asked, "are they planning to tell the press about Dolitt's?" 
 
    "Massive fire code violations," Sean said. "The only person that died there was Dolitt himself as he was confined to his bed due to illness. That's just a terrible tragedy brought on by his own mismanagement. 
 
    "Again, we gave them every chance to be reasonable. Those that were, they're all fine. Those that weren't," Sean shook his head and sighed. "It's not like I enjoyed it, even if they deserved what they got. Honestly, I'd rather see more operations like the one we pulled in Sacramento." 
 
    "Yes, about Sacramento," now it was Arthur's turn to sigh, "we're hearing rumors that some of their people are pushing rather hard for an attack on Reno to get their lycans back." 
 
    Sean nodded, "We've heard some rumors about that as well, but they have to understand by now just how many of us there are up here, after what happened to the Vestibulum. Unless they're going to coordinate with their other councils in the country, I don't see them becoming much of a threat. Which is why I'm here; are they involving the other councils?" 
 
    "Not that we've seen, but you must understand that Kurt Reese is a very nasty man, and I daresay the rumors of his wife's infidelity, as well as the new ones of his children not really being his," Arthur shook his head, "let's just say the man is driven, and he has a lot of power." 
 
    "They're not rumors," Roberta snickered. 
 
    "Hmm?" 
 
    "His wife bought one of the collars that the Sorceress Guild uses. All of her children, and I do mean all were fathered by her boyfriend, the wolf that was in charge of their security. Might be part of why he was so faithful?" Roberta smirked. 
 
    Arthur sighed again, "If she hated him so much, why did she marry him in the first place?" 
 
    "Power, of course. Isn't it always about power?" Jolene said looking at her uncle, "I mean really, Uncle, we've all seen the lengths magic users will go to for power. Look at what it did to me! I traveled halfway around the world and learned the kinds of things that all of the 'traditional' magic users shun just so I could come back here and not only get my revenge, but to rub everyone's noses in what they did to me! 
 
    "Thank god that I met Roxy and Sean. They definitely saved me from myself," Jolene sighed. 
 
    Sean put an arm around Jolene and gave her a hug, causing Arthur to smile. He was pleased to see that his niece really had found someone who cared about her. 
 
    "You really think that the Ascendants in Sacramento are going to try something?" Sean asked, getting the conversation back on track. 
 
    Arthur and Joseph both nodded. 
 
    "Yes," Arthur said, "though I suspect Reese's anger is directed more at his wife. I wouldn't be surprised if all he wants is to see her and the lycan she was sleeping with dead. But he can't get that unless he sells them on some big campaign to teach you lycans a lesson and all the usual rhetoric." 
 
    "Sooner or later, however," Joseph picked up, "someone is going to decide to assassinate you, Sean." 
 
    "Harkins already tried," Sean shrugged, "that didn't work out very well for him." 
 
    "He did?" Joseph and Arthur both looked surprised at that. 
 
    "Yup, brought in the same guy he used to kill my father. We had some words," Sean growled, thinking about that. "He's actually the one that killed Harkins after I told him about how Harkins had violated his oath. Apparently, assassins don't like it when they're lied to." 
 
    "That doesn't mean someone won't try again," Joseph warned. 
 
    "I'm aware of that," Sean nodded. "But right now I'm a lot more worried about another army showing up on my doorstep." 
 
    "All of us are," Arthur agreed, "but then, whose doorstep are you planning on showing up on next?" 
 
    Sean smiled, "I honestly haven't decided. But if the good folks down in Sacramento give me enough of a reason to go there, well, I'd hate to waste the trip, right?" 
 
    Sean leaned back against the couch and looked at Arthur and Joseph. 
 
    "So, seeing the two of you together like this, does this mean that Sapientia and Eruditio are allies now?" 
 
    Arthur and Joseph exchanged a glance, Joseph smiled, and Arthur shrugged. 
 
    Joseph spoke up first, "Eruditio has always strived to remain neutral, Sean." 
 
    "And so did the United States, right up until it joined the war against the Nazi's," Sean pointed out. 
 
    "Sapientia has always sought counsel with the leaders of Eruditio," Arthur supplied. "With Sapientia returning to the number one position among the councils, it's another tradition we're looking to reclaim. If the Vestibulum had bothered to consult with them, I daresay Morgan would never have engaged in any of his foolishness." 
 
    "Well, his loss is your gain, right?" Jolene put in. 
 
    "Oh, I'm not complaining too much," Arthur acknowledged. "But everyone is much more worried about the future right now. We have a huge change in the way things have always been done; we have a shifting power structure and everyone trying to see just what they can grab, and what they can hold on to." 
 
    "On top of that," Joseph added, "all of our seers are seeing trouble on the horizon. But we don't know if it's related to the councils making their power grabs, or because of all of the lycans being set free." 
 
    "And that brings us to the real reason Joseph is here," Sean smiled, "to ask more questions about us lions." 
 
    Joseph smiled, "Astute as always, Sean. Yes, both Arthur and I have many questions, and more than a few concerns. I guess the first and most important is fairly simple: What are the Lions planning?" 
 
    "To free the lycans, obviously," Sean told them. 
 
    "And then what?" 
 
    "What more can there be?" Sean asked Joseph back. "I mean, isn't that enough?" 
 
    "There is always more, Sean. Once you've freed the lycans, what will you do with them? Who will lead them? Will the lions come back to rule them?" 
 
    Sean could have sworn that he felt the First actually facepalm. 
 
    "You're worried that we're going to try and take over the world, aren't you?" Sean snickered and then had to laugh at the expression on Joseph and Arthur's faces. 
 
    "Trust me! We're not making that mistake again!" Sean laughed. 
 
    "What do you mean by that?" Joseph pressed, looking concerned. 
 
    "Look, if we wanted to rule the world, all I would have to do, all any lion would have to do, is to order all the lycans to bite every single human being in the world. Inside of a week, everyone who isn't a magic user would be a lycan. 
 
    "Instead we've all but forbade them from ever biting anyone!" Sean shook his head, but he couldn't stop grinning. "I mean really, guys. I'd have thought that one would have been obvious." 
 
    Joseph looked rather embarrassed, while Arthur was looking thoughtful. 
 
    "I must admit, to my embarrassment, that I had overlooked that argument," Joseph admitted. 
 
    "Why haven't you?" Arthur asked. 
 
    "Why haven't we bitten everyone?" Sean asked a little surprised. 
 
    "Yes, why haven't you? It would make all of this unnecessary; you'd already be ruling everything." 
 
    'It is a good question,' Sean asked the First, 'why didn't you do that?' 
 
    'Because it would be very unwise. We considered it, discussed the issues it would cause, and were reminded of our place in the order of things.' 
 
    "Because it would be very unwise," Sean replied. 
 
    "Unwise, how?" Joseph asked. 
 
    "That's one of those mysteries that you're just going to have to discover for yourself," Sean smiled. 
 
    'Good one!' The First snickered in his head. 
 
    'I'm learning,' Sean laughed back at him. 
 
    "So," Joseph pressed, "you do admit that lions did once rule the world?" 
 
    'Academics, once you start answering questions, they never stop asking,' the first snickered. 
 
    'You're having too much fun with this, aren't you?' 
 
    'May I?' 
 
    'Knock yourself out,' Sean said, and let the First take control, curious as to what he'd say. 
 
    "What do your records say? Those legends I told you to go check?" the First smiled. 
 
    "Ours apparently do not go back far enough. However, those of the dwarves and the elves do seem to indicate that you once were the masters of the world." 
 
    "For what world there was, yes, we were," the first nodded. 
 
    "Why'd you stop?" 
 
    "Stop what, ruling the world?" 
 
    "Yes," Joseph nodded, "you had it all! What happened?" 
 
    "Boredom, it's all so exciting to conquer the world, but it's not so much fun running it." 
 
    Joseph blinked, even Arthur looked surprised. 
 
    "You mean to tell me," Arthur interrupted Joseph's questioning, "that you gave up on ruling the world because you found it boring?" 
 
    "Isn't that what happened to Alexander the Great? Aren't your histories all clear on what happened to him, once he was done? Once there was nothing left to conquer?" 
 
    "I'm not sure I'm following your point." 
 
    "Why did he conquer the world?" 
 
    "Because he wanted to rule the world?" 
 
    "Oh, hells no!" the First laughed. "It was a bet, over a couple of beers! We all thought he was a cocky little bastard! But damn, he sure showed us!" 
 
    "We?" 
 
    The First grinned, "We lions, I wasn't there of course. I'm still new to all of this, but as I've said before, we talk." 
 
    'Nice save,' Sean laughed. 'You know, when you say things like that, you have just got to be driving them crazy.' 
 
    'Why do you think I do it?' 
 
    The First stood up then, Jolene and Roberta standing up as well. 
 
    "Arthur, Joseph, thank you for your time, I think I've left you both with enough mysteries for today." 
 
    Arthur and Joseph got to their feet as well and shook hands. 
 
    "But there are so many questions I want to ask," Joseph sighed. 
 
    "Well, tell you what, I'll give you a free one before I go. How would you like to know just how many lions there are?" 
 
    Joseph blinked, "Why, I would love to know that! It's a question that no one seems to know the answer to!" 
 
    "So?" The First prompted. 
 
    "How many lions are there?" 
 
    "Why, as many as there needs to be, of course!" The First said with a wink. 
 
    Arthur almost lost it, putting his hand up to his mouth to try and cover up the loud snort and grin as Joseph grumbled. 
 
    "Serves me right, I guess." 
 
      
 
    Arthur shook his head and snickered as Dean closed the door behind the Sean and the girls. Arthur couldn't help but notice that even his men were smiling. 
 
    "I can't believe I fell for that," Joseph grumbled. 
 
    "Yes, Joseph, you did walk right into it. Apparently, lions have a quirky sense of humor." 
 
    "Do you really believe what he said about Alexander the Great?" Dean asked from over by the door. 
 
    "The best jokes, Dean, are always those with a little truth behind them, he was just playing with us," Arthur smiled. 
 
    "Yes, I daresay he was," Joseph agreed. "Kind of refreshing these days though, isn't it?" 
 
      
 
    Sean took back over and steered the girls out the door and back to the car, he could hear the First's laughter in his head. 
 
    "Did you have to do that?" Jolene asked. 
 
    "Oh come on, it was funny," Sean snickered. 
 
    "It serves him right for being too pushy," Roberta agreed with a smile.  
 
    "How about we swing by Sawyers on the way home, and see what he has to say?" 
 
    Jolene nodded, "Definitely. I'd rather get the facts straight from the source." 
 
    Sean nodded as they got into the car, "I'm surprised that they don't seem to know more about what the other councils are up to though." 
 
    "I'm sure they know more than they shared with us." 
 
    "You think so?" 
 
    "Of course, especially when you keep teasing them like that." 
 
    "More likely," Roberta said as she started up the car and put it in gear, "they just don't want us to know how good their sources are. Remember, we're on the same side today. Tomorrow, they're worried we won't be." 
 
    Sean nodded and conceded the point, and sat back to enjoy the ride. Roberta had a tendency to drive the speed limit, or slower, unlike Daelyn who would have had them halfway across town by now. 
 
      
 
    "Jolene! Sean, Roberta, good to see you," Marx said as they walked in through the door. "Everybody's talking about what you did in Vegas yesterday! Boss loved it," Marx raised his voice then, "ain't that right boss?" 
 
    "Hey, Kid! Marx is right! Oh man, I couldn't get enough of watching old man Dolitt's place burn to the ground on TV. Bastard owed me a quarter million! Serves him right that he burned to death!" 
 
    "Sorry, but he didn't burn to death, Sawyer," Jolene said as they walked back to his counter. 
 
    "What? But the news!" Sawyer said looking back and forth between Sean and Jolene. 
 
    "Sean cut his head off first," Jolene grinned. 
 
    "Hot damn! That's even better!" Sawyer laughed. "So, what can I do for you, and do you have any more stuff for me? I'm all out of stock here again." 
 
    "We just got back last night," Sean told him, "I'll get started on it tomorrow. Trust me, everybody wants more." 
 
    "Your wife Cali was in here earlier with your other wife Peg, and that friend of theirs," Sawyer snorted, "they ran up quite the bill. But I gotta tell ya, that Cali, she sure knows her weapons. You're a lucky one, Kid." 
 
    Sean grinned and nodded as Jolene's eyes went wide. 
 
    "Wait a second, did I just hear you right, you gave someone credit?" Jolene turned towards the door, "Marx! Where's the real Sawyer and what have you done with him?" 
 
    "I know right!" Marx laughed, "I fell off my stool!" 
 
    "Yeah, yeah, rub it in," Sawyer grumbled. "If you'd grown up on the right side of the tracks instead of among that bunch of degenerate low lives with no morals that you call a family which the Kid here saved you from before you became just another harlot and streetwalker, maybe I'd give you credit too!" 
 
    "Wow, you been practicing, Sawyer?" Jolene laughed. 
 
    "I think he's still afraid of what Sean will do to him," Roberta chuckled. 
 
    Sawyer snorted, "Hardly, a lion ain't all that big of a deal, but a Dark Elf household? Now that's the real shit. You're all 'House Valens' now, and while only the Kid here and Cali get the customary treatment, I have to at least try and show some respect, even to the likes of a reformed woman of ill-repute like yourself, Jolene." 
 
    Jolene couldn't help but laugh at that and noticed that both Sean and Roberta were chuckling as well. 
 
    "In that case, I'll try not to take advantage of my new vaulted status in life," Jolene grinned, "Well, at least not any more than I think I can get away with!" 
 
    "So, what'dya' need today?" 
 
    "What's going on with the Ascendance in Sacramento? Are they going to be coming up here to attack us?" 
 
    "I'd say that's a pretty safe bet. I've been following that one since it got out that one of the council member's wives had been doing a number on him with one of the council's wolves. They're all pretty pissed that a bunch of stupid animals pulled a fast one on them and now they have to wipe their own asses after they take a shit." 
 
    "Don't they know we outnumber them?" Sean asked, surprised. 
 
    "They may not. You gotta remember, Kid. Almost no one knows that you got hit by that big Vesti army. They all think you just took on the locals. And the rumor mill is full with how many of them you killed. The Vesti's aren't going to tell anyone just how badly they got their asses kicked, and if any of the other councils know they aren't going to be talking either. With most of the Ascendance people up here dead," Sawyer grinned thinking about that, "they don't really know what's going on up here." 
 
    "I hadn't thought about that," Jolene admitted. "But Sawyer's right...." 
 
    "Of course I'm right! I'm always right!" Sawyer laughed. 
 
     "... nobody likes the Ascendants, so no one's going to share any intelligence with them. In fact, the Vestibulum would love to see the Sacramento Ascendance Council wiped out, same for the Gradatim." 
 
    "I'm just surprised that they're not planning any retribution against the Vestibulum," Sean admitted. 
 
    Sawyer shrugged, "Blame your own success for that, Kid. I think they're still debating which is more important, killing you, or killing them, and to be honest, they all think there's a lot less of you." 
 
    "Guess I'll keep that in mind," Sean nodded. "Let's go home." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Back at Mountain Home 
 
      
 
    Pulling up to the house, Sean gave Roberta and Jolene a hug and went off to the office to go talk with Deidre. He needed to go over a few things with her, and it was still a few hours yet until dinner. 
 
    "Master Sean," Deidre said, rising to her feet and bouncing on her toes as she came over to kiss him. Considering that the t-shirt she was wearing was almost painted on, the effect on her chest instantly drew his eyes and held them until she had her arms around him, and they kissed. 
 
    "It's been so long since I've seen you, Master Sean," Deidre said in a husky and still melodic voice, as she ground her body up against his. 
 
    "It's been a week, Deidre," Sean chuckled. 
 
    "A week?" Deidre cocked her head to the side, and considered it, "But it seemed so much longer than that!" 
 
    Sean kissed her again, Deidre had taken to using a lipstick that matched the color of her red eyes, and it looked quite sexy on her. Then again with her long, lean body with her long white hair and large chest, she was already a very sexy woman. 
 
    "So, how's our business doing, and what do you have for me to sign?" Sean asked her. 
 
    "But business is so boring, Master Sean," Deidre purred and pulling his shirt out of his pants she started to run her hands over his bare skin up under his shirt. 
 
    "Un-huh," Sean agreed and slowly started to walk backward towards the couch that was against the wall behind him. "How much money do we have in the bank?" 
 
    "Just a little over a hundred thousand," Deidre said, her fingers lightly tickling over his skin. "But that bag of cash Cali gave me last night had almost two million in it." 
 
    "I need to give one and a half million to Terri tomorrow for the other helicopters," Sean sighed. His legs hit the edge of the couch then, so he sat down, as Deidre pulled her hands out from under his shirt, and straddling his lap, she started to unbutton his shirt. 
 
    "I'll count it all out in the morning, and make sure it's neatly bundled and put in a bag for you, Master Sean," Deidre smiled and leaning forward, she kissed him again, as she pushed his shirt up, making him raise his arms and take it off. 
 
    "Oh dear, you've lost your shirt, and I still have mine," Deidre tsked, and crossing her arms, she grabbed the bottom of her t-shirt, and then raising her arms over her head, she peeled it off, freeing her breasts, which Sean immediately took into his hands and started to slowly knead. 
 
    Deidre just sighed happily, her eyes half closed as she started to squirm in his lap. Sean was already quite excited at this point, and she was rubbing up and down against his length, which was still trapped inside his pants. 
 
    "How's the restoration project of our building proceeding?" Sean asked, and putting his hands behind her back, he leaned forward while tipping Deidre back and brought his mouth down to her left breast, attacking it with his lips and teeth. 
 
    "It's on, Oh! Schedule, Sammis sayssss, oh, do that again! He says two more months." 
 
    Sean grinned and nipped at one of her nipples, causing Deidre to arch her back and moan again. 
 
    "How long before we can start moving some of the people here back in?" 
 
    Deidre gasped, "I'll, I'll ask..." she shivered and lightly raked her fingers through Sean's hair as he moved his mouth to her other breast and repeated the treatment. 
 
    "How's the detailing business going?" Sean mumbled around a nipple." 
 
    "Good! Very, ah! Good." 
 
    "Has our lawyer called about anything?" 
 
    "Noth... nothing I can't take care of... ooo! Just filing papers for busi... business licenses." 
 
    Sean nodded and sliding his hands down to Deidre's butt, he grabbed it firmly and started to kiss his way down her belly, by lifting her up. When he got to the yoga pants she was wearing, he turned to the side, and laid her back on the couch before him, then grabbing the waistband, he started to slowly roll her pants down. 
 
    "Anything else I need to be aware of?" 
 
    "Other than I'm about to lose the ability to, oh!" Deidre gasped loudly as Sean's attentions arrived at her sex.  
 
    Peeling her pants all the way off, Sean took his time and savored Deidre with his lips and tongue, occasionally adding a playful nip, when he finally grabbed that nice ass of hers tight and sent the magic to breed into her body, it caused her to wrap her legs around his head as she grabbed tightly onto his hair and bucked beneath him. 
 
    Apparently, she really had missed him, he grinned, and licking his chops, he pushed his own pants down and started to slowly kiss his way back up her body. 
 
    When he got to her lips, he spent a couple of minutes kissing her, as she kissed him back, her hand reaching down between their bodies to guide him to her entrance. 
 
    "You know, I've been thinking," Sean whispered in Deidre's ear, then started to lick it, enjoying the way she shivered and squirmed beneath him. Elven ears were definitely a constant source of wonder and amusement to him. 
 
    "Wha... what?" she gasped and started to work her hips back against him, reaching down with her hand to spank him on the butt, to try and get him moving. 
 
    Putting his hands on the couch, Sean lifted himself up and smiled down at Deidre, looking into her half-lidded eyes. 
 
    "Do you have any children?"  
 
    Deidre's eyes went wide! "Children?" 
 
    "Yes. Do you?" 
 
    "No, no my Lord!" Deidre said in shock. 
 
    "How would you like to have some?" 
 
    Sean was rather surprised and ten fingernails suddenly embedded themselves in his ass, as her legs suddenly wrapped around him. 
 
    "Yes! Yes, Master Sean, please!" 
 
    Sean smiled, "Well I'm glad you agree because I sent the magic into your body several minutes ago!" 
 
    And with that, Sean started to move against Deidre, who was panting and moaning beneath him as he lowered his body onto hers and rode her through several rather loud orgasms until he finally reached his own completion. 
 
      
 
    "Happy?" Sean whispered in Deidre's ear as she clung to him. 
 
    "Yes, yes I am. My husband died before we could have a child, and you're the first man," 
 
    "Lion," Sean teased. 
 
    "The first man and only lion, I've ever found that made me want to have a child again. Thank you, Master Sean, my Lord and lover. I was so happy when Cali told me you had blessed her with a child, and now, to have one myself," Deidre took his head between her hands and kissed him again.  
 
    "Thank you." 
 
    Sean smiled and lowered his head until their foreheads were touching.  
 
    "I hope you won't mind doing this again someday?" 
 
    "Trust me, Master Sean, now that I know you want to make children with me, we're going to be doing this again, several times! Elves have low birthrates, we don't go 'into season' I guess you could call it, very often. Once a year at most, and when you're my age, it's even less than that." 
 
    "Well, I don't have to worry about that," Sean smiled. 
 
    "And that's why you're going to be getting a lot of requests!" Deidre grinned. "Children are a big status symbol in dark elf society. House Valens is going to become quite the legend by the time Cali and I are done with you!" 
 
    "Oh, I like the sound of that," Sean chuckled and kissing Deidre, he started in on making love to her again. 
 
      
 
    It was late, after midnight, when Sean finally stumbled into his own bedroom, yawning. 
 
    "I'm surprised you didn't bring her back with you," Peg said, looking a bit surprised. 
 
    "I've said it before, while I may love Deidre, she's not wife material." 
 
    "But that didn't stop you from putting one in her, did it?" Roxy laughed. 
 
    "Of course not, she's my mistress. It's only fair she gets to have my children too." 
 
    "You gave Deidre a child?" Cali said, looking at Sean in surprise. 
 
    "Yes, I gave her a child," Sean smiled, "you don't mind, do...." 
 
    Sean was cut off by Cali launching herself at him and wrapping her arms around him she kissed him. "Thank you! Thank you, my Husband!" 
 
    "Well, obviously Cali's okay with it," Jolene smiled. 
 
    "Children," Sean said between kisses, "are a sign of status to dark elves." 
 
    "And our husband can make them in us, whenever he wishes," Cali smiled, and started to undo Sean's pants. 
 
    "I'm not getting any sleep tonight, am I?" Sean sighed. 
 
    "Sleep is for the weak!" Daelyn laughed. 
 
    'I'd be more than happy to fill in for you!' the First sent. 
 
    'Maybe come the second round,' Sean sent back. 'Or the third.' 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Sunday Morning Workshop 
 
      
 
    Sean was in his lab working on enchanting the amulet machine, now that Daelyn had finished building it for him. Right now she was on the other side of the room, working on her hammer. She'd mentioned something about an 'upgrade' seeing as how two times now the silver in it had been destroyed by one of Sean's silver tags. 
 
    "Which machine are you gonna do next?" Daelyn asked him from the other side of the room as he sat back to inspect his work. 
 
    "The one for the tags." 
 
    "Why not the collar's first? They're easier, aren't they?"  
 
    Sean nodded, "Which is exactly why I want to do the tags first. I can churn out the collars a lot faster, easier, and," Sean shook his head thinking of some of the issues he'd had with the tags, "safer. You've seen how tired I get after a day of making those tags. Channeling all of that energy is tiring." 
 
    "Well, I'm sure it'll make Roxy happy," Daelyn grinned. 
 
    "Oh? You telling me that you don't care?" Sean teased. "I'm crushed!" 
 
    Daelyn blew Sean a raspberry, "I trust you not to make the same stupid mistake twice in a row! Of course..." Daelyn looked thoughtful for a moment, "Rox has known you longer, so maybe I shouldn't?" 
 
    Sean just shook his head. 
 
    "Here, catch," Daelyn said and tossed her hammer over to him. 
 
    Sean snagged the hammer by the handle as it came sailing over. 
 
    "Aren't you worried I'll break it?" 
 
    "Nope. Check out the head now!" 
 
    Sean stopped to examine it; the color was darker than silver, but not the color of oxidation that sometimes covered silver. Touching it with a finger, it most definitely wasn't silver anymore. 
 
    "What is it?" Sean asked, looking up as Daelyn came over to him. 
 
    "Gold! That's why it's heavier now too, not that I think ya noticed." 
 
    Sean hefted it, it was heavier.  
 
    "But how come it doesn't look like gold?" 
 
    "Cause gold is too soft, it'd deform every time I hit someone with it. So I used an alloy on the outside shell, I mixed palladium and nickel into it. Turns it more of a grey, but there's still enough gold in it that it'll have an effect on anything magical I hit with it." 
 
    "Except lycans," Sean grinned. 
 
    "Oh, it'll still hurt ya', trust me," Daelyn grinned. "But it won't do any of the permanent kind of damage that silver will do." 
 
    Sean smiled and set the hammer down on his workbench and put his arms around Daelyn. She was wearing those coveralls he liked so much, with nothing underneath, as usual, and the zipper was well past her navel. He, of course, was naked.  
 
    "What do you say we take a little break from our tasks?" Sean asked as he leaned down and kissed her. 
 
    "I thought ya'd never ask!" Daelyn laughed. 
 
    Just then someone opened the door and came inside, and on seeing them, coughed rather loudly. 
 
    Sean sighed and looked over at the guy standing there; he was one of the wolves they'd recently acquired. Trevor, he thought his name was. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Roxy said that she needed you to come over to the main house. It seems you have some company." 
 
    "What timing," Daelyn grumbled. 
 
    Sean patted her on the butt. 
 
    "Let me get my pants on, and I'll be right there," Sean told the wolf, who nodded and left. 
 
    Putting on his pants and grabbing his shirt, Sean gave a quick check to make sure everything was secure, and then headed over to the house with Daelyn tucked up against his side under his arm. 
 
    "Are we expecting anybody?" Sean asked her. 
 
    "Far as I know, we got nothing planned until dinner at Steve's tonight." 
 
    "Yeah, that's what I thought." 
 
    Coming in through the back door, Sean and Daelyn walked into the living room, where Roxy, his Mother, Jolene, and Maitland were sitting down and talking with a small group of five people that Sean didn't recognize. 
 
    "And here's Sean," Roxy said jumping up to her feet. Sean noticed that everyone got to their feet as well, though the five newcomers looked a bit wary. 
 
    "Hi, Rox," Sean came over and gave her a kiss, then gave Jolene a kiss as well. Looking around the room he nodded to the newcomers and then back to Roxy, "what's up?" 
 
    "Sean, these people are from the Northwest Fellowship. They've heard about the collars and the tags, and what you're doing, so they've come to talk to us." 
 
    "Well, introduce me," Sean smiled. 
 
    Roxy smiled and started off with the one woman in the group. 
 
    "This is Maya," Sean shook hands; she was a Jackal, which he found interesting. "I thought all of the Jackals were to the south of here?" Sean asked her. 
 
    Maya looked surprised, but recovered quickly, "It's pretty easy for us to pass ourselves off as coyotes, and Idaho and eastern Oregon are remarkably low on magic users, it's too cold and too empty for most of them." 
 
    Sean nodded and smiled. 
 
    Roxy moved to the next one, and Sean followed, "This is Dax; he's in charge of the Idaho Pack." 
 
    Sean shook hands with him, he looked to be about forty, and skeptical. 
 
    "I find it hard to believe you've found a cure for silver, young man." 
 
    "It's not a cure, it's a protection, and actually my father found it. I'm just the one who figured out how to make it in quantities so that we can actually do something with it." 
 
    "Where is your father?" 
 
    "Dead, he was assassinated when I was eight," Sean looked him in the eye and told him. "The local councils got word of what he was doing, and as you can guess, some of them were less than pleased." 
 
    With that Sean moved on to the next one. 
 
    "This is Terry; he's the head of the Oregon pack." 
 
    Sean shook hands and smiled, Terry looked to be about thirty. "Nice to meet you, does your pack cover Washington as well?" 
 
    Terry shook his head, "Actually, we only cover eastern Oregon. There's another pack west of us, and a third up in Portland. The Washington pack is run by Jonas." 
 
    "This is Luke," Sean shook hands with another older looking man, who he could tell was a cougar.  
 
    "Nice to meet you, Luke." 
 
    "Roger speaks highly of you," Luke said looking Sean over, "he doesn't do that for most folks." 
 
    "Well, Roger strikes me as a good judge of character," Sean smiled, "as well as a source of good advice." 
 
    "And this is Rudolph," Roxy said, ending with the last man who was easily the biggest of all of them, he was a couple inches taller than Sean, and while he didn't look as muscular as Sean was, he still looked a bit buff, his clothing showing off his muscles, unlike the loose clothing that Sean preferred. If Sean had to guess, he'd put his age about fifty. 
 
    Rudolph looked down at Sean, as Sean shook hands with him and he didn't recognize what Rudolph was until the First spoke up. 
 
    'Elk. They can be annoying.' 
 
    "Nice to meet you, Rudy," Sean said smiling at him. 
 
    "It's Rudolph. And just who put someone as young as you in charge?" 
 
    "I did," Sean continued smiling. "Or rather, all of the lions did." 
 
    Rudolph started to squeeze Sean's hand then, going for one of those 'bone crusher' type handshakes.  
 
    "Well, I don't think that's good enough, boy! I ain't seen nothing yet that tells me I should let you be in charge!" 
 
    Sean rolled his eyes and looked at the other four, "I know elk can be annoying but is he always this much of a dick?" 
 
    Maya and Terry both snickered while Luke actually laughed. Dax just continued to look unimpressed. 
 
    "What did you call me, Boy?" Rudolph said pulling his other arm back and making a fist while squeezing Sean's hand even harder now. 
 
    Looking back at Rudolph, Sean frowned, "There are three things about me you really need to understand here, Rudy. The first is that I'm a magic user and I can fry your ass without breaking a sweat." 
 
    Sean dodged easily as Rudolph swore and took a swing at him, apparently surprised as he suddenly found out that Sean was at least as strong as him. 
 
    "The second," Sean shifted into his hybrid form and growled, now looking down at Rudolph, "is that I'm a lion, and you had damn well better respect that! And the third," Sean kicked him in the balls, hard, making him cry out and bend over in pain. Sean had hit him hard enough to cause considerable damage, which would regenerate of course, but as Sean was holding tight to Rudolph's hand now, there was no place he could go. 
 
    "Third is that lions have one hell of a temper, so unless you don't want to end up out on the front lawn with me pulling your limbs off and eating them, you will make damn sure that you keep a civil tongue in your head while in my house and in front of my family." 
 
    Sean bent down to whisper loudly in Rudolph's ear. "Are we clear?" 
 
    "We're clear," Rudolph gasped as his crushed gonads regenerated rather painfully. 
 
    "Good!" Sean smiled and standing up straight he put a hand on Rudolph's head and cast a healing spell, causing Rudolph to blink as the pain suddenly went away. 
 
    "Now that we got that cleared that up, how about we all go have a snack in the kitchen while you tell me just why you're all here today?" Sean said cheerfully while looking over the rest of the group. 
 
    'You have a promising career as a diplomat, my Son,' the First snickered. 'Though elk does taste good.' 
 
    'I'm afraid to ask just how you know that, because that's one threat I don't ever want to have to carry through on!' Sean sent back. 
 
    Maya was the first to speak, "The members of the Northwest Alliance Fellowship want to discuss a possible alliance with you." 
 
    Sean nodded, "You do understand that that's not how it works, right?" 
 
    "What do you mean?" Dax asked. 
 
    Sean sighed, "Look, I'm a lion, you've all heard the stories and the myths, and the simple truth is, they're all true. You're our children." 
 
    "You look a bit young to be making that claim," Dax muttered. 
 
    Sean laughed, "I know, right? But you need to understand that I speak for all of the lions when I talk of such things. Regardless of my age, I'm one of them now, completely. I understand what they do, and I see things the same way. 
 
    "So, it's my job to get the boot of the magic users off of everyone's collective neck, because you're our children and the time has come for us to go our separate ways because they're no longer honoring the agreements that we made with them over a thousand years ago. You don't have to come here and ask for an alliance, because helping you is what I'm here for. 
 
    But don't expect to just sit back while I do all the work, you're going to have to do your fair share, to help and contribute when asked. Because I'm not just going to be helping you, I'm going to be helping everyone." 
 
    "Our fair share? And just who determines that?" 
 
    "I do," Sean told him. "I'll try to spread the load, when I can, or do what I can afterwards to make up for it. But I make the decisions; I'm the one in charge." 
 
    Sean could see that Dax and Rudolph didn't like that one bit. Even the others weren't looking all that pleased. But Sean figured it was best to clear the air now and get all the dominance issues resolved before they caused any issues. 
 
    "So you're just going to declare yourself king then?" Dax growled. 
 
    Gathering himself up Sean pointed at Dax and reached down into that special place. 
 
    "Sit!" Sean commanded. 
 
    Dax sat, a surprised look on his face. 
 
    "We're a bit higher up the food chain than that," Sean smiled. "Now, why don't you get up off the floor and let's all go and get comfortable in the kitchen. I know I've worked up an appetite." 
 
    Sean led them all into the kitchen, making sure to seat Roxy on his right, and Jolene on his left. He motioned for Maitland and his mother to sit at the foot of the table and put the visitors to either side of it.  
 
    Then placing a surprised Daelyn in his lap he sat down, maintaining his hybrid form, as a constant reminder until they got used to him. 
 
    "So, what's your situation like?" Sean asked. 
 
    Luke was the first to speak up while the others still eyed him a bit warily. 
 
    "Well, for most of us it's pretty good. Maya was telling the truth when she said there weren't many magic users up to the north of here. Portland and Seattle have a fair number, so does Eugene. But east of the central mountain range in Oregon, none of the major councils have anything until you get to Minneapolis." 
 
    "But the minor councils," Maya picked up, "there are a couple in Bend and Spokane, same for Casper." 
 
    Terry joined the conversation then, "There are a few eccentrics or singletons who lived scattered through the whole territory. Most don't really care about us, a couple of them are downright evil, and we'd all like to see them dead, and some are friendly, and we willingly give them a hand when they ask for help." 
 
    Sean nodded, "Well that all sounds good, so why are you here?" 
 
    "We're here," Rudolph sighed, "because everyone in the Fellowship decided that if you really were the real deal, that we should come down and join with you before the councils all decide to re-enact the 'Silver Death' on everybody." 
 
    "And there's that little detail of our kin who are being held in bondage in all of those cities with sitting councils," Luke added with a look over at Rudolph. "If we can free them and keep the magic users from considering us their personal property to do with as they see fit, then we're going to do it.  
 
    "Honestly, I figured that if they work, we'd just start buying up these amulet things that we've been hearing about and try and do it ourselves." 
 
    Rudolph nodded, "Yeah, we outnumber them damn near everywhere now, so killing them off shouldn't be all that difficult." 
 
    "Killing the magic users is off the table," Sean growled. "We are not going to start a war." 
 
    "But they've been killing our people for centuries!" Rudolph said, looking a combination of both shocked and upset. 
 
    Sean nodded, "Yes, I know. They murdered my father, my adopted father, and have been trying to kill or capture me for months now." He looked around the table, "Several of our allies have made it clear that they don't want a war, the lions that I answer to have told me I cannot start a war. 
 
    "Furthermore, two of the major councils are now on our side. Eruditio, who have been backing our freedom for several decades, and now Sapientia, who has just told all of the other councils that keeping slaves is no longer allowed under their traditions." 
 
    "So one of the councils said to free us, so what?" Rudolph complained. 
 
    Sean rolled his eyes, the First was right, elks were annoying. 
 
    Jolene spoke up, "The Council of Sapientia sets the rules and traditions for all of the magic users. They are the first and oldest council. They are the keepers of the traditions, many of which they created to help all of the magic users to prosper. True, not everyone is going to heed this new ruling overnight, but many will and more will have an excuse to not replace their lycans after Sean takes them away." 
 
    "Why is she..." Rudolph opened his mouth and started to give an angry retort when Daelyn cut him off. 
 
    "Before you go and say something rude or nasty to Jo there, I think it's only fair ta warn ya' that lions are known for killing people that insult their wives." 
 
    Rudolph scowled a moment, "I'm sorry, I didn't know she was your wife, I was only going to ask why a magic user and non-lycan was sitting here with us. Now I know." 
 
    "Nice save," Terry whispered, and both Maya and Luke smiled. Even Dax seemed about to grin. 
 
    "So who is the leader of your council?" Sean asked. 
 
    "Jonas, the leader of the Washington pack, is our leader unless you're planning on taking over?" Dax asked, still sounding a little sour. 
 
    Sean gave a small shake of his head, "No, I don't have the time for that; I've already got more than enough to do. Honestly, I'm rather happy you all came down here and saved me the trouble of trying to track you down myself. I haven't sat down with my advisors to determine our next step, right now I've got my hands full just making sure we can hold on to what we've got.  
 
    "What I'm going to need from you, and probably as soon as you can get it to me, is someone who knows what's going on in those cities with councils in them, so we can start looking at our plans. I'd rather start with the majors first, as that makes it a lot easier to encourage the minors." 
 
    "What are your plans for them, after you're done?" Maya asked. 
 
    "The lycans we free? Why to integrate them back into society of course." 
 
    "No, the magic users. What happens to them?" 
 
    Sean shrugged, "I don't really care. If they want to hire some of us to work for them, great. If they don't, fine by me. It's time for us to go our separate ways." 
 
    They talked a little while longer, mostly about some of the problems that those who lived by the cities were facing. Sean mostly ate the food that was set in front of him and nodded a lot. After about fifteen minutes, he stood up but waved the others back into their seats. 
 
    "I have work I need to get back to. Feel free to stay, look around, talk to whomever you want to. Roxy's in charge if you need anything or have any questions. You're welcome to spend the night if you wish." Sean smiled and nodded to them all, "Until later."  
 
    Walking back to his shop, Sean shifted back, took off his clothes, and then turned to smile down at Daelyn who had followed him back. 
 
    "Now, just where were we?" 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Dinner at Steve's 
 
      
 
    Sean knocked on the door and smiled as Steve opened it. 
 
    "Sean, Roxy, Daelyn, Jolene, Cali, Peggy, Roberta," then he leaned out and looked around. "I didn't miss anybody did I?"  
 
    Sean sighed, "Really?" 
 
    "Hey, it's been two weeks, aren't you due for another one?" Steve laughed and stood to the side as the girls all smiled and gave him a peck on the cheek as they each passed. 
 
    Steve looked at Roberta as she walked in last, "Suddenly all those wives don't look like that bad of an idea..." Steve looked back at Sean, "Why do you have a keg?" 
 
    "Because Daelyn's a dwarf and she gets the good stuff. Seriously, Steve. You'll never drink wine again. Besides one bottle of wine just isn't going to cut it for this crowd," Sean grinned and grabbing the handle on the keg with one hand, he picked it up and followed Steve into the room. 
 
    "Hi, Chad, Max!" Sean said. 
 
    "Is that dwarven beer?" Chad asked from the couch. 
 
    "What other kind is there?" Daelyn laughed. 
 
    "The bad kind, that's what!" Chad grinned. 
 
    "Where's Terri?" Sean asked. 
 
    "In the kitchen, cooking dinner," Steve said. "When I told her how many were coming over, she looked a little shocked. 
 
    Nodding Sean went into the kitchen, and after setting the keg down, he went and gave Terri a kiss and said hello while Daelyn tapped the keg. 
 
    "Beer, Sean?" 
 
    "Taste it, then make your comments," Daelyn grinned and was already in search of a glass. 
 
    "That cabinet," Terri pointed. 
 
    "Thanks!" 
 
    "So, Steve tells me you've got a big surprise for me tonight?" 
 
    Sean chuckled, "Several actually," Sean turned his head back to the room's entrance, Roxy had just come in, "ah, Rox, the money please?" 
 
    Roxy handed Sean the backpack which he then presented to Terri. 
 
    "What's that?" 
 
    "One point five million dollars. Cash. For the two helicopters." 
 
    Terri looked at Sean, then looked at Roxy, "What did you two do, rob a bank?" 
 
    Roxy grinned, "Nah, a couple of casinos." Roxy then gave Terri a kiss. "Hi, Terri, need any help in the kitchen?" 
 
    "Maybe a little. I'm still a bit confused, Stevie told me that he was inviting Sean, Chad, Alex, John, and their partners, and then tells me to cook for twelve guests? I know that something is going on with Sean there; from the way he's trying to look innocent." 
 
    "Yeah, innocent isn't our Sean these days," Roxy giggled. 
 
    Sean heard another knock at the door, and a moment later he could hear Steve greeting Alex and Demon.  
 
    "I'm gonna go say hi to Alex," Sean said, "I haven't had the chance to ask him how things are going." 
 
    "Tell Steve I'll be out in a few minutes, I just need to check a few things," Terri said. 
 
    "Okay." 
 
    Walking out to the living room, Sean shook hands with Alex and Demon. 
 
    "How's things going down at the detailing business?" Sean asked Alex, "Sorry I haven't been able to stop by, but things have been crazy." 
 
    Alex grinned, "So I've heard. It's going good. We got a temp office set up along with a nice waiting room. I bought a couple of large tents so the guys can work on the cars out of the sun, which makes it way easier on the wax. Daelyn's uncle has got the building gutted and has started on the interior already, by the way.  
 
    "Also, we've got two vans running around to the dealers now, doing jobs on their lots. Deidre tells me that we're actually making a small profit." 
 
    Sean nodded, "Nice to see that you two are still doing well," Sean nodded to Demon who had his arm around Alex the whole time they were talking. 
 
    Demon actually blushed a little, "Yeah, so are we. Me especially. The idea of actually being able to have a long-term relationship and then finding someone to have one with has been taking a bit of adjusting." 
 
    Alex grinned, "And the best part is I get to take him to the park and make him play fetch!"  
 
    Sean's eyebrows went up, Alex was several inches shorter, and quite a few pounds lighter than Demon, who, like most of the werewolves who were on an assault team, was pretty ripped. From the way Demon blushed even redder, Sean didn't think Alex was joking. 
 
    "Really, Hon?" Demon whispered. 
 
    "Just be happy I don't tease you in front of your pack," Alex grinned. "Besides, it's not like I don't do even worse things to them!" 
 
    "Worse things?" Sean asked. 
 
    "He gives them dog biscuits when they do a good job," Demon sighed. 
 
    "Dog biscuits?" Sean said in a very surprised voice. 
 
    "Worst part about it, is that they taste really damn good, so no one wants to turn 'em down, or he'll give it to somebody else. We're still trying to figure out where the hell he gets 'em." 
 
    Alex grinned at Sean, "Just wait until I break out my laser pointer later on, I'll have you and Roxy running around the room!" 
 
    "You really do like to live dangerously, don't you, Alex?" 
 
    Alex laughed, "I haven't had this much fun since high school. The guys and gals in the pack are great, and then there's my Demon here," Alex grinned and gave Demon a hug, which made Demon smile happily. 
 
    "I'm surprised they put up with your practical jokes." 
 
    Demon grinned, "The fact that he's not scared of any of us, even though we're all way bigger than him, works in his favor. He honestly doesn't give a damn that we're not human. It's pretty refreshing to just be accepted for what you are for a change." 
 
    John showed up then, and Sean went over to say hello, then took the time to introduce him to each of the girls, John hadn't met Roberta, Cali, or Peg before. 
 
    Terri came out of the kitchen then and looked around the room, a bit curious. 
 
    "John, I thought you had a date?" Terri asked. 
 
    "Eh, she's a mundane and Steve warned me not to bring her." 
 
    Terri gave John a look as Steve came up to her and gave her a hug.  
 
    "Seeing as we're getting married here in a couple of weeks, I thought I should share with you a few things that I've learned about in the last few months," Steve told her. 
 
    "Should I be worried?" Terri asked, looking at him. 
 
    "Nah," Steve grinned, "but you know how your dad always likes to go on about how there's a lot of strange things in the world that nobody can explain?" 
 
    "Umm, yeah?" 
 
    "Well, you're about to meet a bunch of 'em." 
 
    "They're just your friends, Steve," Terri grinned, "even if they are a bit weird." 
 
    "Okay, you know Sean of course. Well, Roxy there is his wife. So is Jolene, Daelyn, Peg, Cali, and Roberta." 
 
    "Wait, how does a guy who didn't even date for years end up with six women?" Terri asked looking at Steve, "Group marriages aren't that strange, more than a few of our clients are in one, but Sean? You're putting me on, right?" 
 
    "Nope. You see, what happened was Sean was bitten by a lion-were. And well, they kinda like having prides. Roxy there is a cheetah-were, Peg's a fox-were. Daelyn's a dwarf; apparently, we have a dwarven community to the south of us. Jolene's a witch, Roberta is a sorceress, and Cali's a dark elf from," Steve looked up, "Norway?" 
 
    Cali nodded. 
 
    "Norway." 
 
    Terri looked around the room, and then back at Steve. "And just when did you find all of this out?" 
 
    "About a week after Sean got bit. Back when all that crazy stuff was happening around town." 
 
    "I'm surprised you're not asking to see proof," Daelyn said. 
 
    "I'm not sure I want to see proof," Terri said looking around the room. "Cause if he's lying, we ain't getting married. But if he's telling the truth, well, life won't ever be the same now, will it?" 
 
    "We're getting married, life is already not going to be the same," Steve pointed out. 
 
    Terri snorted, "This is what I get for marrying a guy who plays D&D and likes to spend his evenings planning oddball marketing campaigns. Okay," Terri pointed at Sean, "You first." 
 
    Sean smiled and shifted into his hybrid form. 
 
    "Wow, that's almost as big a surprise as you handing me all that money," Terri said a bit bewildered. 
 
    "I'm surprised you're taking it so well," Roxy said. 
 
    "I deal with a lot of very eccentric rich people, I've had to learn to adjust," Terri said, "Plus I've known Sean for years, so umm, I'm dealing." 
 
    "I can do full lion too," Sean said. 
 
    "No, I think that'll be fine," Terri laughed a little nervously.  
 
    Roxy went next, then Peg, the other girls followed after that, each showing Terri a little something to prove to her what they really were. 
 
    "My turn," Chad stood up. "Notice my limp is gone?" 
 
    "Actually," Terri nodded, "yes, and I've been wondering about it too." 
 
    "I got bit by a werewolf, and Max here was born as one." 
 
    "Wait, what? Max, you were born a werewolf?" 
 
    "Yup," Maxine nodded. 
 
    "Then that means, Claudia, your mother...." 
 
    "You know my mom?" Maxine looked surprised. 
 
    "Of course, I'm the one who sold her those two helicopters last year! No wonder she painted those wolves head on the front of them! And here I thought she was just a fan of the football team," Terri said blushing in embarrassment. 
 
    "Hey, I got to use those tickets you gave her," Maxine grinned, "she may not be a fan, but I am!" 
 
    Terri turned to Alex, "And what's your story?" 
 
    Alex grinned, "I'm just a mundane, but my boyfriend here is a werewolf." 
 
    "Boyfriend?" Terri blinked. 
 
    Alex nodded. 
 
    "You're gay?" 
 
    "Well, yeah," Alex said looking at Terri funny. 
 
    "Oh my god! And I've been trying to set you up with my girlfriends for the last two years! Oh, I'm so sorry, Alex! I had no idea! Honestly!" 
 
    Sean turned to Steve as Terri started to profusely apologize to Alex. 
 
    "I hand her a backpack full of money, tell her I have six wives, then show her I can turn into a lion, and she loses it over trying to set Alex up with her girlfriends?" 
 
    Steve shrugged, "That one was her fault, the rest is all your fault. Terri's a saleswoman to extremely rich and eccentric people like she said. Insulting someone is like her biggest fear." 
 
    When Terri had gotten her composure back and accepted that Alex wasn't upset with her, she shook hands with Demon and gave both him and Alex a hug and then turned to John. 
 
    "Nah, I'm a mundane too, but I've known about all of this stuff for years," John said waving his hand at everyone. 
 
    "Really?" Terri asked surprised. 
 
    "You spend enough summers on the reservation, you get to see all sorts of interesting stuff," John shrugged. "Plus I've been working for some of them for years now." 
 
    The timer in the kitchen went off then. 
 
    "Well, dinner's almost done, if anyone wants to help me, I could use some help with setting everything out." 
 
    Roxy and Daelyn got up and went and helped Terri bring the food out, and then they all sat down to eat around the table to eat. 
 
    Sean looked around the table at his four oldest friends and had to smile, it was almost like old times, the conversation drifting into gaming and then anime. Maxine, Roxy, Peg, and Daelyn of all people, were fairly familiar and up to date on a lot of the games and anime that they discussed at the table.  
 
    When they finally finished and sat down in the living room, Steve put a disc on and fired up the TV as they all continued to talk. 
 
    Seeing what was playing, Sean just had to sigh. 
 
    "Really, Steve? Tenchi Muyo?" 
 
    "Hey!" Steve laughed, "If the shoe fits!" 
 
    "Beat them to death with it," Sean sighed, but had to smile. 
 
    "Exactly!" 
 
    "So, what's new with your work?" Sean asked turning to John. 
 
    "Eh, not a lot really. I take it those two fires down in Vegas were your doing?" 
 
    Sean shifted in his seat, "What makes you say that?" 
 
    John grinned, "Ah, the look of the guilty! But there's a pretty blurry picture of a big guy wearing a suit in a lion costume that one of my filters picked up off the web last night." 
 
    Sean sighed and shook his head, "Damn." 
 
    "Eh, don't worry about it. It's a pretty bad shot. Whoever did it must have been drunk cause it's pretty blurry and the lighting is bad." 
 
    "Yeah, but what if someone sees it?" 
 
    John snorted, "Thousands of people already have. A couple of fursuit makers are already claiming it's one of theirs. I wouldn't worry about it much." 
 
    John took a drink of his beer, "Besides, who's going to believe it was anything more than a costume? It's not like you really exist you know." 
 
    "Gee thanks," Sean grumbled. 
 
    "Hey, anything for a friend!" John laughed. 
 
    "Still, are you sure it's alright?" 
 
    "Of course I'm sure. Magic users avoid most tech, same for a lot of the other mythic and supernatural folks. Those that don't, well they already know about lycans, so they're not gonna care. As for the mundanes? It's a lot easier to believe it was a costume than a real monster, it's Las Vegas, people are pulling stunts there all the time. 
 
    "I wouldn't waste any time worrying about it. The internet's already moved on, trust me, nothing will come of it." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Behind Closed Doors 
 
      
 
    "Okay, so what's so important that you needed to see me first thing this morning?" 
 
    "Well, Sir. It's that human trafficking issue that blew up in Vegas over the weekend. Justice called the FBI, and the FBI started going over what they got, and that's when it came to our attention." 
 
    "And?" Director Kensington prompted. 
 
    "Well, Sir, I don't think they were human." 
 
    Director Kensington sighed; it looked like it was going to be one of 'those' days. 
 
    "What do you think they were?" 
 
    "Well, based on what we know about the history of Las Vegas...." 
 
    "Cut to the chase, Carl," Director Kensington interrupted. 
 
    "I think they were lycans, Sir." 
 
    "Is that all?" Director Kensington shook his head, the way most mages and their councils treated lycans was criminal in his opinion, but no one cared about his opinion on the topic. Very few people in the government were aware of the existence of mages and lycans and the other magical beings out there. 
 
    And it was part of his job, as the Director of the Secret Service to help keep it that way. At least that aspect of his job was an easy one. The mages with their whole 'tradition of silence' whereas they did everything they could to remain secret and hidden helped him a lot with that. But that policy also meant that they couldn't go after the mages for many of the things that they did, which the common populace probably wouldn't approve of, and that the courts most certainly wouldn't. 
 
    "Well, Sir, by itself it wouldn't be. However, the other casino that burned down that night?" 
 
    "Yes?" 
 
    "The owner was a known mage, and it was believed to be highly likely that many of his employees were lycans. In fact, he had a large number of animals that were used in the acts there, but I haven't seen a single report on any animal fatalities or remains being found. So I took the liberty of calling up the NSA and asking man over there if they had any interesting traffic on the cellphones in the area that night, and they sent me this." 
 
    Director Kensington looked at the picture on the monitor. It was a blurry and fuzzy, but it looked like a very large and upright lion in a suit, following a man. 
 
    "What do we know about the people in that picture?" 
 
    "I've got nothing on the lion, Sir. But the other man is the night manager of the Hi-Wire casino, and get this: the owner died in a sudden accident that night." 
 
    "Does the Hi-Wire employ lycans?" 
 
    "We've been led to believe it's one of the mage owned casinos in Las Vegas, which would mean they probably keep them there as servants." 
 
    "Slaves you mean," Director Kensington sighed and leaned back in his seat, trying to recall what he could remember about Las Vegas. There weren't any of those mages' councils there, he remembered that much. Something about the gangsters not allowing them in, and when they left the supernatural residents who remained continued to keep them out.  
 
    "Isn't Las Vegas believed to have a significantly large lycan population?" Director Kensington asked. 
 
    "All of Nevada does, Sir." 
 
    Director Kensington smiled, "Well maybe they finally got fed up with what was going on and decided to finally do something about it." 
 
    "Sir, remember that spate of terrorist attacks we had in Reno a couple of months ago?" 
 
    "You think this is related?"  
 
    "Well, all of those men involved were foreign nationals, and when I reached out to our counterpart at the CIA about them, I was told that they were identified as members of one of the magic gangs the Europeans are always having issues with.  
 
    "Now a couple months later and this happens? I'd like your permission to look into this further, Sir." 
 
    Director Kensington considered that for a moment. While he was perfectly fine with the lycans deciding that they'd had enough of their bondage, terrorist attacks on malls and arson attacks on buildings in the center of a major city were not something he could ignore. If this was a new trend, he'd best get ahead of it and do what he could to stop it before things got out of hand. 
 
    Or worse yet, if this was just the spillover, the things that the mages and their tradition of silence couldn't hide, there were probably worse things going on out there that he really did need to know about. 
 
    "Approved. I want you to find out what's going on out there and I want a briefing ten am Friday. Copy me on all inter-agency emails so they know I'm in the loop and don't sit on your requests." 
 
    "Thank you, Sir." 
 
    Director Kensington watched as Carl closed his laptop and left the room and started to wonder if it just might be time to unlock the stores of silver bullets. 
 
      
 
    End Book Seven 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Afterword 
 
      
 
    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: 'Vegas Rules' is the start of the second arc in the series. Now that Sean has (hopefully? - we'll just have to wait and see) secured his home and isn't worried about being attacked when he goes to bed each night, he's got a new worry: everybody else. This is going to present a whole new series of challenges and problems, and then there's that whole 'dark cloud on the horizon' that some of the seers are muttering about (how come they always mutter? Can't they talk normally like the rest of us?) But yes, there are a bunch more books coming. About six. I haven't detailed out the plots of all of them, yet, but most of them have been roughed out. There's just a lot going on in the story now, a lot more. 
 
    And then there's that dark cloud... (Arc Three perhaps?) 
 
    Book number eight in this series (The Valens Legacy Series) should be out before end of May 2018. I haven't titled it yet, sorry. The short story idea that I've mentioned elsewhere I will be giving a shot too as well, so wish me luck on that. 
 
      
 
    Some Recommendations: I took a month off to write book eight in the Portals of Infinity series (Portals of Infinity: The Seven Worlds) under my other name (John Van Stry - the one I was born with). Because several authors I enjoy were bugging me to, so it was only fair. So if you haven't checked that series of mine out (it's a little more tame on the sex scenes), you might want to. Some other people who I enjoy reading in this genre and you might as well: William D. Arand, Blaise Corvin, Michael-Scott Earle, Elliott Kay. You may also want to check out this group on facebook: 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremlit/ 
 
      
 
    Again, thank you for your support and for buying my books.  
 
    My Amazon Author's webpage: 
 
    https://www.amazon.com/Jan-Stryvant/e/B06ZY7L62L/ 
 
    Occasional announcements at: 
 
    https://stryvant.blogspot.com/ 
 
    Jan Stryvant website at:  
 
    http://www.vanstry.net/stryvant/ 
 
    Email: 
 
    stryvant@gmail.com 
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