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Part I: The Newcomers
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She was in trouble – no amount of wishing, hoping, or praying was going to change that. The full moon was a week ago, and her memories since then were fractured and chaotic. They swirled together in a horrific kaleidoscope of faces swimming in and out of focus, impossibly strong hands holding her down, and stern words delivered in an angry tone.

More than any of that, though, was the sickening, twisting feeling in her gut that dominated every waking moment. It was extremely unpleasant, as though there was some parasite inside her, wriggling around and trying to burst free.

The ones with the angry voices tried to explain what was happening to her, said they were going to help, but so far, they hadn't managed to. Not much made it past her steadily growing panic. Some part of her knew what they were trying to say, but she struggled to accept it.

I am a werewolf.

There could be no other explanation. She'd seen the men shapeshift in the alley behind the bar, been too slow to avoid a wayward claw as the beasts fought. That sickening downward spiral leading to the full moon and the alarming gap in her consciousness should have put the matter to rest. 

But still her mind rebelled. It couldn't be! She was a good girl, and good girls didn't get mixed up with werewolves!

She paced back and forth in her room, arms crossed over her belly as though that would quell the dull, wormy sensation of the thing inside her. The others promised it would get better, that they could teach her to come to terms with it, though their "lessons" so far had been harsh and demoralizing. They offered little patience for her fear and discomfort, pushing her until she broke. Each time, it led to another of those disconcerting holes in her memory. The implications were abundantly clear.

I am a werewolf, and I am in trouble.

There was only one person who could provide the kind of help she needed.

The trip to the Greyhound station was a study in agony. The only way to escape their watchful eyes was to sneak out in the middle of the night. Paranoia made it even more difficult to focus on the task at hand. The mere act of walking became a Herculean struggle. She staggered drunkenly, nearly hyperventilating in the effort to keep a clear head. If the clerk behind the window thought her actions bizarre, he said nothing. He probably assumed she was on meth or something. If only it were that simple.

Thankfully, there was a route that got her to her desired destination: Washington, D.C. There would be a transfer in Tupelo, and another in Atlanta. According to her ticket, the total travel time would be a little over thirty hours. It seemed impossible that she'd be able to manage for that long without losing control entirely. I have to. There was no other way.

Sliding into one of the molded plastic chairs in the waiting room, she rocked back and forth and waited for the bus to arrive.
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At least it's not a funeral, Geoff thought, adjusting his bowtie for what felt like the hundredth time. He scowled at his reflection in the bathroom mirror. The damn thing simply refused to lie straight, no matter how many times he fiddled. With a low grumble, he finally gave up. No one's going to be looking at me anyway.

In less than an hour, he was going to officiate a wedding. He wasn't exactly thrilled about the task, though he'd agreed to do so without a second thought. Geoff had done his fair share of speaking in front of crowds, so the "officiating" aspect didn't really bother him.

He liked to think the "wedding" part didn't either, but something had him mildly unsettled, and he couldn't put a finger on what exactly it was. Maybe it was the tuxedo. Geoff was much more comfortable in jeans and a t-shirt, and he couldn't remember the last time he'd worn an honest-to-goodness tux.

The life of a werewolf didn't exactly lend itself to formal occasions.

A low squeak behind him signaled the opening of the bedroom door. Geoff froze for a second, his nostrils flaring. At this distance, his sense of smell was keen enough for him to identify the new arrival. He grunted. "Figured you'd be Lou," he said.

"Lou's busy with final prep. She sent me to fetch you," came Tally's trademark drawl.

Geoff turned in her direction just as she stepped through the doorway between his bedroom and the bathroom. She was wearing a form-fitting black dress made from some rich, lustrous fabric he couldn't have named if his life depended on it. It was also sleeveless, which meant some of the fine, thin scars on her arms were exposed. They weren't terribly noticeable unless one knew where to look.

He knew where to look but opted not to draw attention to them.

"You clean up nice," he said instead. It was an honest assessment; in addition to the dress, Tally was wearing dark red lipstick, and her nails had been painted to match. She wasn't wearing any traditional jewelry, though a circlet of woven grass and reeds adorned her left ankle. No doubt that came from her girlfriend, Mystery. One corner of his mouth twitched upward.

"I'll deny this later, but so do you," Tally replied. She canted her head, making a show of looking him up and down. "Don't think I've ever seen you this clean-shaven before."

Geoff shrugged. "Figured I'd do it this time, owing to the occasion." Tally's observation wasn't too far off the mark – he almost always had some degree of stubble on his face, and even when he did shave, it was almost never to smooth skin. "What's the point? It's just gonna grow back anyway" was his standard response to questions about his grooming habits.

Tally's lips quirked, and she crooked a finger at him. "C'mon old man. It's about that time."

He checked the clock. Damn, she was right. 

Giving his tie one last irritated adjustment, Geoff fell in step beside Tally. "Is everyone there?" he asked.

"Yep. Just waiting for you."

"Fair enough." They walked in silence for a time. Neither of them was keen on small talk – that was something he appreciated about Tally.

The "everyone" to which Geoff referred was the rest of the pack. There were eight in all, comparatively large by werewolf standards. Geoff was the Fadirulf – the pack leader. They'd purchased a small, unfinished cluster of duplexes just barely inside the D.C. city limits. It boasted a community center, which had been nearly complete when they moved in, and Geoff had pressed a few pack members into service making it usable.

Geoff pursed his lips as a thought struck him. "You know, I'm kind of surprised that Blysse even agreed to this."

Tally gave him a sidelong look. "What makes you say that?"

He shrugged. "I dunno. She always struck me as the type that doesn't really care about formalities." In the time Geoff had known her, Blysse had shown little interest in gaining society's approval, content to live her life as she saw fit. She was as happy sleeping in a tent and foraging for dinner as she was slumbering in a climate-controlled bedroom and buying food from a grocery store.

Tally considered this for a moment. "Maybe Naomi wanted it?" She sounded uncertain.

Geoff grunted. "Maybe." Although she was more than happy to spend some time roughing it with her girlfriend, Naomi had both feet planted in modern times. It wasn't accurate to say she craved the acceptance of others, but Geoff knew that not having it bothered her more than it did Blysse.

"Or," Tally continued, her tone subdued, "maybe after all we've been through, the pack deserves something happy."

With effort, he suppressed the urge to frown. "You're not wrong about that."

The pack had totaled nine members when it first arrived in the city. They had relocated from San Diego, trying to escape a cycle of challenges to Geoff's leadership. Unfortunately, they'd landed smack dab in the middle of a massive government conspiracy dating back to colonial times. 

They'd found themselves in the crosshairs of this secretive group called The Agency, whose only mission was to keep D.C. free of lycanthropes. Little did they know, the Founding Fathers had constructed D.C. as a giant metaphysical prison for a vampire/werewolf hybrid named Michel. In the protracted standoff between the two groups, Michel had escaped, killing Laurell, one of the weakest wolves in the pack. Her death had been particularly hard on Geoff; she'd been almost a daughter to him.

The pack and The Agency had ended up working together to bring the monster down, but not before it carved a bloody swath across the city. Geoff had never heard the final body count; he preferred not to know.

It had been three months since that last bloody showdown. The Agency, it seemed, was leaving the pack alone. Life was returning to something approaching normal. 

Maybe a wedding wasn't such an outlandish idea after all.

Geoff could hear the murmur of excited conversation as they approached the double doors that led to the community center. It cut off as he pulled one open, stepping inside without waiting for Tally. She muttered something that sounded suspiciously like "jackass," opening the other door and coming to a stop beside him.

There were more chairs than werewolves, with two rows of six folding chairs split down the middle by an aisle that terminated where Geoff was standing. A deep red carpet ran the length of the aisle, its surface decorated with an assortment of flower petals. He couldn't recognize them all, but he knew enough to know there were more than just roses. At the end of each row was a waist-high pedestal topped with a shallow bowl of water. Candles floated in each bowl, their flickering light providing more ambiance than illumination.

All eyes had turned to him when he entered, and he looked at each of his packmates, a fierce pride burning in his chest. Mystery sat in the front row on the left side of the aisle – no doubt they had her to thank for the flower petals. Beside Mystery sat Mark, who flashed Geoff a small, nervous smile. On the other side of the aisle, also in the front row, sat Elisabetta, his pack second. She favored him with a smirk. Blysse and Naomi sat behind her, looking—

Wait.

What were Blysse and Naomi doing there?

For the first time, Geoff directed his attention to the front of the room. There was Lou, wearing a flowing cream dress that perfectly complemented her dark skin. Although it didn't have the form of a traditional wedding gown, the intent could not be clearer. Her smile was radiant.

Before he could muster up a response, Tally jabbed him in the side with her elbow. "Oh, did we forget to mention it? This is your wedding." Even without looking, Geoff could hear the smirk on her face.

It was rare for him to be at a loss for words, and rarer still for him to feel self-conscious. At present, though, he had nothing to say, and he could feel the weight of everyone's attention, a nearly-physical heft settling upon him. He opened his mouth to say something but could only shake his head in bewilderment.

After a handful of seconds that felt like an eternity, he finally found his voice. "What makes you think I'd want—" 

Tally elbowed him again, harder, cutting off his words. "Don't you even start, mister man. We all know you 'n' Lou are crazy about each other. You've essentially been living as husband and wife all these years, there's no time like the present to make it official. Besides..." She gave him an impish grin. "...we're all dressed for a wedding anyway."

"It was a trick this whole time?" Geoff tried to hide the surprise in his tone as this realization dawned on him. His keen preternatural senses allowed him to pick up on the subtle signs of deception, and after years of practice he was a remarkably accurate lie detector.

Naomi held up her left hand to flash a ring. "Well, we did get married earlier today."

"Yeah," Blysse added, "went to the courthouse this morning and did all the paperwork and everything. It's official."

Tally's words brought his attention back to her. "Plus, you may recall that we talked about 'Blysse and Naomi getting married' or 'the wedding,' but never 'Blysse and Naomi's wedding.'"

Geoff chuckled. "Clever." Obtuse wordplay was one way to keep secrets among lycanthropes. It was also a handy skill to have when talking about werewolf business in mixed company. Geoff was usually able to catch on to such things, but there were always loopholes. "You exploited my disinterest in all this wedding planning so I wouldn't ask too many questions." 

"Ding-ding-ding, let's give the man a prize." Tally's tone was exaggerated, the way one might praise a young child. 

It took all his restraint not to elbow her back. Instead, he looked to the front of the room again, locking eyes with Lou. She was watching the byplay between him and the others with open amusement, her eyes shining with happiness. Geoff had long ago accepted that he loved her, fully and truly, and that the feeling was mutual. When he had first taken over the pack in California, there had been an instant connection, though he'd been hesitant to quantify it. Although it would have been expected for him to name her his Modirylgr – his co-leader – Geoff had refused. Tradition held that "co-leader" also meant "mate," and that they would eventually marry; it mirrored the way natural wolf packs were led by a breeding pair. He hadn't wanted to put undue romantic pressure on Lou when they were still getting to know each other. He'd chosen Elisa instead. The fact that Elisa was gay and thus had no interest in marrying him made it an ideal arrangement, one that persisted long after his and Lou's feelings became more apparent. The two of them had been happy enough without putting any labels on their relationship.

Until now, it seemed.

Geoff couldn't say why he never proposed to Lou. He certainly didn't object to the notion itself. If he was being honest, his parents' broken marriage probably factored into it, though that wasn't the whole reason. He just never pictured himself a bridegroom.

To Lou, he said, "You know, you don't need to marry me to get me to put out. I'll give it away for free."

"Gross," Tally muttered to herself, well aware that Geoff and the others in the room could hear her just fine.

Lou favored him with an indulgent smile. "Don't I know it. But that's not why I'm doing this." She extended a hand, beckoning him to join her. She exuded an air of patient confidence, willing to wait as long as necessary for him to close the distance.

"Go on, old man." Tally nudged him, more gently this time. "Go to your Modirylgr."

There was a sense of rightness to those words that chased away whatever lingering hesitation he might have. "Well," he said, "we are all dressed for a wedding."

––––––––
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THE CEREMONY WAS SHORT and sweet. Elisa officiated, delivering a short homily about the strength of the pack, and how important the bonds between all of them were. Lou obviously had time to prepare vows but kept hers direct and to the point: "I love you, Geoffrey Cooper. You and I... we're meant to be together. It's as obvious as the full moon in the sky and just as inevitable. I'm proud to stand by your side and there's no place I'd rather be."

Geoff didn't have time to prepare anything, but he'd developed a knack for extemporizing by speaking to the pack before every hunt. "I've made a lot of mistakes as Fadirulf, and no doubt I'm gonna make more. But of all the things I questioned throughout the years, I never doubted you. Not for one second. Even before I knew what it was going to be, you just... made sense. You honor the pack, and you honor me. I love you, Louisianna."

There were a few sniffles, and even Geoff couldn't deny feeling a little misty by the end of things. Soon enough, Elisa declared them husband and wife and they shared their first kiss as a married pair.

Evidently a reception had been planned as well. The chairs were cleared away and tables brought out, along with a large buffet piled high with savory treats. Lycanthropes had remarkably fast metabolisms and required a colossal number of calories on a given day. There was enough food for a wedding with fifty guests, but they'd be lucky to get three days' worth of meals out of it.

The party lasted well past midnight. Apparently, the whole pack needed an excuse to blow off some steam. After he and Lou had eaten their fill, they got up to circulate the room, making small talk with the other pack members. Elisa patted Lou on the shoulder. "Now that you're officially Modirylgr, you're stuck with this one for good. No takebacks."

Lou looked up at Geoff, grinning. "I think I'm okay with that," she said.

"Guess that makes you Annarrylgr," Geoff said to Elisa. If Modirylgr was his co-leader, then Annarrylgr could best be described as his chief lieutenant. That had been part of the arrangement when he'd picked Elisa as his Modirylgr. Geoff knew even then he wanted Lou to have a hand in pack matters, and in that capacity, she could speak on behalf of the pack leaders if neither of them were present.

He had the satisfaction of seeing Elisa do a double take. Finally, something that hadn't been planned out! "I suppose it does," she said slowly, almost tasting each word.

"Unless," Geoff added, raising his voice conspicuously, "someone wanted to fight you for it." Although he'd given Lou and Elisa their positions by fiat, some packs adopted a system where members could challenge another wolf for their title. In a way, it made sense: those higher up in the pack were often the first line of defense against external threats, and challenges helped weed out those who might not be up to it. Geoff wasn't sure he bought into that approach. Pack leadership needed to operate as a cohesive unit, and he much preferred having people he knew he could work with. The ability to win in hand-to-hand combat did not always translate to trustworthiness.

Before Elisa could respond, Lou swatted his shoulder. "Geoffrey! I will not have anyone making a mess at our wedding!"

He chuckled. "I was kidding anyway." He couldn't help but notice that Tally had shown a flicker of interest, however. She held the title of Driaylgr, or pack third. Not every pack had a third in command; most were simply not big enough to need one. It was a holdover from their time in California, when the pack had fluctuated between thirty and forty members. Tally was a very competent wolf, and though she never chafed at being his third, Geoff knew she had the makings of a pack leader in her own right. They had a fractious relationship, but in a lot of ways he saw himself in her. He didn't think she was selfish enough to challenge Elisa for the role of Annarrylgr – but in another pack, at another time? He could see it very clearly.

Mark was sitting at a table with Blysse and Naomi, though he seemed content to focus on his food and wasn't trying to engage them in conversation. He was the youngest wolf in the pack, and the only male apart from Geoff. That wasn't by design; it was simply the way the demographics worked out among the wolves willing to come to D.C. Lou settled into an empty seat beside Mark, throwing one arm around his shoulders and tugging him into a brief half-hug.

"How's it going, hon?" she asked him. 

"Umm," was all Mark could muster at first. He'd stiffened momentarily as Lou embraced him, shooting a nervous glance up at Geoff as if expecting the Fadirulf to yell at him for it. Only when Geoff gave the smallest nod of encouragement did Mark lean into her. Like their natural counterparts, lycanthropes craved physical contact, and Mark was no different in that regard. However, he had an especially nervous disposition that often manifested in strange ways – such as the fear that Geoff would be angry at him for natural, innocuous things like enjoying a hug from a packmate.

"Careful he doesn't talk your ear off," Geoff remarked.

Lou shot him a warning look, one arm still looped lightly around Mark's shoulders. "Mark can talk as much or as little as he wants, and I don't mind one bit." She turned her attention to the young wolf next. "Seriously though, are you doing okay? Did you get enough to eat?" 

"Oh, yes!" Mark bobbed his head eagerly. "It was really good. I had two pieces of cake, even." Mark rejected as many lycan habits and behaviors as he could get away with, but thankfully that didn't extend to depriving himself of food.

A humorous thought struck Geoff. "Hopefully you're not too full to dance later. All these ladies, you and I are going to have our hands full keeping up with them." He kept his inflection mild, without a trace of jest, assuming Mark would take the words literally. Judging by the way color drained from the kid's face, he was right.

"Dance? Oh! Umm... I didn't know that I'd... I mean, of course, if, umm... if that's what you want, sir, I can, sure, dance with whoever..." By the end, he was nearly stammering, his pulse accelerating in time with his rising alarm. Geoff felt a faint trickle of energy as Mark's control over his wolf faltered. The preternatural self was always there, always below the surface, even when the moon was nowhere near full. Under the right – or wrong – conditions, strong emotions provided enough of a distraction that the wolf could break through and cause an unexpected shift.

Fortunately, Mark had enough willpower to wrest control back, a look of concentration flashing across his face until the tingle of power receded. The kid seemed unaware that he was doing anything, the act more reflexive than deliberate. Geoff gave an imperceptible nod of approval but chose not to draw attention to it. Although it was a small victory for Mark to correct himself, it might make the kid self-conscious to point that out, even as a compliment.

Lou's eyes narrowed at him, but she too seemed to think it best not to say anything. Instead, she straightened up, patting Mark's shoulder reassuringly. "He's just joking, hon. You don't have to dance with anyone you don't want to. Or at all, really." She stood, slipping her arm around Geoff's waist. Her grip was tight enough to communicate the irritation she felt at his riling Mark up – and probably to warn him against contradicting her.

"It's all good, Mark," was all he said.

Blysse, who had been enjoying her food until Mark's brief lapse in control, was now eyeing the younger wolf intently. She and Naomi had found Mark in the forest after his first shift and helped him gain what control he had over his wolf. They were both extremely protective of him, and Blysse had never been shy about speaking up if she disagreed with the way Geoff handled things. Her gaze shifted, settling on him with an unhappy weight that made it clear that she, too, was unimpressed by his attempt at humor. He gave her a small shrug but said nothing.

Naomi spoke up then. Perhaps she could sense the growing tension. "So... are you all going on a honeymoon?"

The question caught him off guard, but only for a moment. He turned in Lou's grip until he was facing her, raising his brows questioningly. "Well? You had everything else sorted out, did you plan us a honeymoon too?"

If Lou felt cornered, it didn't show. She met his eyes squarely, a mischievous glint in her own. "I figured I'd leave the honeymoon planning up to you. After all, I've done all the work so far..." She sagged against him in mock exhaustion.

Geoff chuckled. "I see how it is. Put me on the spot and I'll agree to damn near anything?"

"He's learning. There may yet be hope." Blysse's comment earned a giggle from Naomi and a muffled, choked-off laugh from Mark. 

Lou's grip on him slackened, becoming a light embrace. "We don't have to rush out of here right away. I know you; I know that you don't want to be far from the pack, not after—" She cut herself off with a low hiss.

Geoff put his hands on her shoulders to still her, then leaned forward to press a light kiss on her forehead. "It's alright, I get it." He didn't want to relive all those bad memories either, especially not on a night like tonight.

He was considering his next words when the doors crashed open, and a wave of cold energy washed over the room.
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Rouen, France (July 1791)
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AIRIC REFUSED TO STAY in Reims. He needed to see what L'Enfant had planned for Michel, even if his talents were no longer needed. His coven had sacrificed too much to bring the creature to heel.

There was a surprising amount of resistance to his desire to accompany them. He won out in the end, though he suspected that the others simply didn't want to spend any more time arguing with him about it. Time, it seemed, was of the essence.

His hands had been badly burned in the fight to bring Michel down. He could not grip the bridle of a horse well enough to ride on his own. Instead, he sat in a closed cart with four other men – members of another coven, charged with keeping Michel unconscious. Airic and his comrades had been able to trap Michel, but they weren't powerful enough to subdue him.

That, he'd learned, was never their purpose.

Just when it seemed the creature was about to break free, another group of witches had arrived. They performed a type of magic far different from Airic's: a heady mix of herbs, potions, and ritual sacrifice that had impressive results for its horrific components. Michel's form was then hauled into the back of a cart – this very cart, in truth – and they set off for Rouen.

He'd wanted to talk to the other men in the cart, find out what they knew about L'Enfant's grand plan for Michel. Every attempt at conversation, however, had been politely but firmly rebuffed.

"We must needs focus on our task," was all the response he got. The only one who deigned to speak directly to him was a wizened old man named Domic, whom Airic assumed was the leader of this coven, much as he himself led his own. 

Airic had been exceedingly nervous about sharing the cart with Michel, despite Domic's confidence that the creature would not awaken while their spell was in force. This was scant comfort; Airic knew firsthand just how powerful the monster was, and their magic was an unknown quantity. 

At one point he'd asked, "Why can we not dispose of him here? Soon enough it will be daylight, and we can simply roll him out of the cart. He's part vampire, no? The sun ought to be sufficient to end him."

"That is not part of the plan," had been Domic's firm reply.

––––––––
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JUST BEFORE DAWN, DOMIC spoke up. "The spell diminishes and must be rejuvenated."

The pronouncement was met by murmured assent.  Airic hadn't sensed any change in the magic, but it was clear the others had. One of the men produced a short dagger and sliced a long, shallow cut along his inner forearm. Domic mixed the blood with a generous sprinkling of herbs in a shallow copper bowl while the donor sagged in his seat, strangely faint despite the amount of blood given barely filling the small dish. Power swelled in the confined space until it was almost too hard to breathe. Domic smeared the elixir across Michel's pale skin. It was absorbed in seconds, leaving only a faint red stain that Airic might not have noticed if he hadn't been watching.

He had to admit a certain morbid curiosity as to their methods and practices. This was an aspect of magic about which Airic knew remarkably little, both because it was taboo among witches and because it was anathema to his faith. Even though his own Church would have put him to the torch a mere century ago, Airic was a devout Catholic.

That hadn't stopped him from burning a church to ashes in his quest to trap Michel.

The carriage driver had set a bone-rattling pace for their trek. Their journey had taken just over eighteen hours – normally it took a day or more. They stopped only long enough to change horses at strategic points. 

The man who'd given blood for the spell expired a few hours after the fact. Though it seemed inexplicable to Airic, Domic and the others had taken his death in grim stride. The corpse was removed from the cart during one of their stops.

They'd departed Reims shortly after midnight. The shadows of the day were just starting to lengthen when they drew to a stop. A faint burble and a subtle change in the air told him they were near a large body of water.

"Is it covered?" came a voice from outside.

"Aye," Domic replied. Michel's form had been wrapped in many layers of thick linen, rendering him almost shapeless. They only uncovered him to refresh the spell. 

The back flaps of the cart were thrown open, and Airic's senses were proven correct. They sat at the end of a long pier, next to a sleek clipper ship that bobbed gently on the water. The word "Mercure" was emblazoned on the hull in delicate gold lettering. Its sails had been furled, but as Airic watched, deckhands scurried to remove the braces, readying it for departure.

Rouen was far inland, but the broad, deep waters of the River Seine made it a strategic shipping port. Airic spied the masts of several oceangoing vessels on the river's opposite bank. Strangely, there were no ships docked nearby on this side of the river. Though the port was bustling with activity, they were in an unnerving bubble of calm. 

The cart groaned faintly as Domic rose. The others followed suit, though when Airic tried to stand, the old man placed a hand on his shoulder.

"Wait here," Domic said.

"Why?" Airic asked. He tried to push himself upright against the other man's grip but could not. Evidently Domic was stronger than he appeared. He glared up at the man instead, waiting for a response.

When it became clear that Airic was done resisting, Domic pulled his hand back and sighed. He turned his attention to the ship, shielding his eyes from the glare of the setting sun as it reflected off the water. He finally spoke, his gaze never wavering. "Because the answers you seek are not mine to give. And the one whose they are is not yet here to give them."

"Who? L'Enfant?"

"No. L'Enfant is in America. He is finalizing preparations with George Washington as to Michel's ultimate disposition. Before you ask, I do not know what that is."

"Then who?"

Finally, Domic turned to face him. "In this, ignorance might be bliss."

"But—"

"Enough," the old man cut him off. "The ship will not depart until nightfall. Until then, stay here. Rest. You have surely earned it." They had all dozed in turn on the journey, though the ride had been too rough for full slumber.

Grudgingly, Airic settled back down. He eyed Michel's swaddled form as the other men took their leave. I doubt very much I will be able to sleep with that... thing so close by, he thought.

––––––––
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HE MUST HAVE SLEPT anyway, for he woke, shocked to alertness at the realization that it was now full dark. He glanced about and moaned in dismay when he realized he was truly by himself.

Michel was gone.

He scrambled to his feet and tried to climb out of the cart. In his panic, he forgot about his burned hands and jolted in pain as he grabbed one of the side rails to lower himself down. Airic's cry as he tumbled to the ground echoed off the glass-smooth water. Two men – Domic and a stranger – rushed over to help him up.

"Hold your cursed tongue, you wretch!" the newcomer spat as the two of them wrestled him to his feet. The man spoke with a thick Irish accent.

"You don't understand!" Airic cried. "Michel, he's—"

"Gone," Domic finished. "Yes, we know. He's safely stowed on the ship."

"Stowed? On the ship?" It shouldn't have been surprising, considering that they'd stopped on the docks, but Airic wasn't comprehending. His voice rose with his growing alarm. "But why—"

This time the Irishman interrupted. "The less you know about that, the better. And lower your blasted voice. You do not want to draw their attention to you."

Airic opened his mouth to ask who "they" were but found that he could not speak. A queer sensation rolled over him. There was something preternatural about it, but it was unlike any magic he'd encountered before.

He looked around and his eyes fell on a cluster of individuals standing halfway down the pier. They had stopped what they were doing to regard the three men silently. Many of them wore hooded garments that obscured their faces; nevertheless, he could feel the weight of that collective gaze. A single flickering torch was the sole source of illumination, making it hard for Airic to get an accurate count. He thought there were ten or twelve, at least. If this were another coven, it would be the largest he'd ever seen.

Except...

Realization slowly dawned on him.

There was a reason they didn't leave immediately upon their arrival in Rouen. Domic and the others had waited for nightfall. There could be only one explanation.

These were vampires.

"What are they doing here?" Airic breathed. It was a struggle for him to speak above a whisper. Their cold scrutiny lingered for several uncomfortable seconds. Just as abruptly as it began, the strange feeling evaporated as the vampires returned to their discussion. Airic couldn't make out what was being said, but he was certain that more than one language was being spoken.

Domic seemed to relax once the vampires turned away. "They are holding palaver over what is to be done now that Michel has been dealt with."

"Dealt with?" Airic repeated dumbly. He glanced toward the Mercure, then back to Domic. "What exactly is to become of him?" He spoke in hushed tones, mindful of attracting the vampires' notice once more.

"That is not for you to know," Domic said.

"But why?" Airic asked, his voice ragged. "One of my coven died to capture him – and two of your own! Are you not even curious what their sacrifice was for?"

"I know enough," Domic replied. His tone was sorrowful.

"Tell me, please," Airic said. "I must know."

Much to Airic's dismay, he realized that the vampires' discussion had ceased once more. One of the figures had detached from the larger group, moving slowly toward the three men. That skin-crawling sense of being watched returned, stronger than before.

Domic's head tilted to one side as though he were listening to a voice only he could hear. After a few seconds, he shook his head. "She says you presume too much. You should have stayed in Riems."

"She?" Airic blinked, his gaze flicking between Domic and the lone vampire. "Who is she?"

Again, there was a pregnant pause. "She is the one who made Michel. She has planned these next steps with L'Enfant and is now in the process of negotiating with her fellow vampires. Through L'Enfant, she made commitments to the American government, the details of which are being finalized here, tonight."

Airic gaped at the man. "Is she... communicating with you?" He'd heard tell of several fantastical abilities that vampires possessed, though it was often hard to distinguish between fact and folklore.

"She is." The old man smiled sadly. "She has taken me to thrall, in exchange for sparing my coven. Well... those who survive the journey, at any rate."

"Thrall?" This was an unfamiliar term.

Domic waved the question away. "It is unimportant. Suffice to say, as you speak to me, you also speak to her."

"Fine. But why tell me all this now?" The man had been so evasive in his answers before. Airic mistrusted this sudden forthrightness.

This time the Irishman answered. "You really should have stayed in Riems."

Airic didn't see the flash of the blade until it was too late.
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Blue Plains Drive SW, Washington, D.C. (Present Day)
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The intense cold made Geoff instantly think of Michel. That monster's energy had been like a frigid wind – though it had a crackling, buzzing tinge owing to his werewolf aspect. There was none of that bristling undercurrent here; this was simply, penetratingly chilly, enough to raise goosepimples on his arms despite the long sleeves of his tux.

"Okay now what the fuck?" he bellowed, whirling toward the doorway. The quick movement – instinctive and immediate – also put him between whatever-it-was at the door and Mark, shielding the weakest of his wolves from any potential danger. He sensed more than saw Lou move to his side as all around him, the convivial atmosphere vanished: chairs scraping loudly against the floor as others rose to their feet, bodies shuffling, the stronger wolves moving to take defensive postures. After everything the pack had gone through between The Agency and Michel, they were conditioned to expect an attack – because that was usually the case.

But there was no attack. Five people – three women, two men – stood just inside the doorway. The newcomers surveyed Geoff and the pack with an air of detached interest. A pair of furred shapes wound their way around the legs of the woman standing a little way in front of the others.

They were wolves.

Geoff bared his teeth at the sight of them. His first thought was that they were vargr, lycans who'd sneaked into his city without joining the pack. Almost unbidden, he let his preternatural shields drop, allowing his own lupine energy to blaze around him in challenge to these rogues.

To his surprise, there was no answering roll of power. They were not werewolves at all! One of them flicked an ear at him, unbothered, and they both settled at the woman's feet.

"How uncivilized," she said. She had a regal, confident demeanor, her chin lifted imperiously so she could look down her nose at all she surveyed. It was an impressive feat, considering she was about a foot shorter than Geoff. She was fit, with a broad face, sharp chin, and a thin, straight nose. She wore a purple corset-style top with crisscrossing laces up each side of her ribs and short, capped sleeves. Her white pants were tucked into long black boots. The only thing missing was a riding crop. Her unbound hair was chestnut brown with coppery highlights – a stark contrast to her pale, unblemished skin. Judging by her expression, she was not at all impressed with what she saw.

"A shame, really," said the second woman. She moved to stand beside the first, resting a hand lightly on one of the wolves' heads. She was taller, with a slimmer build. This one dressed like a stereotypical 1950's housewife, clad in a knee-length black dress with white lace trim. Her high heels and poodle cut hairstyle accounted for several inches of the height difference. The only thing that threw off the Stepford image was the large blue brooch she wore; it was shaped like a tarantula. "Lycanthropes are supposed to be such dauntless creatures, not prone to fits and tantrums," she added, idly running her fingers through the wolf's fur.

Behind him, Mark whimpered miserably. For all the issues he had, the most prominent was his acute fear of wolves. Mark's infection had been traumatizing, even by lycan standards. Years after the fact, he was still catatonic around wolves – including those in his own pack. It made full moons a challenge to say the least. Their guests' furry companions were clearly distressing the kid.

"Blysse, Naomi, take Mark out the back." Geoff spoke the words in a low, even tone, his eyes locked on the newcomers. The last thing they needed was for Mark's fear to overpower his control and cause an inadvertent shift.

There was more shuffling, followed by a low "C'mon Mark" from Naomi. The sound of retreating footsteps and the low clap of a door being shut told him that the three wolves had taken their leave.

The third woman's gaze followed the trio of lycans as they departed. If the first woman was some kind of dominatrix horse jockey and the second a throwback to Donna Reed, this last one looked like a belly dancer. She was barefoot and still the tallest woman in the group, coming in a few inches shy of six feet. She wore a short, flowing sarong made of shimmering gold fabric. A gold chain looped several times around her waist, the loose ends dangling from her left hip. A bikini-style top, made from the same material as the sarong, left her midriff bare. Once Mark and the others were gone, she turned her attention back to Geoff. "Why is the little one so distressed?" She had a lilting accent that Geoff didn't recognize.

Lou broke in before Geoff could respond. "That's not any of your business!" Geoff fought the urge to grin, hearing the ferocity in her voice. That was almost exactly what he would have said if she'd given him the chance – though his version would have had a few more expletives.

Geoff looked at the three women in turn. "You're a little late," he finally said. "The strippers are supposed to come for the bachelor party."

"Geoffrey..." Lou's voice was a barely audible rumble, thick with warning. Geoff often tried to rattle people by making absurd, abrasive comments. Usually Lou tolerated it, but apparently not this time. Raising her voice to be heard by everyone in the room, she asked, "Who are you and what do you want?"

Elisa strode up to stand on Geoff's other side, presenting a united front. "They're vampires," she said confidently.

Geoff had suspected that from the start. "I want to hear it from them," he said, gesturing to their visitors. 

Neither of the men had spoken yet. One looked older than Geoff and was wearing a black suit and tie with an iridescent blue undershirt. Even though Geoff was wearing a tuxedo, he felt underdressed by comparison. The final member of the group was the oldest, and it wasn't even close. His face was long, lined with age, his beard gray and scraggly. Bushy white eyebrows capped eyes so deep-set they were almost lost in shadow. He wore some kind of cloak that reminded Geoff of a priest.

"That one speaks true," the first woman said, nodding toward Elisa. "My name is Veronika, and this is my retinue." She spoke with an accent, but it wasn't one Geoff could immediately place. It was rolling and cultured, not quite British but some close cousin. Definitely snobbish.

"What do you want?" Geoff demanded.

"You must be the pack leader," Veronika said, nodding in Geoff's direction. "You comport yourself as one." She strode toward him, the wolves rising smoothly to their feet to move alongside her. The animals didn't seem to be distressed, but they moved like synchronized swimmers, in exact tandem with one another. A sudden, queasy feeling churned in his gut.

He could think of someone else who controlled wolves.

"You're here about Michel," he said suddenly. "You're the one Mitchum talked about. You, like... made him." The announcement was met by a low gasp from Lou and a sudden ratcheting of the tension in the room.

Veronika stopped abruptly, her head canting to one side. "I do not know who this... Mitchum is, but the rest is true. Michel was my creation, my progeny, and he has been destroyed. I seek the ones responsible. I suspect you—"

Before she could finish, Geoff surged toward her in a fit of blind anger, barely in control of his own actions. His hands curled into fists, meaning to pummel Veronika's face into oblivion. Here she was, the person responsible for so much of the tragedy that had befallen his pack.

"Geoff, no!" Lou cried. Her hand darted out, grabbing his shoulder and spinning him off course. Skidding to a halt several feet from the vampire, he glared back at Lou, seething at his mate's interference. The wolves at Veronika's heels snarled at his show of aggression, their hackles rising. 

Good thing Mark isn't here, Geoff thought absently. To Lou, he said, "Why the fuck did you do that?" He jabbed a finger at Veronika. "Her little progeny is the reason Laurell is dead! Have you forgotten that already?"

Lou recoiled at the accusation, a hurt look flitting across her face. It was a low blow, and Geoff knew it immediately. Ah well, there was no helping it now. "I have forgotten nothing." Her tone was acid. "But Michel was enough of a handful by himself, I don't relish the thought of taking on five vampires at once."

"Michel was part werewolf... don't forget that," Tally said. She'd assumed the position Geoff had vacated in his haste.

Lou shot Tally an arch look. "I haven't forgotten that either. But even so, it'd be foolish to pick a fight unless we know what their intentions are."

If the vampires had come looking
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