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    Dan was lying awake in bed, the girls asleep all around him. They were back at the hotel in Placerville, having driven up yesterday after a long and exhausting, if not enjoyable, celebration. Blinking his eyes, he laid there and stared at the ceiling. It was…Friday morning, if he remembered correctly. He was surprised to be the first to awaken—normally he was the last, but he needed some time to think. To reflect on all that had happened. 
 
    He had five girlfriends. Five. And not a single one was human. Each was a different kind of demon, though only one was of a type he'd ever heard about anywhere outside of the crazy Japanese manga he used to read back when he was a kid. 
 
    When he was a kid! 
 
    That almost made him laugh.  
 
    He was lying naked in a bed with five hot women, each of whom was deadlier than the next. By all rights, he should be terrified of the situation he was in; he should be terrified of each and every one of them. 
 
    But he wasn't. 
 
    He'd thrown all caution to the wind, grabbed on to each one as they'd come along, and done his best to love them and accept them and make them happy. He wasn't sure anymore if he'd done so because of the situation he'd been in when Wrath had found him, because of his very loveless and almost neglected childhood, or… 
 
    Or because he really wasn't quite human himself. 
 
    Finding out that his mother had slept with a demon and then gotten pregnant by one—and at his father's urging, no less, in his ongoing quest for money and power—had been even more shocking than learning he was cursed and slowly dying from it! At least his father hadn't been evil… 
 
    Dammit! The man he'd thought was his father wasn't his father.  
 
    Shannon Westridge, the man he'd called 'Father' all his life—not 'Dad' or 'Daddy', no; those words had been forbidden to him, and maybe now he knew why—no, the man he'd thought of as his father, hadn't been. Wasn't. Hadn't done the job. A demon, one whose name he didn't know, only his race, had fathered him upon his mother so Shannon Westridge would have more magical power. 
 
    It had worked, obviously, and Shannon had raised him as the deal had required. Apparently he'd been enough of a 'son' that when the curse had finished with his 'father', it had jumped to him. Blood apparently hadn't mattered one iota. 
 
    But it all felt like one horrendous betrayal. If he'd known? If he'd known, he would definitely have encouraged his parents to have another son, because looking back now, it was quite obvious that his 'father', that Shannon, hadn't wanted to pass his life's work on to someone who wasn't his blood.  
 
    Who wasn't his real son. 
 
    That also explained why his 'father' had gone off the deep end when Kevin had died. 
 
    He wondered if Kevin had known. Kevin had always treated him well, so in either case, Dan still loved his older brother and missed him. 
 
    He sighed. Kevin had really been his only connection to the family, and with him gone, what was there anymore? His sister had moved on, and while it hadn't been her idea to get married, she had moved on and was no longer a part of the family. In fact, the only person left of the family was him, and he wasn't even a true member!  
 
    He was literally a placeholder for his father's magic. Even his mother had eventually distanced herself from him. All these years, he'd thought she'd just doted on his younger sister because she'd always wanted a daughter, when the truth was that she'd come to feel guilty over what she'd done and what she'd given birth to. 
 
    Looking back, he was sure of that now. 
 
    "Deep thoughts?" Wrath whispered in his ear. 
 
    He sighed again. He really missed the privacy of his own mind at times. Now that they were waking up, he'd lose that soon enough. 
 
    "Oh, the others will be a few more minutes, I'm sure," Wrath murmured in his ear. "Now, what's troubling you so much that you woke before the rest of us to mope about it?" 
 
    "Finding out that my entire life has been a lie," he whispered back. 
 
    "If it hadn't been, you'd be dead by now," Wrath said with a slight shrug as she cuddled up against him. "So excuse me for being happy about it." 
 
    He rolled his eyes upwards. He couldn't blame her, exactly. If nothing else came from this, at least she and her friends were all free, or would be when either he died, or they broke the curse some other way. 
 
    "I prefer 'some other way'," she said with a light hug. "So tell me what's got you down, Dan?" 
 
    "I'm not…" He struggled a moment to put it into words. "I'm not really 'Dan Westridge'. My father isn't who I thought he was. Hell, I don't even know who my real father was; just that he was a sobek. My whole life…ok, I guess it wasn't quite a lie; I mean, the curse proves that! But it was definitely something of a sham." 
 
    He shook his head. "And I don't know what to do about it." 
 
    Wrath pulled herself a bit tighter against him. 
 
    "So you're not who you think you were, and you're not quite sure who you really are anymore. Right?" 
 
    He nodded. "Yeah. So what do I do? I don't want to be 'Dan Westridge' anymore." 
 
    Wrath gave a soft laugh. "Hon, lover, you haven't been 'Dan Westridge' since we met. Definitely not since your father died, and possibly longer than that." 
 
    "He wasn't my father," Dan said with hint of distaste in his voice, and he finally realized what it was that was bothering him. The years of benign neglect he'd always put up with, and even some of the truly mean things that had happened at the end, he'd accepted 'because he's my father'—all of that he'd accepted had been based on something that hadn't been true. 
 
    He wasn't really a 'Westridge', and his father had held that against him all his life, though he hadn't known it. 
 
    "So change your name," Wrath said as Aella and Fawn yawned and stretched, an action that normally would have had his full and undivided attention, as neither was wearing anything. 
 
    He blinked. "Change my name?" 
 
    "It's pretty common among demons," Aella said and then yawned again. "I changed mine when I became an adult. Wrath's father gave her hers just before she left him. Olivia's pack changed hers when she became an adult and it was time for her to move on and leave." 
 
    "But I like 'Dan'," he admitted. 
 
    "So change your last name. Then at least you won't be stuck thinking of that idiot every time you mention it!" Fawn grumbled. "Seriously, Danny, you're definitely not his son. If anything, you're more a son of the sobek demon who fathered you." 
 
    "So what, call myself 'Dan Sobek', instead?" 
 
    "Sounds good to me," Wrath said and the other two nodded as Olivia and Lofn began to stir. 
 
    "Come on, let's get cleaned up and have some breakfast," Fawn said, leaning over and giving him a hug. "The courthouse opens in less than an hour." 
 
    "What are we going to the courthouse for?" Olivia asked. 
 
    "Dan's decided to change his name," 
 
    "So what's the rush?" 
 
    "Oh, I don't know, Prancer, how long would you want to continue with a name that didn't suit you anymore?" 
 
    Dan noticed Olivia's blush had spread as far down as her navel, a truly incredible accomplishment. 
 
    "FineletsgoIgottahittheshowerwhatareyouwaitingforgirlcooksomethingorwhatever," Olivia muttered and took off for the bathroom like her tail was on fire. 
 
    "'Prancer'?" Aella laughed. "Her pup name was 'Prancer'?" 
 
    Fawn shrugged. "Mine was worse." 
 
    "Oh? What was it?" he asked. 
 
    "Unlike certain overly trusting wolf-girls," Fawn said with a grin, "I can't seem to remember." 
 
    "Then how do you know it was worse?" 
 
    "Why do you think I don't tell anybody?" she said, grinning even larger. "Now let's clean up, we got things to do!" 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    "What's the purpose of your name change?" the clerk asked him as he handed her the papers. Dan had been surprised at how fast the process was, fill out the papers, pay the fee, and turn them all in. 
 
    Of course the Placerville County Courthouse was a lot less crowded than the Sacramento County one was. The clerks also seemed a lot friendlier, but then they didn't have to deal with the large crowds, either. 
 
    "Honestly?" he said with a weak smile. "I just found out my father isn't really my father, he knew about it, and all the crap I had to deal with growing up was because of it. Oh, and he died owing a fortune, and I ended up having to sell most of what I owned to pay for my mother's funeral when she hung herself afterwards because he left her penniless, as well. 
 
    "So let's just say, I've decided I don't want to be buried with his name, as my doctor just told me I have liver cancer and won't be alive come the end of the month." 
 
    Dan almost laughed at the look on the clerk's face. 
 
    "Excuse me for asking!" she said, looking so embarrassed that he finally laughed. 
 
    "Oh, don't worry about it; it's not your fault. Besides, the doc said I have a good chance of beating it because I'm young." 
 
    "But still, we'd like to expedite this if we could, please?" Lofn said with a very sincere smile as she leaned closer to the clerk. 
 
    Apparently succubi had strong powers of persuasion, or at least were very charismatic, as the clerk smiled back at her. 
 
    "I can put it on top of the judge's stack for today if you'd like to pay a fee to expedite the matter." 
 
    "Oh, definitely," Lofn said with a welcoming smile. 
 
    Dan watched as the clerk stamped a few things, and then passed them another bill, which Lofn immediately paid.  
 
    "How long will this take?" he asked. 
 
    "Well, according to my terminal here, you don't have any outstanding wants, warrants, court orders, liens, or other issues. So the judge will approve it sometime today, and then once the paperwork is filed with the state, that's pretty much it. Just be sure to file for a new driver's license; you should be able to do that come Monday. 
 
    "We'll be mailing you out a bunch of forms so you have proof of your name change for your own records. You'll have to file one of those with the county you were born in to get the name on your birth certificate changed. Further, if you wish to spend the time and money, you can petition the court in Sacramento to have your father's name removed and the name of your biological father put on it instead," she finished with a smile. 
 
    "I'm sorry to hear about your circumstances, Sir. I do hope you beat your cancer." 
 
    Dan smiled. "Thank you, and have a good day," he told her, and as soon as he stepped away from the counter, she picked up his paperwork and hustled down the hall with it. 
 
    "I like the cancer story," Lofn said as they picked up the others on the way out of the courthouse. 
 
    "He's good at coming up with off the wall things like that," Wrath said as they stepped outside. 
 
    "Well, it sure sounds more believable than 'I've been cursed to die'," he replied. 
 
    Lofn smiled. "With any luck, you just beat the curse." 
 
    "Huh?" he said and, stopping in the middle of the sidewalk, he turned to look at her as the others did the same. 
 
    "Yeah, huh?" Fawn said. "What do you mean?" 
 
    "If he's no longer a member of his 'father's' family," Lofn made 'air quotes' with her fingers as she said it, "then the curse comes off him, plain and simple." 
 
    "But he's never been my real father," Dan said, giving her a frown. 
 
    "Ah! But you didn't know that! Nobody other than your father and mother knew that." 
 
    "And Weson, whom he apparently told," Wrath put in. 
 
    "And now the clerk knows it, and she'll tell the judge, who'll probably annotate it on the records, to make it easier for getting your birth certificate changed. 
 
    "And let's not forget your little funk this morning?" 
 
    Dan blushed. "I though you were still sleeping." 
 
    "I was, but Wrath filled me in while you were in the shower," Lofn said and then surprised him by putting her arms around him and giving him a warm hug. "Congratulations, Daniel. You've broken from your family and from your past. Oh, and thank you for saving me!" Then she laid the kind of kiss on him that up until now only Wrath, of all people, had been able to give him. 
 
    He lost all track of reality for the next minute as she really let him have it, and he enjoyed every single moment of it.  
 
    When she finally released him, Fawn grabbed him and did her best, which was amazingly good. Then Olivia, Aella, and finally Wrath, who slid her hands up under the back of his now untucked shirt and dug her claws in as she pulled herself so tightly against him, she might as well have been painted on.  
 
    Which he did his best to do to her as well, as he lost track of time for another minute or two. 
 
    "So how will we know if it worked?" he asked, gasping like a fish out of water when Wrath finally let him go, and some semblance of sense had returned to him. 
 
    "You'll probably feel it, but if you don't, these," Lofn tapped the manacle on Wrath's wrist, "will all disappear." 
 
    "What about Weson? Will he know?" 
 
    "Oh, he'll know, all right!" Lofn laughed. "The backlash from a curse being broken isn't exactly pleasant. Though in your case, it might not be too bad for him, as the curse was actually targeted at your father—or perhaps I should say 'Mr. Westridge', seeing as how he really wasn't your dad." 
 
    "Before we start any celebrations," Olivia said," we should probably stop blocking traffic on the sidewalk." 
 
    "What traffic?" Fawn said, looking around. "It's Friday morning in Placerville!" 
 
    "And," Olivia continued, "we should remember that the curse is now the least of our problems. We still need to find a cure for our Dan before he dies on us from something a lot deadlier than cancer." 
 
    "Party-pooper," Fawn said and blew a raspberry at Olivia, who just rolled her eyes and sighed. 
 
    "Olivia's right," Lofn said. "It's been two days since I took the oath, and who knows what'll happen once the curse ends, if this does end the curse. We need to ask around and see if anyone can tell us where to begin." 
 
    "I don't know if telling other people what happened is a good idea," Wrath pointed out. 
 
    "We don't. We go to the Zoo, and you can tell people you're looking for a binding spell to keep me from dying on you." Dan suggested. "You know, from all the constant rough sex and other kinky things we do! I'd think anybody they'd point you to should know something worthwhile." 
 
    "Sounds good to me," Wrath said with a grin, and the others nodded. 
 
    "It's still pretty early. Can we stop by my place at Walmart so I can check my machines there?" Fawn asked. 
 
      
 
    "Holy shit, Gary! We just drove past them!" 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "They were standing in front of the courthouse! Turn around!" 
 
    "What the hell are they doing at the courthouse? They're supposed to be at the hotel!" 
 
    "Look, just cause we got the kid's new address from the DMV doesn't mean he'll be there 24/7!" 
 
    "Yeah, yeah," Gary growled at Joe as he turned into a small parking lot, and maneuvered the van through a clumsy three-point turn, before pulling back on the road. 
 
    Joe turned to the six men in the back. All of them were wearing body armor and magical armor, just as he was. They also had pistols as well as wands. 
 
    "Okay, listen up. If we get a clear shot at them in the street, we're going to take it. But we know where the kid lives, so most likely we'll be setting up an ambush. Remember, everyone, shoot for the kid; the boss wants him dead more than anything. Got it?" 
 
    Everyone nodded.  
 
    Joe scanned the street as they went back down it. 
 
    "They're on the other side of the street," Gary said. "In front of that jewelry store." 
 
    "Damn, the kid's got five hot ladies with him," one of the guys in the back said, looking past Gary from the back. "No wonder the boss hates him!" 
 
    "They're all demons, asshole." Joe sighed. 
 
    "Seriously? What the hell are they doing with the likes of him?" 
 
    "Don't know, don't care. I just know the boss wants him dead. If you can kill any of the others as well, that's fine. But the kid's the important one." 
 
    "How about I turn right, and we stop in front of the hotel with the rear of the van pointed back towards them?" Gary said as they slowly drove down the street. "The guys can attack 'em on the street, and then I can drive straight out onto the highway to make our getaway." 
 
    Joe nodded. "That sounds like a plan. Everyone, get ready at the back doors. We'll hose 'em down with the wands. Jeff, use your pistol and make a lot of noise, hopefully that'll encourage any bystanders to get out of the way so we don't waste any of our shots. Got it?" 
 
    All six men nodded in silent agreement. 
 
    "Okay, let me pull to the side here a moment until they catch up," Gary said, turning on his flashers and idling just before the corner on the side of the road. 
 
    "Okay, they're almost here! Everyone, get ready!" 
 
      
 
    The first Dan knew there was a problem was when he heard the loud pop pop pop of gunfire and somebody screamed. The second was the burning feeling in his right hip as he tripped and fell to the ground. 
 
    "We're under attack!" Wrath called out, then growled as she triggered the manica from her torque to cover her right side and drew her sword. 
 
    "Dan's hit!" Lofn yelled as Aella triggered her torque and her own armor, a breastplate with shoulder guards, as she drew her axe. 
 
    "Fawn's down, she got hit with a spell, and I'm wounded!" Olivia yelled as she and Lofn dragged Fawn and Dan behind a car, which immediately came under magical fire, the windows blowing out and the whole thing lighting up with some arcane version of magical lightning.  
 
    Dan looked down at himself; he had two holes in him. One in the hip, which wasn't bleeding too badly, but hurt like hell. The other was in his side, and it didn't hurt at all, but it was bleeding profusely. He clamped his hand over it and looked at Fawn, who was frozen like a statue. She'd been caught while walking, and now that she was on her back, she looked like a manikin. Olivia was having trouble with her right arm and leg. 
 
    Lofn was looking around while Wrath and Aella crouched behind a second car, preparing to fend off what he guessed was the oncoming attack. He could hear yelling, screaming, shouting, and lots of gunfire.  
 
    "Drag me through that door," he said to Lofn and pointed with his right hand at the entrance to the Plaza next to their hotel, and then he started coughing. He tasted blood in his mouth. He must have gotten hit in the lung. 
 
    "…three!" he heard Wrath yell. Apparently she and Aella had a plan of some kind, and as he watched, they flipped the car they'd been hiding behind onto its side and pushed it across the street towards their attackers.  
 
    "Lofn!" He coughed again and could taste more blood. "We need to go!" 
 
    He could see that she was torn between retreating and attacking, which was foolish, as only Wrath and Aella were armed at all. Since they'd just been going to the courthouse, they'd left their guns in the hotel room. 
 
    "Lofn!" Olivia yelled, snapping her out of her indecision. "I can drag Dan, you need to carry Fawn!"  
 
    With that, Olivia grabbed the back of his shirt collar and dragged him towards the door of the plaza, giving him a wonderful view of the whole situation as he bumped along the ground on his ass. Wrath and Aella had the car most of the way across the street, which was now deserted. Apparently the people on the street all had the good sense to run away. 
 
    The guys in the van were trying to move around the car to get at him and the girls, but the first one who'd come into contact with Wrath had had the top of his head sheared off and was now laying dead on the ground. Aella had wounded another one, who was also lying on the ground, holding the stump of his leg, and screaming.  
 
    "By the power of Grayskull!" he intoned loudly in Skarvat while pointing at the van. "I want that van's gas tank to explode! Shazam!" 
 
      
 
    Joe was standing alongside the van, having gone out the passenger-side door, while the other six had all piled directly out the back. He'd tagged the kid with one of his shots, and was pretty sure one of the others had tagged him as well, as the kid went down. But they were all behind cover now, and he was waiting for an opportunity shot, when they were finally forced to break and run for it. 
 
    One of the cars suddenly flipped on its side and slid towards the six-man team, who were now deployed in a line, and as he watched one of his guys try to maneuver around it, a girl came out with a big ass sword and took off the top of his head—and suddenly she was no longer 'some hot gal', but instead there was a demoness standing there. Another one came around the other side and took off Jeff's leg before they both ducked back into cover behind the car. 
 
    Then one of the other gals hobbled for the door in the building behind her as fast as she could go, dragging the kid. He was about to take a shot when the kid pointed at him, he heard the thud of a small explosion, and the smell of gasoline filled the air next to the idling van. 
 
    "Stop shooting!" he yelled loudly, and turned to run as fast as he could, as someone else must have seen the kid and decided to take another shot. Either the fumes were set off by the hot gases and flame coming out of the pistol, or something from the running van touched them off, but in either case, everything went a blinding white, his ear drums ruptured from the sound of the explosion, he was picked up and thrown a good hundred feet away from the van, clothing now on fire as he hit the ground, sliding towards the highway, and he passed out.  
 
      
 
    Wrath and Aella ducked behind the car as a small explosion went off, the van's gas tank exploding and sending liquid gasoline and fumes everywhere. The faint scent of gasoline had just reached them when a second, much louder explosion went off, pushing the car they were using as cover back several feet. 
 
    "I think we should leave!" Aella yelled. 
 
    "I think you're right!" Wrath agreed, and they dashed after the others. Looking over her shoulder, Wrath could see several of their attackers on the ground, their clothing on fire, and most likely dead as their clothing burned. The van was a mangled, burning wreck with what looked like a body inside it, as well. 
 
    Fortunately the van was down far enough between the brick walls of the alley that most of the explosion had been contained by the heavy walls, and a small fireball was rising up into the sky. 
 
    Following Aella as they went into the plaza, she sheathed her sword and ran by the stunned and groggy people picking themselves up off of the floor. They caught up with Lofn, Dan, Olivia, and Fawn in the parking lot. 
 
    "Up to the room!" Wrath said, grabbing the unconscious Dan from Olivia, who was still having trouble walking. 
 
    "What just happened?" Aella asked, panting, as they clambered up the stairs. 
 
    "Dan cast a spell to explode the gas tank," Lofn said, still carrying Fawn, as Aella helped Olivia. 
 
    "That explains the gas smell, but that explosion…" 
 
    "Fuel/air explosion," Wrath said as they came to their floor, and she opened the door and carried Dan inside. "They can be really nasty. I'm guessing the van had a full tank. Let's just be happy something touched it off!" she said, laying Dan on the floor and ripping his clothing off, using her claws to cut it. 
 
    "Stupid idiot, casting a spell like that while he's wounded!" she growled. "Somebody get the first aid kit!" 
 
    A moment later Aella was kneeling beside her, dealing with the chest wound in his side, while she finished bandaging the one in his shoulder and then started on the one in his hip.  
 
    "Lofn, how's Fawn coming?" 
 
    "I'm holding off on breaking her spell," Lofn said from over her shoulder. 
 
    "Why?" Wrath asked without looking up. 
 
    "Because I'm worried he may need it more," Lofn admitted. 
 
    "Can you do something about this sucking chest wound?" Aella asked. "This is the one that's gonna kill him if we don't get him help soon." 
 
    "I believe I can help," Lofn said, kneeling down next to Aella. Lofn put her hands on Dan and slowly pushed energy into him while casting a targeted healing spell on his lung. It wasn't easy; the bullet had hit a rib and shattered while breaking it. His right lung was all but shredded. Closing her eyes, she concentrated on fixing that. They could take him to someone else who could heal him the rest of the way, but first she had to make sure he'd survive long enough to get there. 
 
    "I think the bullet in his hip might have broken a bone," Wrath said, looking up at Aella, who had taken over on the shoulder wound. 
 
    "Well, if he heals as well on his own as he did last time, he'll be up in a day or two." Aella sighed and looked over at Lofn, who was quietly concentrating. "I guess they know about this place." 
 
    "Yup, guess they do. So, Roseville or South Sac?" 
 
    "What about Folsom?" 
 
    "I don't think we'd all fit in there." 
 
    "What's wrong with Stockton?" Olivia asked as she tried to work some feeling back into her leg and arm. 
 
    "I don't want to keep running to Aurey for help," Wrath said. "The moment we become too dependent on her is the moment we'll find ourselves working for her." 
 
    "I thought she was a friend of yours?" 
 
    "Yeah, she is. That's why I know not to push it. We need to stand on our own, or we're never going to win this thing." 
 
    "We need to get more armor and more weapons," Aella grumbled. "I think a trip to the Zoo is definitely in order." 
 
    "I don't know if we want to drag Dan here in there looking like this," Olivia said. 
 
    "Good point," Wrath said. "Let's see how he's doing when Lofn finishes with him, and then we can decide." 
 
    "I hope she can pop Fawn out of whatever kind of paralysis spell that is." 
 
    Lofn leaned back, taking her hands off of Dan, and opened her eyes to look at them. "I'll free Fawn in a minute." 
 
    "How is he?" 
 
    "Foolish," Lofn grumbled. "I suspect he'll continue to be that way, too, regardless of what we say," she continued with a wan smile. "The spell he cast took a fair bit of his energy, because he's not practiced. But I can definitely feel his demonic nature inside him, and from the way it feels, I suspect it only became apparent after Westridge died." 
 
    "Why would his death matter?" Wrath asked. 
 
    "He told us, in the dream, the deal was that his father's power came from him." 
 
    "Oh! So after he died…" 
 
    "It slowly began to revert to its source. Which is Daniel. With its return, his demonic heritage also returned. I suspect our influences have also helped." 
 
    "And his wound?" Aella prompted. 
 
    "Is stable. We can move him. But he needs more healing than I can give him. His lungs have more damage than I can heal," she said, turning back to Fawn. She put her hands on Fawn and closed her eyes again. "I'm going to be famished tonight. Too bad Dan won't be on the menu for a few days." 
 
    "Well, if we're not going to take him to Aureate for healing, where do we take him?" 
 
    "That's a tough question," Wrath agreed. "It's been more than nine years, who do we know who's still left?" 
 
    "Looks like we may be going to the Zoo after all," Olivia said. 
 
    Both Wrath and Aella shook their heads.  
 
    "Eighteen foot limit, remember?" Aella said. 
 
    Olivia smiled. "Not for Lofn, there isn't." 
 
    Aella frowned and Wrath nodded her head slowly. "True. But if Lofn walks in there without us, someone may get suspicious. Let's leave it as our last option." 
 
    "Where am…Oh! So we're all…How's Dan?" Fawn rattled off quickly as she looked around the room. 
 
    "Dan's injured, and he needs more healing. They obviously figured out we're here, so we need to leave before they can hit us again while he's weak. We'll need a way that can't be traced if they come back here," Olivia told her. "Oh, and any ideas who might still be around as a healer after a decade?" 
 
    "Ah! Okay. Umm, if we borrow a van…I know! I'll buy the manager's car. I'll offer him an obscene amount of money for it…Oh, how bad is the damage?" 
 
    "I think Dan managed to blow out every window on Main Street." 
 
    "What! How?" 
 
    "He kinda blew up their van," Aella said. "You and he were hit in the initial attack. He got shot three times, and while he's stable, like Olivia said, we need to get him healed. However, I'm sure there's a mess downstairs that's going to require your immediate attention." 
 
    "I think I better just grab the van and leave." 
 
    "Assuming they don't have all the streets blocked and aren't searching for more suspects," Wrath said. 
 
    "Then we'd better move fast, hadn't we?" Fawn said, looking around. "How long ago did this happen?" 
 
    "Less than five minutes," Olivia said. 
 
    "Okay, clean up, leave the guns, and let's get going. I know the back ways, and if worse comes to worse, Lofn can try to charm the hell out of them while Wrath flies off with Dan or something." 
 
    All five of them sprang into action, and two minutes later they'd changed Dan's bloody clothes, bandaged him so he wouldn't bleed any further, and were pulling out the back of the hotel in the van they'd been using. 
 
    Fawn turned onto Pacific Street and headed south on Highway 49. Over the next several minutes, no one said anything, as several police cars went screaming by heading towards the town behind them. 
 
    "Okay, we can head further up into the mountains, head back towards Sac on Highway 15, or go further south." 
 
    "What about Dogtown?" Lofn asked, looking over at Olivia. "Aren't there a lot of cerberus living there?" 
 
    Olivia shrugged. "There were, but I don't know anymore." 
 
    "Sounds like a plan to me," Wrath said. "I'm sure they've got a healer there." 
 
    "Umm…" Olivia turned a little red. "I'm not so sure we should go there." 
 
    "Dan's hurt, he needs healing. If there's someone there you have a problem with, just tell me, and I'll kill them," Wrath growled. 
 
    "And I'll help," Aella growled as well. 
 
    Olivia blushed a little more. "He's an ex-boyfriend, though I'm not sure he ever got the message." 
 
    "Well, I think he's finally gonna get the message today!" Fawn said with a laugh as she drove. "Dogtown it is!" 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Dogtown 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Not much to look at, is it?" Aella said, looking around as they drove into town. 
 
    "Most of the businesses are on the other side of the river in Clements," Olivia said. "Supposedly things were bigger back during the Gold Rush, but I'm not so sure about that. The lady who lived here back then used to give puppies to the miners for company; that's how it got the name." 
 
    "That doesn't explain why there are cerberus living all around here." 
 
    "Apparently she liked cerberus a lot more than she liked dogs, and well, with a name like 'Dogtown', I guess it was kinda inevitable that some of us would come here." 
 
    "It also doesn't hurt that there's a portal that can be used to travel to the cerberus home not all that far away," Fawn added. "So, Liv, where are we going?" 
 
    "Look for the mailbox with the husky sitting under it." 
 
    "A real husky?" 
 
    Olivia sighed. "No, it's a statue." 
 
    "There it is," Wrath said, pointing from the front passenger's seat. 
 
    "Well, I guess we're here then," Fawn said, pulling into the driveway and slowly driving down it to the house a few hundred yards back. 
 
    "I'll go let them know who we are, and why we're here," Olivia said with a sigh as the van stopped. 
 
    "I'm going with you," Wrath said. 
 
    "Umm…" 
 
    "Look, Liv," Wrath said turning to look at her, "I don't know what issues you've had with whoever it is you're worried about running into here, but I think you'll have a lot fewer issues when they realize you have friends with you who are willing to throw down at a moment's notice." 
 
    Olivia nodded and acknowledged Wrath's point. Wrath had a bit of a reputation, and her presence would hopefully keep her ex from acting up too much. 
 
    "Let's go," she said. The two of them got out of the van and headed over to the front door of the house, which opened before they got there. 
 
    "Olivia!" said an older woman who was obviously another cerberus, and came running over to hug her. "Where have you been? It's been years since we've seen you!" 
 
    "I got betrayed by a wizard who put me in a trap," Olivia said and hugged her back. "I only just got freed, and well, there's still some…complications. Look, Silvia, is Hecant still here? I've got an injured friend in the van, and he needs help." 
 
    "Not here to see Arman?" Silvia said, giving her a close look. 
 
    "You know I don't like him or want to be with him anymore," Olivia said with a sigh. "Besides, I've been gone nine years; please tell me he's moved on." 
 
    Silvia laughed. "Well in that, you're lucky; he's got a mate now, and two young pups. So yes, he's moved on. I'll let my daughter know you're not here to see him." 
 
    "And Hecant?" 
 
    "She's still here. She's getting older, though, come on in." 
 
    Olivia glanced back towards the van. It was about fifty feet away, so hopefully she could navigate the house. But still… 
 
    "Can I bring my friends in? Including the one who's injured? And oh, this is Wrath, she's a very close and personal friend, same as the others." 
 
    Silvia looked Wrath over. "Close and personal, hmm?" she said and then laughed again. "Where's that Bovera of yours?" 
 
    "Fawn? She's in the van, too. Also…" Olivia sighed. "One of them is a succubus, Silvia. That won't cause any problems, will it?" 
 
    Silvia frowned. "I'd heard you'd fallen sway to one of them, but I didn't believe it, Olivia." 
 
    "She's not like that…" 
 
    Wrath interrupted, "Lofn isn't the one who holds sway over Olivia, Silvia." 
 
    "Oh, and would that be you, then?" she asked. 
 
    Wrath smiled. "Actually, no. That'd be Dan. He's the one who's injured and in need of healing." 
 
    "And just what kind of demon is this Dan?" 
 
    "Umm, he's human," Olivia said and blushed. 
 
    "You've fallen under a human?" Silvia said, eyes wide with surprise. 
 
    "He's part human," Wrath corrected. "And we all pretty much owe him our lives. So, can we bring everyone in?" 
 
    "How does a human manage to control a succubus?" Silvia asked, looking between the two of them, "Much less a felish and one of us?" 
 
    "Surprisingly, very well," Olivia said as both she and Wrath grinned. 
 
    "Fine, bring them all in, including your succubus," Silvia said. "Just don't make me regret this." 
 
    Wrath waved to the van, Fawn got out of the front, Aella and Lofn got out of the back, Aella carefully carrying Dan, while Lofn brought up the rear. 
 
    "What happened to him?" Silvia asked as she led them into the house. 
 
    "He got shot several times while we were being attacked, and then cast a magic spell that took out our enemies instead of healing himself," Olivia told her. 
 
    Silvia stopped a moment and turned to look back at Olivia. "Did this just happen up in Placerville?" 
 
    "Dan kind of loses it whenever someone tries to hurt one of us," Fawn said with a sheepish grin. 
 
    Silvia just shook her head as the others gave Fawn a look. 
 
    "What? It's true!" Fawn protested as they continued to follow Silvia into the back of the house. 
 
    "Hecant!" Silvia called out. "Olivia's here, and she's got someone who needs healing!"  
 
    "Put them on the kitchen table; I'll be down in a moment," a weak voice called back. 
 
    Silvia took them into the kitchen, which had a large, but obviously old table in it. She and Olivia quickly cleared it off, and Aella and Wrath laid Dan's unconscious body on it, then they carefully removed his shirt. 
 
    "What'd you bring a human here for?" Hecant said as she came into the room. 
 
    "Because he's not quite human, and he's our man," Wrath said with a shrug as she looked over at the old cerberus. The woman's steps were slow, and she looked frail; the fur on her ears and tail was thin and white as snow.  
 
    But her eyes still glowed with an inner power. Wrath could see right away that while the old woman might be weak physically, she still held a great deal of power magically. 
 
    "So what happened to him?" 
 
    "He got shot in the hip, the side, and the arm," Olivia said. "Lofn did what she could to stabilize the chest wound, but we're worried it might kill him." 
 
    "What about his hip?" Hecant asked. 
 
    "Umm, we think the femur or the pelvis might be broken or cracked. But the last time he got shot, he healed within a day, so we're not as worried about that."  
 
    "The last time he got shot?" 
 
    "He was saving me, Hecant. I was imprisoned. We all were. He saved us." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "'Cause he's a dork?" Wrath said and then grinned, embarrassed. "He saved me by accident, and when I told them about my friends," she gestured to the others, "he promised to save all of them, regardless of the cost." 
 
    "And part of that cost," Lofn said, looking over at Hecant with an embarrassed look of her own, "was feeding a starving, dying, half-crazed succubus. I could have killed him, but he didn't care. He is quite…foolish," Lofn finished and blushed. 
 
    "You're the one called Lofn, aren't you?" 
 
    Lofn nodded. 
 
    "I've heard of you. Perhaps he is foolish. Young men often are. However, the fates of the Twenty-Nine do work in strange ways and most likely figured you deserved a 'foolish young man' who would risk all to save you. 
 
    "Silvia, be a dear and go fetch my bag, I'm not quite up to carrying it down the stairs anymore. Let's take a look at the chest wound and see just how bad it is. Olivia, hand me that pairing knife," she said gesturing to a knife rack. 
 
    Olivia fetched the blade, and as they watched, Hecant quickly cut through the bandage they'd wrapped around his chest and carefully removed it. 
 
    "So you say he's not quite human?" she asked as she worked. 
 
    "His father was a Sobek," Wrath said. 
 
    "How'd that happen?" 
 
    "The man he thought was his father made a deal for power," Fawn said and shrugged. "We think when his stepfather was killed, the power returned to him." 
 
    "Same for his demonic aspects," Lofn added. "Though he does have problems." 
 
    "Oh?" 
 
    "We're all tied together by a curse," Olivia told her, "which he used to free us. Now he's trying to break it so these," she held out one of her arms and showed her the manacle on it, "will go away." 
 
    "Ah. I was going to ask you about it. Let me guess, if he dies, the curse is broken as well, right?" 
 
    They nodded. 
 
    "And obviously you don't want him dead, or you would have just let him die." Hecant smiled. "Suddenly makes me wish I was a young gal again. Ah, Silvia, thank you," she said as Silvia came into the room carrying a case that was almost as large as she was. 
 
    "Just set that right here, and let's see what we're dealing with. You gals can all go sit in the living room and relax. This here is going to take me a little while." 
 
    "Arman's coming over," Silvia said to Olivia. "I think it's probably best if we meet with him in another room." 
 
    "Did you have to tell him?" Olivia grumbled. 
 
    "I told him," Hecant said. "You two need to move on and stop pulling at each other. Now you've both got someone else in your lives, maybe you can bury this bone you've both been fighting over and move on with your lives." 
 
    Olivia frowned, but held her tongue, and followed Silvia out of the room. 
 
    "I think I'll stay in here," Fawn said. "If you don't mind, that is?" 
 
    "Suit yerself." 
 
    "She usually does," Aella said with a snicker as the others followed Olivia and Silvia back out to the living room. 
 
      
 
    Olivia fretted as Silvia led her into the living room at the front of the house. 
 
    "So what's the story with Arman?" Wrath asked as they came into the room. 
 
    "He set his sights on me a long time ago," Olivia said, shaking her head. "I mean, I liked him, and maybe I used to like him a lot more than I eventually did." 
 
    "They were a couple for a while," Silvia said. 
 
    "Back before I met Fawn," Olivia said with a nod. 
 
    "Is Fawn why you…?" Lofn asked. 
 
    Olivia shook her head. "We were over before that—at least according to me we were." 
 
    There was a brief rap of knuckles on the front door. 
 
    "Come in, Arman!" Silvia called. 
 
    Wrath, Aella, and Lofn looked Arman over as he stepped inside and gave a small nod of his head to Silvia, then looked at Olivia and smiled. He was big. Like a full head taller than Dan, big. He was also strongly built, though his loose heavy shirt and jeans hid just how strong he was. He looked very much like someone who did physical labor for a living and enjoyed it. 
 
    He was also devastatingly handsome.  
 
    "Olivia," he said with a shy smile. "It's nice to see you again." 
 
    Olivia sighed. "It's nice to see that you're well, Arman, but I think you know that I have been avoiding you for a reason." 
 
    Arman blushed then, which surprised Wrath. She didn't think he was the kind of guy who blushed very often. 
 
    "Yeah, I know. I wish I could apologize for it, but well, Marie got me to recognize a few truths about the world, that sometimes being the biggest dog in the kennel doesn't mean you get whatever you want." 
 
    "Silvia tells me you got pups now?"  
 
    A large smile split his face. "Yeah, after Marie got me to understand the facts of life, me and her made a go of it. Though I still think she's sittin' at home wondering if I'm gonna come back or not." 
 
    Olivia smiled. "I always told you she was what you needed. Not me." 
 
    Arman ducked his head in a nod. "I know, I know. It's just, what we had, it was intoxicating, you know?" 
 
    Olivia sighed. "We should never have danced that ritual. We were both drunk and stoned." 
 
    "Yeah, but I'll never forget that night, Olivia, will you?" 
 
    "No, but not for the same reasons as you, Arman," she said in a soft voice. "There's a reason we're not supposed to do those things with anything less than a clear head. You're not my man, Arman. You never were, and never will be. Yes I love you, dammit, and that we did what we did proves it!" Olivia looked up at him with a sad expression on her face. "But we cannot be together. Not anymore." 
 
    Arman's face grew sad then, and he sighed. "Marie told me that. She told me about you. She also took a big ass steel bar and beat me with it for what I did." 
 
    "What you did?" Wrath asked a little surprised. 
 
    "I tried to force Olivia into a mating by dancing one of the binding rituals with her while she was drunk." 
 
    "While we were drunk," Olivia said. 
 
    They all watched in surprise as Arman shifted back and forth on his feet and looked incredibly embarrassed. 
 
    "Umm…" 
 
    "You weren't drunk!" Olivia suddenly yelled getting up and in his face. 
 
    "Umm…" 
 
    "You tricked me? You took advantage of me?" she growled, looking for all the world like she was about to commit bloody mayhem then and there. 
 
    "Did I mention the beating with the steel bar?" Arman said. 
 
    Wrath watched as Olivia stalked back and forth in front of Arman, wondering if someone was about to get very seriously maimed, if not killed. She started to take a step forward to restrain Olivia, but Silvia put a hand out to block her and shook her head. 
 
    "You stupid son-of-a-bitch! How could you do that to someone you loved!" 
 
    "Because I was a stupid, foolish young pup who thought because I was the biggest and the strongest, I could take whatever I wanted and it would be fine," he said in a soft voice. 
 
    "I'm sorry, Olivia, I really am, and not just because it messed me up, but because of what I did to you. But, but I, I have to ask. I need…" 
 
    "You need what?" Olivia growled, furious. "What, you need me? That ain't gonna happen, Arman! I got somebody, somebody I love, and I'm not just taking about Fawn. I have a man in my life. A real man who doesn't rely on lies and deceit to get his way!" 
 
    They all watched in surprise while Arman seemed to shrink in on himself as Olivia berated him. He could easily have broken her in two with his bare hands. But he was doing nothing beyond standing there and listening. 
 
    "If you weren't Marie's, I swear to the Twenty-Nine that I'd…" She growled and stomped back and forth a few more times. 
 
    "Olivia, I, I know I don't have the right to ask, but I," he shook his head. "I'm still tied to you. I can't help it, but it's there. I wasn't drunk, I was sober. So the ritual, you, all of that still has a hold on me." 
 
    "And that's my problem how?" she asked, still growling. "Why should I care about your suffering?" 
 
    "Because it's not fair to Marie." 
 
    Olivia stopped pacing, stopped growling, stopped being angry. 
 
    "What Do You Want," she said in a short, clipped voice. 
 
    "To be free of you, to be free of this childhood stupidity I got myself into." 
 
    "You need to cut the bond he has with you," Silvia told her. 
 
    "How?" 
 
    "Oh, it's simple. You need to smack him across the face and tell him his attentions are no longer welcome." 
 
    Olivia turned and looked at Silvia in surprise. "That's it?" 
 
    "Just be glad you didn't dance the mating ritual; then you'd have to try and kill him." 
 
    Olivia's hand came around so fast Arman wasn't expecting it as she struck him across the face, turning his head, knocking him down, and cutting his face open in the process. 
 
    "Your attentions are no longer welcome, Arman!" she yelled. 
 
    The girls looked at Arman, who was holding his jaw, eyes wide as the gash in the side of his face bled. 
 
    "Thank you," he mumbled between clenched teeth. "I think you broke my jaw…" he added with a grunt. 
 
    Olivia just smiled. 
 
    "Come back later, Arman," Silvia said. "A little pain will do you good." 
 
    Arman slowly got back to his feet and then carefully let himself out the front door, trying not to drip blood on the floor as he left. 
 
    "Can I have my brass knuckles back now?" Silvia said. 
 
    "I wondered why you slipped me those," Olivia said with a sigh. "Of all the hair-brained things." 
 
    "Marie got him to tell her a few years back. She then, of course, used it unflinchingly to her advantage to tie him down. Now it's over with, I suspect he'll realize just how lucky he is." 
 
    "Why's that?" Aella asked. 
 
    "Because Marie is the kind of fem males like him want: supportive, a good mother to the pups, a good cook, and a homemaker. She takes care of him in the ways he's too stubborn to take care of himself, and she's quite willing to break a few of his bones when he acts like an irresponsible fool." 
 
    "Arman's not an alpha," Olivia said. "He's a beta. But he's so big, he gets delusions of grandeur some times." 
 
    "Oh, not so much anymore," Silvia said with a hint of a chuckle. "Both Marie and Desmond have brought him up short a few times." 
 
    "Who's Desmond?" Wrath asked. 
 
    "My husband, and the local pack alpha," Silvia said with a smile. "Now, how about a drink or something before we go back and check on your man?" she asked, heading over to the liquor cabinet. 
 
    "So what does his being a beta have to do with anything?" Wrath asked. 
 
    "Some fems," Silvia said, with a glance back at Olivia, "can't be had by anything less than an alpha." 
 
    "Damn right," Olivia muttered. 
 
      
 
    "So how is he?" Wrath asked as they came back into the kitchen. 
 
    "I fixed the worst of it, and taped his chest to help that rib heal, as well as everything else. If he heals as quick as you say, he'll be mostly recovered in three days, I'd guess. The shoulder isn't anything to worry about, but that hip… Well, the bone ain't broke, but only because it's thick. Keep him off his feet, and," she gave them all a wink, "don't be gettin' on top. You hear me?" 
 
    Wrath grinned and nodded, while Olivia blushed, and Fawn snickered. 
 
    "Yer definitely right, though, the boy ain't human. But it feels like there's a war going on in his body over just which side is gonna win out." 
 
    "I think we may have contributed to that a little, Hecant," Olivia said. "Any ideas about how to make sure the right side wins it?" 
 
    "I'm assuming you mean his demonic heritage, and sorry, but no. I heal people; I don't fix the conflicts in their souls." 
 
    "In his soul?" Aella was the first to ask. 
 
    "Your friend here told me his history. The boy was raised human, and for all intents, was human. Now he's got a demon's spirit growing inside him, and while those sobeks might be lovers, they got a tough, nasty side to them when provoked. So there's a battle going on inside him, the human versus the sobek, and the outcome will determine the man.  
 
    "It's the surviving of the battle I'd guess you most need to worry about." 
 
    "We were kinda hopin' to throw the battle our way," Aella admitted. 
 
    Hecant nodded. "I suspected as much, and I also suspect that'd be best for both him and all of ya. But again, I don't deal in those kinds of affairs, and sadly I don't have any advice on who does. Maybe someone who knows more about the structure of our moral fiber and the ways you tie them against each other might," she said and looked over at Wrath. 
 
    "Umm…right," Wrath said. "What do we owe you? We've got money, but not much else right now." 
 
    "You'll get my bill once I feel you can pay it," Hecant said with a crooked grin. "Now, I think I'm gonna go upstairs and rest for a while, and remember, take it easy on the poor boy for a couple or three days." 
 
    They nodded and thanked her, then Olivia gave her a hug and watched as she left the room. 
 
    "What did she mean by that?" Fawn asked, looking over at Wrath. 
 
    "Umm…" 
 
    "Her father teaches curses," Lofn supplied. 
 
    "Yeah, so?" 
 
    "Curses have a lot to do with the moral fiber of a person's spirit." 
 
    "Oh." 
 
    "I don't think we want to drag our Dan off to see Wrath's father," Aella said. 
 
    "Least not until we have to," Lofn agreed. 
 
    Wrath clapped her hands. "So, Walmart or Roseville?" she asked, changing the subject. 
 
    "Walmart!" Fawn said. "I can do a bunch of work there, and we can send Lofn out to get food!" 
 
    "Well, let's get going; with any luck, rush hour will be over by the time we get to Sac." 
 
      
 
    # # 
 
      
 
    He found himself walking down a road, a dirt road. He really had no idea where he was; it was open all around him, just fields and fields as far as the eye could see. He continued to walk down the road and little things started to appear on the sides. Little signposts, like the kinds of things you see placed at the side of the road where people had died, and their families had put up a memorial. 
 
    He noticed that each of them had what looked like a photo on it, and stopping, he looked at one. 
 
    It was a picture of him at his twelve birthday. He only remembered it because of the '12' on the cake. His stepfather was looking distant, and his mother was smiling, while Kevin and Sharon looked on happily. 
 
    He walked a few more steps and looked again. It was him riding his bicycle with his friends, just having fun. 
 
    He trotted down the road, glancing at the signs as they passed, until he found the one he was looking for. It wasn't hard to find; it had a black ribbon on it. Kevin's funeral. His stepfather looked like he was in a trance. He looked hollow—almost like a zombie. His mother was crying, holding onto Sharon, and he was standing there looking lost and ignored.  
 
    The next picture down was the one of him trying to comfort his father, and he turned away quickly, not wanting to relive that memory. 
 
    He ran the next hundred yards, paying more attention to the side of the road than what was before him, until he found another one with a black ribbon. He stopped and looked at it, and saw that it was his mother's funeral. The one just before it was her hanging by the neck in the living room, the rope tied to the balcony above.  
 
    Confused, he looked back the way he'd come, looking for one with his stepfather's death. It took him a minute to find, it was so small. The one with his funeral was larger, if only because his mother and sister were in it, with his sister's new husband—that was the last time he'd seen or talked to her, he'd been too busy trying to help his mother, who'd lost all touch with reality and life after that. 
 
    Looking up, he saw a man standing in the road a ways up ahead. Brushing his pants off, he started walking again. A glance at the pictures as he got closer revealed more recent events, such as meeting Wrath, and the scene at Fry's, where he'd stolen Aella's box. 
 
    He stopped when he got to the figure in the road. It looked like the man in his earlier dreams. The sobek who'd got him on his mother. His father. His real father. 
 
    He noticed, too, that the road split beyond him. There were two paths to take. But that was all he could see. He couldn't tell how far they continued, or if they continued at all. 
 
    "Are you my father?" he asked. 
 
    "I don't know," he replied. "Am I?" 
 
    "You know what I mean!" Dan growled. "Are you the man who knocked my mom up so my stepfather could be rich and powerful?" 
 
    "That's not what you asked," the man said with a serious look on his face. "You asked if I was your father." 
 
    "What's the difference?" Dan growled. 
 
    "The difference is, all I did was sleep with your mother, once, and made you in her belly. We've never met, and until recently, you didn't even know I existed. I was never there; I didn't raise you. You don't know me, and I don't know you. 
 
    "But Shannon did all that." 
 
    "Shannon was never my father!" Dan retorted. "Oh, I thought he was, but look back down that road! Where was he in my life? He had to take care of me because you bade him to as part of your deal with him. And that's all he did! He did the bare minimum! I wasn't a son to him! I was a liability, at best! An 'asset' he had to carry on the balance sheet that he couldn't get rid of and had to maintain!" 
 
    Dan shook his head, he didn't know whether to scream or to cry. His whole life had been what?  
 
    "Why are you even here?" he gasped, trying not to succumb to the tears he wanted to cry over all he'd lost. Over all he'd missed. Just a placeholder for another's aspirations. A shame his mother had to look at each day. 
 
    "You're human…"  
 
    "No I'm not!" Dan yelled. 
 
    "Up here," the man said, tapping Dan's head, "you are. That's how you were raised. You're not a sobek. Not yet, at least." 
 
    "But I am, I will be!" 
 
    "How can you be a sobek if there is no sobek inside you?" 
 
    Dan frowned. "But you're my father, and you're a sobek!" 
 
    "Yes, I am. But you weren't. All of that was denied you, and the power from that denial went to your father." 
 
    "But he's dead! And it's all come back to me!" 
 
    "Yes, it's all come back. Yet you remain human. What's inside you," he tapped Dan's head again, "is human. To be a thing, you mustn't just embrace that thing. To be a sobek, you must have the soul, the spirit of a sobek inside you." 
 
    He motioned to the road behind him.  
 
    "This is as far as you can go as you are. You either continue as a human," he motioned to Dan's right, "or a sobek." He motioned to Dan's left. "But the path to your left is blocked to you, and the path to your right only leads to your death." 
 
    "What must I do?" Dan asked. 
 
    "A sobek would know…" 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 A Small Celebration 
 
      
 
      
 
    He awoke to cheering. It took him a moment to figure out where he was, because it definitely wasn't the hotel. 
 
    Plus his side hurt, and his hip hurt, and his shoulder hurt…damn, how many times had he gotten shot? 
 
    He waited for the smart aleck reply, but when he didn't get one, he slowly struggled to sit up. 
 
    "Umm, can I get a little help here?" He gasped as he fell back to the bed.  
 
    Wrath was by his side in an instant. "You shouldn't be awake yet!" 
 
    "Yeah, well, what are you all cheering about?" 
 
    Wrath smiled and held up her arms. "Notice anything?" 
 
    "Umm, you're not naked?" he said with a weak smile. 
 
    Wrath just rolled her eyes and growled. "Dork. No, the manacles are gone! Lofn was right! Changing your name was enough to kick you out of the family, and the curse no longer applies to you!" 
 
    "Ah, so you're all…" 
 
    "Free!" Wrath said and then gave him a look that made him forget about the pain. "If you weren't so weak, I'd show you how to really celebrate!" 
 
    "Umm, I think I'm willing to face the peril," he joked. 
 
    "No, it's too perilous," she replied and winked at him.  
 
    "What time is it?" 
 
    "It's after ten, almost eleven, and it's still Friday." 
 
    "Okay, I'm confused; why did it break this late at night? Shouldn't it have been when the judge ordered it?" 
 
    "Because this is when they update the state's database!" Fawn said in a cheerful voice from across the room. "The judge's signature may make it legal, but until the paperwork is done, it's not fully in effect." 
 
    Dan nodded slowly. "Umm, could you bring me something to drink, please?" 
 
    "Sure, just a minute." 
 
    "You know, this is going to take some getting used to." He sighed as he watched Wrath walk off, tail dancing behind that cute butt of hers. 
 
    "What, not being cursed?" Aella asked. 
 
    "No. Not having every last thought in my head overheard by the rest of you. I mean, Wrath doesn't even know how much I was just admiring her butt!" He chuckled, then coughed, and then fell back onto the bed panting in pain. 
 
    "Save the jokes for later, lover boy!" Aella said, coming over to sit on the edge of the bed by him. "And trust me, I'm sure she knows. We've kinda come to expect that of you by now." 
 
    "Is everyone else okay?" 
 
    "Yes, everyone is fine," Wrath said, coming back with a bottle of water, opening it, and handing it to him.  
 
    Grabbing it, he drained the whole bottle quickly. 
 
    "Can we go out someplace nice for breakfast?" he asked her as he laid back down on the bed. "I haven't had a decent meal where I wasn't worried about that damn curse since, well, since I can't remember when." 
 
    "I think we can handle that," she replied, but he was already out like a light. 
 
    "You know, I think I kinda miss reading his mind all the time," Aella said with a pout. 
 
    "Yeah, he's still such a dork at times," Wrath agreed with a chuckle. "Now who wants to stay and keep an eye on Dan while the rest of us see about better weapons and armor for all of you?" 
 
    "I'll stay," Fawn said. "I've still got a lot of things to do here." She motioned towards her workbench, which still had the police scanners on it, as well as several older projects. 
 
    "Just remember, no heavy physical activity until after he's had a good meal or three, got it?" Lofn said, giving Fawn the eye. 
 
    Fawn laughed. "I don't think I could wake him to even try right now." 
 
    Wrath sighed and got the keys to the van, and they headed down the ladder that led to the women's room exit. 
 
    "You know, it feels kinda weird not to have Dan with us," Aella said with a chuckle. 
 
    "I know what you mean," Wrath said. "We've been joined at the hip for like a month now." 
 
    "Oh, from the sound of it, you've been joined at more places than just the hip!" Lofn said with a snicker. 
 
    "I just wish he hadn't been wounded so we could spend the night banging his brains out," Olivia said. "I want to see if it's still as much fun after the curse as it was before." 
 
    "You and me both!" Wrath laughed. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    "I seem to recall the Zoo being a lot busier than this," Lofn said as they entered the club. 
 
    "You should have seen it when we were here last week," Olivia replied. "It was all but deserted." 
 
    "The fighting over the head wizard's spot has been going on for years," Wrath said. "So a lot of people decided to get out of town." 
 
    "Also, Weson's been targeting demons," Aella growled, thinking again about what Lofn had been through. "Though I don't think I need to tell you that." 
 
    Lofn nodded. "Now I see why you're all thinking of putting Daniel up for the job." 
 
    "Lofn!" 
 
    They turned as Estaca came running over and gave Lofn a hug. 
 
    "I see they freed you! Where's Fawn? Is she okay? And what about your human friend, Dan?" 
 
    "You know that explosion up in Placerville today?" Aella said with a grin. 
 
    "Wait, that was you?" 
 
    Wrath snorted. "That was Dan. One of Weson's flunkies caught Fawn with a spell, and Dan kinda lost it. He nuked 'em." 
 
    "So he's home in bed resting, and Fawn's doting on him," Lofn said with a smile, picking up on the story. She'd be curious to see if anyone believed it or not. Lying was a way of life for most demons. Especially when they were all out for a night of bragging and carousing. 
 
    "He can do magic?" Estaca asked with a surprised look. 
 
    "Like we said before," Olivia said, speaking up, "he's not quite human." 
 
    "I thought you were just teasing about that!"  
 
    Lofn shook her head. "No, his father, his real father, is a demon. In fact, if you know anyone who's familiar with such things, I'd love to talk to them. Up until I met our young Daniel, I'd never encountered that before." 
 
    "What, worried about getting pregnant?" Estaca said with a smirk as she lead them towards the table they'd sat at before. 
 
    "Now that would certainly be a trick," Lofn said with a smile of her own. 
 
    "Not to change the subject," Wrath said, "but if you know anybody who's got any real intelligence on the two mages fighting Weson, we'd love to hear it." 
 
    "Thinking of picking a side?" Estaca asked as they arrived at the table. 
 
    "Thinking of ridding the world of Weson," Wrath growled. "So it'd be nice to know if we can get any help." 
 
    "Eh, pick your poison. I don't think any of them really like any of us. Weson's just a lot more aggressive about it," she said and motioned for them to take a seat. "I'll send a waitress over with a round of beers while I go see if I can find anyone who might have answers for you." 
 
    "We also need weapons for Olivia, Dan, and Lofn here," Aella added. "Armor, too, and the good stuff. So if anyone's selling, we're buying." 
 
    Estaca nodded. "Now that's something I know I can help with!" she said as she headed off towards her office and flagged one of the waitresses to get some beers and head over to their table. 
 
    "You know, she brought up an excellent point," Olivia said after Estaca was out of earshot. 
 
    "And that was?" Wrath asked. 
 
    "None of the current contenders like demons." 
 
    Wrath snorted. "I don't think Umber liked us all that much, either. He just tolerated us." 
 
    Olivia smiled. "Dan doesn't just 'tolerate' us, now does he?" 
 
    "We're thinking of turning him into a demon, remember," Aella pointed out. 
 
    "No, we're thinking of making him more of a demon than he already is. He'll still be part human." 
 
    Wrath, Aella, and Lofn looked at each other, and then back at Olivia. 
 
    "I think you may have a point," Lofn said. 
 
    "It could work; everyone in town knows Dan through Westridge," Wrath said slowly. "So they know he's human…" 
 
    "Girl, I like the way you think!" Aella laughed as the waitress came over with a tray of beers for them.  
 
    "So, any idea what kind of weapons you want?" 
 
    "War hammer," Olivia said without a moment's hesitation. "And some armor like Aella's." 
 
    "Lofn?" 
 
    "A whip. Or better yet, make it two. Nice studded ones if we can get them." 
 
    "Armor?" 
 
    "Something for spells." 
 
    Wrath nodded. "I'm not sure what kind of weapon to get Dan. I don't think he's ever been trained to fight. Actually, I don't think he's ever actually been in a fight before I met him." 
 
    "He said he got beat up and robbed twice," Aella pointed out. 
 
    "True, but I don't think he fought back at all. I mean, he knows how to throw a punch, but he sure doesn't know how to duck one!" She chuckled, thinking back to when they'd first met and he'd tried to 'defend' her honor. 
 
    "A club," Aella and Olivia said together. 
 
    "Get him a mace, that's just a fancy club," Lofn agreed. 
 
    Wrath nodded. "I'm thinking some kind of chain shirt and a bunch of magical daggers for all of us, too." 
 
    They nodded in agreement. 
 
    "I think Estaca found Firreiro," Aella said, looking up herself as the rest of them looked to see who Estaca was leading towards the table. 
 
    "Well, at least we know what we need," Wrath said with a smile. "I hope he takes money, because I don't really have much else these days." 
 
    "Aella, Lofn, Wrath, and Olivia I believe?" Firreiro said politely as Estaca brought him up to the table. "I've been hearing some interesting rumors about the four of you, as well as your friend, Fawn?" he asked looking around the table. 
 
    "Firreiro, how nice to see you again," Aella said as she nodded towards one of the empty chairs. Firreiro was a Nephilim, which made him look like a large and heavily built human, standing a few inches over seven feet. The only real difference that set him apart was the large, white-feathered wings.  
 
    "Thank you," he said and settled into the chair. "I hear you're looking for weapons?" 
 
    "Yes," Wrath and Aella said together.  
 
    "The rumors say you're with a young human man now? One cursed by that annoying wizard trying to take over the city." 
 
    "We broke the curse," Aella said. "Or perhaps I should say Daniel, our young companion, broke it." 
 
    "Oh, ho!" Firreiro smiled suddenly. "I would pay money to have seen the look on that annoying wizard's face when he found out!" 
 
    "You and me both," Lofn said with a nasty growl. 
 
    "Tell me what you need, then, and I'll tell you what I have." 
 
    "A war hammer for Olivia, a mace for Daniel, and a set of studded whips for Lofn. We're also looking for some armor for Olivia, Fawn, and Daniel," Wrath told him. 
 
    Firreiro nodded and sat there in thought a moment. "How tall is this Daniel?" 
 
    "Five eleven or so." 
 
    "Strong?" 
 
    "Strong enough!" Olivia laughed. 
 
    "I can provide you with weapons," he said, nodding. "They will not be cheap, however, and I will have to make the whips and the mace. I have a war hammer that I believe you will find suitable, Olivia. Come by my shop at Fort Sutter on Tuesday and I will have all of them. 
 
    "I can not help you with the armor, however. I would suggest you go visit Madura on Treasure Island. She can help you, I am sure." 
 
    "And what do we owe you for this?" Lofn asked. 
 
    "Weson has a collection of magical spears. If you give them to me after you've killed him, we will call it even." 
 
    "How do you know we're going to kill him?" Lofn asked. 
 
    "Because you are asking me for weapons," Firreiro replied with a smile. "It will be nicer here once he is dead. It will be nicer still if someone friendly were to take over, as well." 
 
    "Yes," Aella said, smiling as the others nodded in agreement. "It would be nice if someone friendly to all of us were to end up in charge. Now wouldn't it?" 
 
    Firreiro looked around the table at them, and then suddenly smiled brightly. 
 
    "I will see you on Tuesday, then," he said, getting up from the table. He bowed, still smiling. "Ladies," he said and walked off, heading back across the bar towards another group that were apparently friends of his. 
 
    "Well, that's a good start," Olivia said. "Anybody here know anything about Madura?" 
 
    "Aella and I know her," Wrath said. 
 
    "She's an old crone," Aella added. 
 
    "Um, aren't crones hard to deal with?" Olivia asked, looking worried. 
 
    Aella and Wrath nodded. 
 
    "Yup," Aella said. 
 
    "She can be a complete pain," Wrath agreed. 
 
    "Then why do we want to go to her?" 
 
    "Because when she's being helpful, she's very much worth visiting," Aella said. 
 
    "She has a tendency to let things slip," Wrath added. "As in little pieces of advice or words of warning. So even if she decides not to help us, the trip will still be worth it." Wrath looked around the room. "Besides, what else are we going to do until Dan heals?  
 
    "Let's order another round, and if Estaca hasn't come up with anything else by then, we might as well head on back," Lofn said. "We accomplished one of our goals at least tonight." 
 
    "From the way Firreiro was smiling, we may have accomplished more than one of them," Aella said with a nod towards Firreiro, standing on the far side of the room and talking with a group who were all glancing back in their direction now and again. 
 
    "You know, that's the last man I would have pegged as a gossip," Lofn said with a snicker. 
 
    "I guess he just really hates Weson." 
 
    "And apparently," Olivia said with a nasty grin, "so does everyone else." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Weson swore and stopped what he was doing—namely Yvette. Say what you would about the woman, she was still incredibly sexy, even in her thirties, and the most skilled lover he'd ever had. 
 
    "What's wrong?" she asked between breaths. Weson might not be the best lover she'd ever had, but after she'd clued him in on what she liked, he'd become one of the better ones.  
 
    She also liked that he had even fewer scruples than she did. 
 
    "The bastard broke the curse!" Weson said as he took a moment to collect his wits and wait for the sting of it to subside. He felt weaker somehow, as well. He'd never had a curse broken before, however, so it was probably just the after-effects.  
 
    Rolling off of Yvette, he closed his eyes and concentrated a moment, settling his thoughts and centering himself. 
 
    "He did what?" Yvette said, shocked. 
 
    "He broke the curse. I don't know how, but he did." Weson looked over at the clock on his nightstand; it read 10:43. 
 
    "You're sure he's not dead? I'd have expected that succubus to drain him dry by now." 
 
    Weson gave a slight shake of his head. "No. His dying would have fulfilled the curse, and I'd have received a much more pleasant side-effect than what I just felt." 
 
    Yvette nodded. She remembered how he'd been after Shannon Westridge had died from his curse. Giddy would best describe it. 
 
    "I guess that's why they needed to free the succubus." Yvette sighed. "She must have known something about curses." 
 
    "Apparently she can do magic," Weson agreed. 
 
    "Oh?" 
 
    "The exploding van?" he said, reminding her of today's spectacular failure. 
 
    Yvette sighed. More because she could see Weson had lost the mood and she wasn't going to be getting any more out of him tonight.  
 
    "Didn't one of them survive?" she asked. 
 
    "Yes, but he's in a coma, and the police have a guard posted on him," Weson said with a scowl. 
 
    "That reminds me, I have one of the nurses in the hospital under my control. Do you want me to make sure he doesn't wake up?" 
 
    Weson frowned a moment and thought about doing just that, but shook his head. 
 
    "Not yet. I need to find out what really happened. All the eyewitness reports said the van stopped, the 'terrorists' popped out and started shooting people, and then it just blew up. But the coroner's report said one of the dead men had his leg cut off. The police report also said there was a lot of blood on the sidewalk, but no dead bodies. So somebody got shot out there. 
 
    "I can only guess that they ambushed the kid and his demon bitches just outside the hotel he was staying at." 
 
    "What if he died from his wound, but they brought him back? You know, like when somebody's heart stops, but the paramedics bring them back? Would that have counted as being dead?"  
 
    Weson stopped and thought about that. Yvette might not be a genius, but her pure animal cunning and her ability to find ways out of seemingly unsolvable problems was unmatched by anyone else on his staff. 
 
    "It might," he admitted. "But this late at night?" Weson shook his head. "I don't know. I should probably talk to Miles about it." 
 
    Yvette looked at the clock and saw what time it was. If she called one of her 'special' friends, she could be in bed with someone else who really knew how to scratch the itch that obviously wasn't going to be satisfied here tonight. 
 
    "I agree," Yvette said, sitting up and giving him her best 'concerned' look. "In fact, I think you should call him right now and discuss it. There's no way the kid could have figured this out on his own; he had to have gotten help. And that help…?" she trailed off.  
 
    Weson sighed and nodded in agreement, then sat up in bed as well. 
 
    "I'm sorry for cutting this short, Yvette," he told her honestly. "But you're right. We've got too many enemies right now to take anything for granted." 
 
    She smiled back at him and patted his thigh. "I understand. Business before pleasure, and this isn't the time for anymore unpleasant surprises." 
 
    Weson nodded. Today's spectacular failure had made that very clear to all of them. 
 
    Getting out of bed he grabbed his robe. 
 
    "Good night, Yvette," he said as he put it on left for his office. 
 
    "Good night, Steve," she said, getting up quickly. She got dressed, pulled out her phone, and made a few phone calls of her own. She hadn't gotten this far in life by not looking at all her options and being prepared for whichever one shook out.  
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Godfrey woke up to the ringing of his phone. Grumbling, he sat up quickly and took a moment to gather his wits. Not many people had his private number, and when someone called it, it was never good news. 
 
    Picking up the phone, he took a deep breath and closed his eyes. 
 
    "What's wrong?" he asked. 
 
    "Goff, it's Alice. The Westridge kid broke the curse!" 
 
    He opened his eyes wide in surprise. 
 
    "What? How?" 
 
    "I don't know. All I know is, it's got both Weson and Yvette rattled. Apparently they were in bed when it happened, and Weson kicked her out. I found out about it when Karen called me and asked me to keep an eye on the guy in the coma." 
 
    Godfrey nodded and looked at his clock. It was after six. 
 
    "You were right to call me, Alice. Thank you," he told her sincerely. For a man in Weson's position, the rebuke of a major curse always had consequences. That was something he'd have to look into.  
 
    He'd heard about the kid trading Weson back one of his rings for one of the demons he'd been experimenting on. He'd also heard the rumor the kid had done it because he'd been promised he'd be 'fucked to death', and he knew it would anger Weson to have to make a deal with him. 
 
    But that hadn't made any sense to Godfrey, because if the kid had just put the ring on, he would probably have destroyed Weson and his operation. At the very least, it would have made Weson easy prey. 
 
    And he still could have been fucked to death if that was what he truly wanted. 
 
    No, this kid wasn't just some 'kid'. He had five powerful demons under his control, all of whom were there willingly, he'd bet, and he also figured he knew what the agreement was: He'd free them, they'd free him. 
 
    "Goff?" Alice asked over the phone. 
 
    "I'm sorry, Alice, dear. I was just thinking. If you learn anything else important, do let me know, but remember to be careful. I'd rather wait a day to learn something than risk you, my dear." 
 
    "I understand, Goff," Alice said, and he could hear the pleasure in her voice. He knew how much it pleased her when she pleased him. 
 
    "Have a good day, Alice," he said and hung up, returning to his previous thoughts. Five powerful demons and a young human boy who was the son of a powerful mage. What were the odds they'd all decide to get a little revenge on their common enemy? 
 
    Godfrey smiled slowly. He might not be all that enamored with demons and preferred to avoid them rather than deal with them, but perhaps an exception was in order. Maybe he could even come to some sort of arrangement with the young man? Say, help him get his revenge on Weson for his father's murder?  
 
    It had all the markings of a low investment, high return strategy. 
 
    Picking up the phone, he dialed his nephew. It was time to see if he could arrange a meeting. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 A New Problem 
 
      
 
    Dan awoke to the scents of cinnamon and vanilla. Opening his eyes, he felt Wrath rub her sex lightly over his lips as her own lips began to engulf his member. Reaching up, he grabbed her hips as he opened his mouth and put his tongue to work on her sex. He was surprised to find that she was already quite wet; obviously she was already excited, and while he was still sore and feeling a bit weak, he wasn't dead!  
 
    It didn't hurt that she was going down on him enthusiastically as he held onto her and teased her with his thumbs and his tongue. He enjoyed the taste of her, he had to admit, but right now he wanted nothing more than to roll over on top of her and take her.  
 
    He almost did, but the pain in his side stopped him as he grunted. 
 
    She quickly turned around, sitting up on her knees, and she straddled him, taking his length in her hand, then quickly guided him inside her as she sat down on his shaft. 
 
    "Somebody wants something," he whispered as he put his hands back on her hips. 
 
    Wrath smiled at him as she slowly moved up and down, greasing him up with her juices.  
 
    "You have no idea how much I've wanted this!" she purred. "Now I get to see if it was the curse or the oath making me want you, or… " She smiled at him. 
 
    "Or?" 
 
    "Or if it's all you, Dan." 
 
    Smiling up at her, he tried to move his hips, but then winced as the gunshot wound there made its presence known. 
 
    "Let me do all the work, just enjoy," she whispered. 
 
    "Wrath, I've wanted you since our first night together. For me it was never the curse," he said and held her hips tighter as she rode him. "Hell, you're the best thing that ever happened to me, and I'll do whatever it takes to keep boffing that hot little bod of yours!" he added with a grin. 
 
    "I can still read your mind during sex, stud," was all she had to say as she picked up speed. 
 
    'You can?' he thought at her. 
 
    "That's how we control our human victims," she said with an evil grin, causing him to raise his hands to her breasts and pinch her nipples. Wrath leaned forward to give him better access to her body, putting her hands to either side of his shoulders as she continued to ride him, staring down into his eyes as he looked up into hers. He was smiling at her and wondering who was controlling whom while he tried to give little bucking motions up into her as she rode him faster and faster. She could tell he wasn't going to last much longer, but then, neither was she. 
 
    When he hit his peak, she joined him, dropping her body down to her elbows as he slid his hands further up, taking her head between his hands. He pulled her into a deep kiss as he came into her, her insides working to milk as much of his essence as they could get. 
 
    She suddenly realized she was happy. It wasn't the most vigorous or lustful coupling they'd ever had, but it was right. He belonged to her, and she was his. Lowering her weight onto him, she found a spot on the shoulder that wasn't wounded and sank her teeth into him, giving a soft shiver as his teeth did the same to her. She suspected his teeth had changed, just as so much of the rest of him had, as his canines punctured her skin more easily than they had the last time. His blood tasted faintly different as well.  
 
    She again wondered how much of this was his heritage coming out, or the blood of her and the others taking root inside him? Perhaps all he really needed to get through this was to keep taking a little of their blood, their power, into him every day?  
 
    It bore thinking about. 
 
    "I thought I said no sex until he'd had a few meals," Lofn grumbled. 
 
    "Some things are worth a little pain," Dan said as he put his arms around Wrath and pulled her into a tight hug. 
 
    "Or in this case, a lot of pain," he grunted as his side lit up with fire. 
 
    "Let me go, dork. Before you damage yourself," Wrath said with a laugh and then kissed him on the nose. 
 
    Panting, he let go of her and sighed in relief as she carefully got off of him. 
 
    "Still, I don't regret it," he mumbled aloud, because he knew they couldn't read his mind anymore. "Now, help me up and let me hit the shower. Then let's find a nice diner so I can demolish a couple of platefuls of food!" 
 
    Wrath and Lofn helped him out of bed and into the shower, and over the next twenty minutes, each of the girls took a turn 'helping' him get clean. He leaned against the back wall and enjoyed their attentions, which involved a lot of kissing, as well as a certain amount of lip lock on other parts of his anatomy. He made sure to vocally remind each of them that he still loved them, and was pleased to see the smiles on their faces when he said it. 
 
    The trip to the diner was a short one, there was a nice place just a few miles east on the other side of the river.  
 
    "So, what's the plan?" he asked after they'd ordered. 
 
    "We're going to Treasure Island," Lofn said. "There's someone there we want to talk to." 
 
    "Does that mean you were successful last night?" 
 
    Wrath shook her head. "Not completely. We ordered some weapons, and we're going to see about getting some armor. That's why we're making the trip after we eat." 
 
    "But," Aella continued, "if anyone will know something that can help us, it'll be Madura." 
 
    "What kind of demon is she?" he asked. 
 
    "She's not," Wrath said. "She's a crone." 
 
    "As in 'old crone'?"  
 
    Wrath and Aella nodded. 
 
    "Aella and I have both met her before; she can be hard to deal with, especially if she doesn't like you. But crones can see things most of us can't, and Madura has a tendency to let slip the things she sees." 
 
    "Things that sometimes can be very helpful," Aella agreed. 
 
    "And if nothing else, we can buy some armor," Olivia said, finishing. "Ah, look! Pancakes!" 
 
    Dan looked up, and sure enough, the waitress was bringing out a couple of short stacks, and suddenly the only thought on his mind was eating. The others continued to talk between bites, mostly about money issues, and wondering about the status of their various claims on getting their own money and property returned. Apparently Fawn had hired a couple of lawyers and set them to work on it. None of the girls were as rich as Fawn, but Wrath had apparently been getting close when things went south. 
 
    "How did you make so much money?" Dan asked when he finished his plate of pancakes, just as the waitress came over and slid another plate in front of him with the large omelet he'd ordered. 
 
    Fawn waited until the waitress had left, and then smiled sweetly at him. 
 
    "Blackmail. Lots and lots of blackmail. Oh, and I had several major government offices bugged, and I was using that for stock tips." 
 
    Dan rolled his eyes and then looked up at Wrath, who grinned back at him. 
 
    "Blackmail, extortion, insider information, a few contract killings and kidnappings…You know, the usual." 
 
    They all giggled and nodded at that. 
 
    "I'm surprised there wasn't any robbery in there," he said between bites. 
 
    "Oh, we hijacked a few truckloads of computer memory chips and other high-end parts that we sold on the black market," Olivia told him. "I think Fawn still wants to rob the Federal Reserve Bank in San Francisco." 
 
    "Only because it's a challenge," Fawn said. "I don't think they keep that much money there anymore." 
 
    "So just how does Weson, or the last guy, Umber, make their money?" he asked. 
 
    "You have to pay them a fee to live here. A percentage of your take. Umber was ten percent; I don't know what Weson is charging." 
 
    "What if you don't pay?" 
 
    "They send their people after you to either kill you or run you out of town and take everything." 
 
    "There are also certain lines of business the head wizard reserves only for themselves," Lofn said. "Like controlling the governor, the heads of the assembly, and the senate. The mayor." 
 
    "How much does he control them?" 
 
    "Oh, they're usually either mentally dominated or just blackmailed. It's different for each official. Most are strong enough mentally that you need something else to rein them in. In many cases it's just a matter of 'you give me what I want and I'll see to it your enemies always lose' kind of a deal. Add a little glamour, some mind control, and other magic, and it's not all that hard to engage in the kinds of corruption politicians are famous for." 
 
    "Most people don't realize where the money and power are really going," Wrath said. "Umber had a light touch, but then he was there for decades, so he didn't need a lot. He had human agents everywhere, too." 
 
    "Like Weson has with that 'executive staff' of his?" he asked. 
 
    All of the girls snorted. 
 
    "When you have access to the police, and even the National Guard in a pinch, you really don't need to have a band of thugs," Aella said with a hint of disgust in her voice. "Weson's slumming because he really doesn't have control. Nobody does." 
 
    "And nobody notices? None of us 'humans', that is?" 
 
    "I think you mean 'mundanes'," Fawn said. 
 
    "The ones who do," Wrath said, "either figure out how to become a part of it and make money off of it, or learn to keep their mouths shut about it. Otherwise, they die. Wizards and all the other mages are human, or at least most of them are." She winked at him. "Most politicians we deal with think we're just humans and figure we either work for some big political group, criminal group, or other country." 
 
    "And as most of them are only in it for the power," Lofn pointed out, "as long as we're helping them get it, they really don't care who or what we are." 
 
    "What about the ones who aren't like that?" 
 
    "You mean the honest ones?" Olivia asked with a grin. 
 
    "Umm…" 
 
    Dan watched as they started to laugh, loudly. 
 
    "So I take it there aren't any?" he asked, trying not to blush when they finally settled down. 
 
    "Oh, there are a few, I'm sure. But not in this town!" Wrath said, snickering. 
 
    "You have to understand, Daniel," Lofn said, "to get to the state level of politics takes a lot of wheeling and dealing. Which invariably means corruption. Oh, they may not see it as that, 'it's all for the greater good'," Lofn said making air quotes with her fingers again. "But regardless of how they may think of themselves, they'll do whatever it takes to gain the power, and the money, necessary to run for office and live as they feel entitled to live.  
 
    "Honest people can't compete with that, because the voters prefer to be ruled by the corrupt and the criminal, rather than the honest." 
 
    Dan shook his head and sighed. "Looking at this town and remembering the things my fath…my stepfather used to say, I don't think I can argue with you on that." 
 
    "How are you feeling?" Wrath suddenly asked, looking him over. 
 
    "Um…" He took a moment to shift around in his seat, wincing a little bit as he worked his leg. "My hip still hurts; I'm not too sure about my side. My arm…" He worked it and winced again at the pain from his shoulder. "Is still sore, too." 
 
    "I think we should each feed him some more of our blood tonight," Lofn said. 
 
    "Oh, I like the sound of that!" Fawn said with a grin. 
 
    "Come on, let's go out to the van and get going," Wrath said, getting up. "You can pay the bill, Fawn." 
 
    "You know, now that we got rid of the curse, we really should look for a place to live," Aella said. 
 
    "We could buy Dan's old house. I'm pretty sure it's still on the market," Wrath suggested. 
 
    "I'd rather not go back there," Dan said wincing a little as Wrath helped him out of his seat. "I wouldn't mind going back to Granite Bay, but if we're going to live in the city, I really don't want it to be a place with bad memories." 
 
    The others nodded, and Wrath helped him walk out to the van as Fawn and Olivia went to settle up the bill.  
 
    "You sure you're okay?" Wrath asked. 
 
    Dan smiled and leaned into her a bit. "I'm definitely better than I was last night, and now at least I'm not hungry. But," he yawned, "I am tired. So I wouldn't mind a nap." 
 
    "Well, it'll take us at least an hour to get to Treasure Island this time of day. So you might as well sack out in the back on the floor." 
 
    "Just wake me when we get there." 
 
    "You know, we're not leashed to you anymore," Aella replied. 
 
    "That's what you think!" Dan said with a grin and then winked at her when she blushed. 
 
    "Ah, I think I'll drive…" Aella said quickly and went around to the other side of the van as Wrath snickered. 
 
      
 
    "We're here," Aella said as they pulled up in front of one of the older-looking, but well cared for townhouses. 
 
    "Time to wake up, Dan," Fawn said, shaking him awake. 
 
    "Hmm?" he said, looking around and lifting his head out of her lap. He was pretty sure when he'd fallen asleep his head had been in Wrath's lap. He wondered if they'd taken turns as he slept? He found he liked that idea. Sitting up, he gave Fawn a kiss, and then stretched as Olivia and Wrath took turns kissing him, while Aella and Lofn looked back from the front seats. Moving carefully, he made his way to the front of the van and kissed each of them, as well. 
 
    "Gotta keep you all happy," he said with a grin after he'd finished with Aella. 
 
    "I think it's gonna take a lot more than a kiss to keep me happy!" Aella growled. 
 
    "Well, now, that all depends on placement, don't you agree?" he teased, and the hungry look on her face made him wonder if he might end up going down on her right there and then. 
 
    "Don't tease," she growled. 
 
    "I guess I better hurry up and heal," he said with a smile. 
 
    "Let's get going before we put him back into a coma," Lofn grumbled and opened her door, as Wrath got the side door, and they all piled out.  
 
    "I was thinking she'd have a shop of some kind," Fawn said as they walked up to the door. 
 
    "She did. But they've been renovating around here for years now. I'm just glad her home hasn't moved," Aella said as they walked up to the door, and Wrath knocked on it. 
 
    "Come in, Wrath," a voice that reminded Dan of his own grandmother called out. 
 
    "I guess she really is possessed of special powers if she knows we're here," he joked, and the others sighed as Aella pointed to the camera hidden in the eaves above the doorway. 
 
    Dan looked at it and laughed. "Okay, I like her already, and I haven't even met her." 
 
    Wrath opened the door and led them in. The room wasn't exactly dark—the window shades were all open and there was light enough coming in from outside—but none of the lights were on, and it was more like sitting in the shade, if he had to compare it to something.  
 
    The room was decorated heavily. There were tables of all sorts set all over the room, and if they were in any kind of order, Dan couldn't discern what it was. All the tables had things on them, as well as  dozens of shelves that lined the walls. Yet it didn't feel crammed or cramped. Just…busy. There were two small but comfortable chairs in the room, which were set across from a comfortable looking overstuffed chair in which an old woman with long white hair sat. In her hands was a large Samsung tablet, on which he had a sneaking feeling she'd been playing something like 'Bejeweled'. 
 
    "I see you finally got free of that wizard in Sacramento," Madura said, looking up at Wrath. "I take it the rest of you…?" she asked as she waved with a free hand at the others. 
 
    "Yes," Wrath nodded, and then sighed. "We let our greed get the better of us, before you rub it in." 
 
    Madura laughed. That surprised him, he thought 'old crones' were supposed to cackle, but the sound of it set him at ease. Obviously the myths and stories were pretty much just that, myths and stories. 
 
    "Not what you expected, am I, boy?" she asked, looking over at him. 
 
    "Nope, not at all," he admitted. "But then, neither are they," he said with a nod of his head towards the girls. 
 
    Madura laughed again. "What have you girls been giving this poor boy to make him think such a thing?" she asked, looking at the others, then turned back to Dan. "Trust me, young man, I can be everything the stories say." 
 
    Dan grinned at her. "I'm sure you can, but you're not, really. That'd be acting to put idiots like me in our place when we step out of line. Oh, my girls here can be tough, and they're all dangerous, but I love 'em all the same." 
 
    "Oh, your girls?" Madura said and looked over at the others. "And why don't you sit before you fall over," she said, motioning towards one of the two chairs. 
 
    "So Wrath, Aella, what have you and your friends been doing to this sweet young man?" 
 
    Aella grinned. "What haven't we been doing is more like it!" 
 
    "It's no wonder the poor boy can barely stand!"  
 
    "That wasn't them. I got shot. More than once," he admitted. "By the way, I'm Daniel and the other three are Olivia, Fawn, and Lofn." 
 
    Madura smiled at him. "What brings you here, Daniel?" 
 
    "We want to buy some armor," Wrath said. 
 
    Madura raised a hand to Wrath. "I want to hear him say it." 
 
    Wrath nodded and held her tongue.  
 
    "That's part of it," Daniel said. "But the truth is, I'm dying. I'm half-demon, half-human, and I've got blood from all of them in me, and if we don't figure out something soon…" He shrugged. 
 
    "You don't sound that worried, for a young man with possibly only days left to live," she said, giving him a piercing look as she leaned forward in her chair. 
 
    He gave her a weak smile. "It's been one hell of a rollercoaster for the last few months, and I've been dying the entire time. I guess the idea of my impending death has lost its shock value. Don't get me wrong, I want to live very much." Dan looked at the girls and the smile on his face grew. "Because damn if I haven't found five very good reasons to." 
 
    "He was cursed when I met him, Madura," Wrath said, "and my curse got tangled up in his." 
 
    "From the looks of things, I take it this curse has been broken?" she asked. 
 
    They nodded in response.  
 
    "Well. Hmm. So what kind of armor are you looking for?" she asked, abruptly changing the subject. 
 
    Wrath went over the list of what Lofn, Olivia, and Fawn wanted, and then what she was looking for, for Dan. 
 
    "Ah, could you get that box down from the top of that shelf?" she asked, pointing to one of the shelving units on the far wall. 
 
    Dan watched, curious, as Madura removed a number of torques from the box, examined them, and then distributed them to Olivia and Fawn. She explained how they worked, and he watched as each of the girls tried one on and activated it. Each went through several until they found ones they were comfortable with. Olivia ended up with something much like what Aella had, while Fawn ended up with a variation of the manacle Wrath wore. The big difference being the small target shield-like disk affixed to the back of her hand that apparently had a razor-sharp edge. 
 
    "Now put this back, and get me that one over there," Madura directed, and this time a much larger box came down.  
 
    Opening it up, she pulled out what looked like a duster and passed it over to Dan. 
 
    "Try that on, Daniel." 
 
    Standing up, he did just that. Surprisingly, it was a lot lighter than a normal duster, and felt cooler as well. 
 
    "Wow, this is nice," he said, looking it over. 
 
    "It's spell-resistant, as well as bulletproof, and resistant to magical weapons." Madura laughed then. "I think the bulletproof part is the one you need the most right now, young man." 
 
    Dan blushed and nodded. "Thank you, Madura." 
 
    "Oh, don't thank me, you haven't gotten the bill yet!" she said and laughed again. "Now, get me that box over there, and I think we'll have something for your Lofn there." 
 
    Aella got the box indicated and moved to set it down in front of Madura. 
 
    "No, give it directly to her. I can't touch it." Madura said, and Dan noticed the look of confusion on everyone's face. Except for Lofn, who suddenly looked worried. 
 
    "Umm," she said, taking the box, and when she looked inside, Dan was surprised to see her turn white. 
 
    "I can't take this!" 
 
    "Why not? It's yours." 
 
    "But this was what I wore when I…" 
 
    "When you were a different person. Daniel, take it out of the box and put it on her." 
 
    Getting out of his seat, he walked over, looked into the box, and saw what looked like a pile of silk. As he reached into the box, Lofn grabbed his arm and stopped him. 
 
    "No, don't." 
 
    "Why not?" 
 
    "It's…it might hurt you." 
 
    "Not if he loves you, it won't," Madura said.  
 
    Patting her hand with his, he looked at her and smiled, then reached into the box, took hold of the fabric, and pulled it out. It was like gossamer, the color a neutral light gray, and taking it in both hands, he shook it out. What he ended up holding looked not unlike a cat-suit, in that it was shaped to cover the entirety of a woman's body. There were even slits in the back for wings, though how one put it on was a mystery. 
 
    Looking up at Lofn, he saw the look in her eyes was one of complete and utter disbelief. Stepping up to her, he put his arms around her and hugged her as close as he could without hurting himself. 
 
    "You didn't think I loved you, did you?" he whispered in her ear. 
 
    "It's only been a few days…how could you…?" she whispered back. 
 
    "Because the others do? Because you're somebody worth loving?" 
 
    "But my past!" 
 
    "Don't make me get a baboon out here to hit you on the head with a stick," he warned. 
 
    "What in the hell are you talking about?" she asked, scowling. 
 
    Dan grinned. "The past is the past. You're not that person anymore. Now how about putting this on? 'Cause I'm quite curious how you wear something like this." 
 
    "I, I can't." 
 
    "Lofn?" 
 
    "Yes?" 
 
    "You're my woman now, and I want to see you wearing it," Dan teased with a playful growl. 
 
    "Oh, I'm your woman now, am I?" she asked, looking up into his eyes. 
 
    "I don't hear you denying it." 
 
    "Umm…" She blushed again. "I'll have to strip." 
 
    "I promise to behave," he said with a grin and kissed her. 
 
    "What is it?" Fawn asked. 
 
    "It's dragon skin," Wrath said, answering her question. "I've only seen it once before in my life." 
 
    "I thought dragon skin was made out of scales?" 
 
    "It is." 
 
    "But those don't look like scales!" 
 
    "How many dragons have you met?" Madura asked, looking over at Fawn. 
 
    "Um, fair point," Fawn said and blushed. 
 
    For his part, Daniel watched as Lofn stripped and did his best to quell the desire he was feeling. Because not only would it hurt, but it'd be pretty damn embarrassing to misbehave in front of Madura, he was sure. 
 
    As he watched, she put both feet in what he assumed was the opening for the face, and then dancing back and forth side to side on her feet, she quickly pulled it up. She only stumbled once, and he immediately grabbed hold of her shoulders as she blushed, but that was the only misstep. It took less than a minute until she had it on completely, and as he watched, the skin went from a light gray color to a series of other colors, one after the other, until it finally matched her skin tone. 
 
    Reaching out again, he ran his hand up her side, and then caressed one of her full breasts, causing her to shiver a little and sigh. It felt almost the same as her flesh, just not as cool. 
 
    "I take it this is the good stuff, then?" Dan asked, looking back at Madura, who was smiling. 
 
    "Yes, it's impervious to almost everything. Only a very special weapon can penetrate it. Fortunately, it's very hard to come by, as you have to be there when a young dragon of just the right size is shedding its skin.  
 
    "Then, of course, you have to convince it to give it to you." 
 
    "I'm sure there's an interesting story there," Dan said, and then putting his hands around Lofn, he gave her another hug. "And you don't have to tell it to me. Or any of the others," he said, looking over her shoulder at Fawn, who was pouting. 
 
    "So, what do we owe you?" Wrath asked Madura. 
 
    "If any of you should bear a female child with white hair, you'll name her after me, and let her be raised as a wise woman, should she show the aptitude." 
 
    "That's it?" Fawn said, looking surprised. 
 
    "And a quarter of a million dollars," Madura added, and then laughed. 
 
    "That much?" 
 
    "Child, it takes a lot in bribes to get the city to continue to let me live here and look the other way when some of my less reputable customers come calling." 
 
    "Pay the lady, Fawn," Dan said. "Then let's go see about some lunch, I'm starving." 
 
    "Fine!" Fawn said and lightly stamped a hoofed foot as she pulled out her phone. "Just tell me where to send the money." 
 
    Dan helped Lofn, who was acting very subdued, almost embarrassed, as she got dressed. 
 
    "Any last words of advice?" Wrath asked as Aella opened the door and they got ready to leave. 
 
    "What were the last words your father said to you when you left?" 
 
    "Don't ever bother me again," Wrath said with a growl. 
 
    "And?" Madura prompted with a smile. 
 
    Wrath sighed. "Unless it's important." 
 
    "I guess you need to decide if this is important or not then, don't you?" 
 
    Wrath growled something under her breath and stormed out the door. Dan stopped, and just before he closed it, he looked back at Madura. 
 
    "She doesn't like her father, does she?" 
 
    "Oh no, she likes him. She's just afraid of him," Madura said with a smile. 
 
    Dan waited a moment, but when nothing further was forthcoming, he gave a little wave goodbye and then closed the door behind him. Walking back to the van, he found a grumbly Wrath walking back and forth. 
 
    "How does she do that, anyway?" Fawn asked. 
 
    "Knowing her, she's talked to him," Wrath growled. 
 
    Dan shook his head and smiled. "Let's head back to Walmart. Aella, you can sit in the back with me, I do believe I promised you something of a properly placed kiss?" he said with a smile. 
 
    "I'll drive," Wrath grumbled. "I think I'm in the perfect mood right now to deal with California drivers." 
 
    He shook his head and led Aella into the back of the van, which now had several blankets spread out from his nap during the trip.  
 
    Sitting down, he smiled at her as she shimmied out of her skirt and then sat down beside him with a soft purr. Leaning over, he kissed her, taking a few minutes to make sure he did it right as he pushed her back, slowly, until she was lying on the floor. 
 
    "I was hoping for a little better placement," she said with a smile. 
 
    "Oh, trust me, I know exactly what you want," he said, smiling back as he ran his hand down her body and cupped her now exposed sex. Sliding down her body, he paused just long enough to give her belly button a quick tease, before settling down between her legs, which were now pulled back as she rested her ankles on his shoulders. He took a deep breath, enjoying her musk, which once again reminded him of cookies and cream.  
 
    He had such delicious women! 
 
    Grabbing that tight ass of hers with both hands, he lowered his head and went to work. He started off slow; he knew she liked it that way, because she hadn't hesitated to teach him what she liked when he'd asked her to. Once again he was ready to prove what an apt student he was. 
 
    Besides, she tasted good. Why wouldn't he want to go down on her? Obviously some folks just didn't know what they were missing. 
 
    When he moved from slow licks to sucking and gently using his teeth on her nub, her hands grabbed at his hair. She tried to pull him back at first, but he grabbed her ass tighter and pulled her harder into his open mouth.  
 
    When he finally parted her lips with his tongue, he felt the pads of her tentacles on his back, urging him on, along with her hands intertwined in his hair. He was surprised when she came on his tongue not long after that, so he decided to see what else he could get her to do, and added several fingers to his teasing and stroking and penetration of her depths.  
 
    She got so loud at this point that one of the other girls tossed a pillow back at her and Wrath turned the radio up.  
 
    When her ass started bouncing on the floor beneath his mouth, he stopped using his fingers and instead reached around, grabbed the two tentacles that were now shivering almost as much as she was, gripping them like a set of reins, and pulled them towards him, causing her to arch her back and let out a truly lovely scream as she came once again. 
 
    As he looked up at her, the expression on her face when she came down from that one made it quite clear what she wanted next, and she grabbed his arms with both her hands and her tentacles and dragged him up to cover her body. Her fingers made quick work of his pants, and then she pushed them down, guided him inside her, and wrapped her entire being around him—arms, legs, tentacles, and tail.  
 
    He was already hard before she'd dragged him up, and he was more than ready, willing, and able to screw her brains out, and he immediately set to doing just that. She was his, his woman, his mate, and damn if he wasn't going to give her everything she wanted, because he wanted it, too. She was his pretty little kitty displacer beast, and she belonged to him. 
 
    Aella came again under him as the thoughts went through his head, and the only reason he wasn't bucked off of her was how tightly they were clinging to each other at this point. He redoubled his efforts, he was going to make her his, he was going to mark her, and he was going to fill her with his seed. That was about all he could think about, as he forgot about his own pain and concentrated on the only thing that mattered right now: Aella. 
 
    They were both panting heavily, and Aella was alternating between growls, moans, and purrs as he bounced her ass off the floor of the van. When he finally started to climb towards his own release, he lowered his head and grabbing her shoulder between his teeth, he bit down as he came, her blood flowing into his mouth as his essence flowed into her womb.  
 
    He felt it as she bit him, taking his blood as well, but instead of hurting, it spurred his orgasm on, letting him spend even more of himself inside her, until he finally collapsed on top of her, a panting, sweaty, but very happy mess. 
 
    'You're mine, just like Wrath, just like the others. You're mine,' he thought as loudly as he could while catching his breath. 
 
    "I've always been yours, I just didn't know it," she whispered back in his ear. 
 
    "Damn, I'm horny," Fawn said with a grin. 
 
    "Didn't a certain healer say something about waiting a few days?" Lofn said with a sigh as she rolled her eyes up to look at the ceiling of the van. 
 
    "Yeah, but she doesn't know our Dan. Now does she?" 
 
    "She has a point, you know," Wrath said with a laugh from the driver's seat. 
 
    "She always does," Lofn admitted with a shake of her head.  
 
    Dan smiled, kissed Aella, and gave her another hug. Rolling over onto their sides, his left and her right, he took the pressure off the wounds that were reminding him that he had, in fact, been shot yesterday, and gave Aella another kiss. 
 
    "It was worth it," he muttered to Aella, as well as the others. "All of you are worth it. 
 
    "Wake me when we get back to Walmart." 
 
    "And that's another thing," Olivia said. "We need a home. A real home." 
 
    "After we get Dan fix…err, get Dan healed," Wrath corrected. "We'll find us a home, I promise." 
 
    "Just make sure it's big and has someplace I can go running," Olivia said. 
 
    "Got it." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Hard Choices 
 
      
 
      
 
    "So that's two people who've dropped hints that we need to see your dad," Dan said to Wrath as they climbed up into the Walmart hideout. 
 
    "Madura wasn't dropping hints," Fawn said with a loud snicker. "She was making it pretty damn clear." 
 
    "I know, I know," Wrath grumbled. 
 
    "Where is he, anyway?" Dan asked. 
 
    "He lives on the plane I came here from; it's pretty much the home of the felish race." 
 
    "Oh? How hard is it to get to?" 
 
    "It's not safe," Wrath growled. 
 
    "More like she's afraid of what her dad might do to you, I'd guess," Aella said. 
 
    "Oh? Why?" Dan asked, looking over at Aella. 
 
    "Wrath's father can be pretty nasty. He's got something of a reputation." 
 
    Dan grinned. "Well, that would kinda figure, I mean you wouldn't end up with a tough, sexy woman like Wrath here being raised by some wimp, now would you?" 
 
    "It's not funny, Daniel," Wrath growled. "My father could kill you! By the Twenty-Nine, I'm sure he'll try at least once!" 
 
    "Why would he do that?" 
 
    "Because he's a violent, mean bastard! That's why!" Wrath said, turning to face him. 
 
    "Yeah, but you still love him, don't you?" he said with a smile. Taking two steps forward, he closed the distance between them. 
 
    Wrath frowned at that, but didn't respond. 
 
    "Look, I honestly want to meet your father. Actually, I think I'd like to meet all your parents—well, maybe not Lofn's; I don't know if I could handle seeing cute baby pictures of her." 
 
    Lofn rolled her eyes as several of the others giggled at that. 
 
    "But, Wrath? Love? We got lucky in breaking the curse; it was easier than we'd expected. So it only stands to reason that we're not going to get lucky in healing me. It's going to be hard, it's going to be risky, and we don't really have the time to find someone else when we've been told your father can help us." 
 
    "But what if he won't?" she growled. 
 
    "Well, my sister always used to cry when she didn't get her way. Worked wonders on my stepfather." 
 
    "I don't think crying will work." Wrath huffed. 
 
    "Maybe if you all cried, then? Five bawling women?" Dan grinned and winked. "I mean, that right there should scare the hell out of any guy, human or demon! I don't care how powerful you might be." 
 
    Putting his arms around her, he kissed her, and leaned into her as he held her. He was still hurting from his wounds, and the climb up the ladder had tired him. But he wasn't going to lie down just yet. He could tell she was really worried about this. 
 
    Sighing, Wrath dragged him over to the bed and pushed him down on it.  
 
    "I know you well enough now that I can tell when you're tired and hurting. Get some rest." 
 
    "I want to do this, Wrath," he told her. "I really don't want to die, for all that I've begun to accept the possibility." He smiled at her. "Look, whatever it takes, it'll be worth it, because I'll have all of you on the other side once we're done." Reaching up quickly, he grabbed her horns, dragged her head down to his, and kissed her with a sudden burst of strength that surprised her. 
 
    "Don't forget, we still gotta kill Weson to pay him back for his crimes," he whispered in her ear just before he released her.  
 
    "You don't know what you're asking to get into," Wrath warned him. 
 
    Dan laughed. "Woman, since when has not asking kept me safe? I didn't ask for you, or the others, or any of this," he said with a weak wave of his hand. "Yet I'm still happy I got it. We'll get through this, trust me." 
 
    Wrath frowned at him as he smiled, then closed his eyes and fell asleep. 
 
    "I get 'im next," Fawn said with a grin. "You two will wear him out," she said, looking over at Olivia and Lofn, who just smiled and shook their heads. 
 
    Wrath turned and frowned at Fawn, who giggled back at her. 
 
    "He's right, you know," Aella said, coming over and giving Wrath a hug. "Two different people have told us your father's who we need to see next. So we need to see him." 
 
    Wrath sighed heavily and leaned into Aella. "I'm just worried. He's never been to any of the demon realms, he's still weak, and he's all but dying. My father's a brutal and vicious male. He earned his reputation. Hell, if anything, he may be worse." 
 
    "When was the last time you saw him?" Fawn asked. 
 
    "When he gave me my new name and threw my ass out of his house." Wrath sighed. "I snuck back in to get my stuff and stole this sword from him." 
 
    "Why'd he throw you out?" 
 
    "Because he said it was time for me to live my own life, and he had a new girlfriend he was trying to knock up," she grumbled. 
 
    "Huh?" 
 
    "My father has a lot of girlfriends. Felish women are attracted to him like moths to the flame. And just like he did with my mom, he knocks 'em up and lets them raise one of his cubs. But not with him, of course, that would get in the way of his next conquest. Mom said she got the boot when I was about three months old." 
 
    "Wow, that musta sucked." 
 
    Wrath snorted. "Knowing my mother, she's probably back with him and working on number two." 
 
    "Why in the Twenty-Nine would she do that?" Fawn asked in complete disbelief. 
 
    "Because it's like the ultimate status symbol?" Wrath said and shook her head. "I have dozens of half-brothers and -sisters, and I can't recall a morning when there wasn't some female sharing his bed." 
 
    "Really?" 
 
    "Yup, and I had to make him and whoever he'd spent the night with breakfast every morning. I was like the maid to him. Sure, he taught me all about fighting and curses, but the price was being at his beck and call the entire time," Wrath finished with a growl. 
 
    "Ah, so you hate him, then!" 
 
    Wrath suddenly looked embarrassed. "Hate him? If he wasn't my own father, I think I would have warmed his bed myself! The males who aren't terrified of him sure as hell respect him! You mess with one of his, you end up very dead, very quickly—and yes, I got to see that once." Wrath all but shivered. "All the male felish in the area wouldn't even talk to me after that. After he threw me out, just finding out who my father was shut down all the guys out there, not just the felish! The few who tried to stand up to me? Yeah, they didn't last long; my father trained me too well." 
 
    "But Dan stood up to you, didn't he?" 
 
    "Stood up to me and got the better of me. He had me, and he knew it, and instead of trying to kill me, he made his play for me. And I know that no matter how much I try to warn him, or how much I try to prove to him that this is a bad idea, he's going to press me to do it." 
 
    "Because he doesn't think your father is that bad?" Olivia interjected. 
 
    Aella laughed as Lofn snickered. 
 
    "No, he'll believe it," Wrath grumbled. "He just won't care. Haven't you noticed?" 
 
    "Noticed what?" 
 
    "Dan doesn't know fear," Aella said. "It's like he's incapable of it. Maybe the curse, or Wrath here knocked it out of him. Maybe he's always been that way. But the boy isn't afraid. He worries, he has concerns, but apparently the fates of the Twenty-Nine forgot to give the boy fear. It's just not in him." 
 
    Wrath nodded towards Aella, who was still standing next to her. 
 
    "If anybody's going to get into it with my dad, it's going to be Dan, and that's what worries me." 
 
    They all pondered that a moment, no one wanting to say anything, until Lofn finally spoke up. 
 
    "If we don't do something, he's going to die. That's guaranteed," she said, looking at the others. "This really is our only chance, and let's be honest with ourselves, Daniel has handled each of us like a pro. All while we could read his mind and knew his true motives, mind you. So I think we have to ask the fates and spirits of the Twenty-Nine to watch over him, impress upon him that he needs to understand who he's dealing with, and then put our trust in him. 
 
    "We have no other choice." 
 
    "And that's why I'm worried," Wrath said. 
 
    "You know, during times like this, there really is only one solution," Aella said. 
 
    "And that is?" 
 
    "Let's get drunk and trash a bar." 
 
    Wrath shook her head, but she was grinning all the same. "Yeah, let's." 
 
      
 
    Dan stretched and yawned, then sat up in bed and looked around. Fawn saw him awake and immediately came dancing over to help him out of his clothes. 
 
    "Where is everybody?" he asked. 
 
    "Wrath and Aella are getting drunk and raising hell. Olivia and Lofn are picking up her new war hammer and some stuff for our trip tomorrow." 
 
    "Why are they raising hell?" Dan asked as Fawn got down on her knees while she unbuckled his pants and pulled them down. 
 
    "'Cause Wrath is really worried about you meeting her dad," Fawn said as she worked his pants off past his feet. "While I've never heard of him, Lofn and Aella have, and apparently he's something of a major league badass, and she's afraid you and he…" 
 
    Dan had been watching her, looking down her low-cut top, and seeing those luscious, yet modest tits of hers never failed to elicit a response. Not that he hadn't already been hard when he'd woken up. Reaching down, he grabbed her horns, and stopped her talking by sticking his shaft in her mouth. 
 
    Fawn didn't miss a beat, immediately sucking on his cock and moving her head up and down as her tongue went to work on him. He took stock of his own condition before the feelings of pleasure from her giving him head overrode everything else. His side still ached, though breathing wasn't really painful anymore. His hip was still quite sore, but his shoulder barely hurt at all.  
 
    Leaning back a little, he relaxed and held onto Fawn's horns as she got down to business, one of her hands circling the base of his shaft and moving in counterpoint to her bobbing head as the other one teased at his sack. He didn't try to hold back, he didn't try to prolong anything, this was just him taking his pleasure, and he wallowed in it until he was suddenly there, pulling her head tight against his groin as he hilted in her mouth, and he shivered and came as she quickly swallowed all he had to offer. 
 
    Of course she didn't stop once he had; instead, she teased him a bit longer, making him gasp, but definitely helping to recharge his flagging erection. He let her do that for a little while, then pulled her up by her horns until her head was even with his. Letting go of her horns, he grabbed the hem of her shirt and pulled it up over her head.  
 
    Her panties, he noticed, were already gone. 
 
    Putting a hand behind her, just above her back, he scooted further back onto the bed, pulling her along with him, drawing her body out to lie on top of his. 
 
    "You're such a light little thing," he whispered, and then kissed her again, enjoying the scent of mint and fresh-cut grass she always seemed to give off. "How about another dance, my sexy little ballerina?" 
 
    Fawn giggled and, putting her hand on his chest, she gently pushed him back down as she drew her knees up to either side of him, then straddled his crotch, and she began to rub the now damp lips of her sex slowly up and down his erection. 
 
    "I think I know a dance you'll like," she said and, giggling once again, she reached down between her legs, grabbed him at the root, and slowly moved side to side as she rubbed the head over her entrance, letting her juices join the saliva she'd recently left there. After a moment she raised up and slotted his tip inside her, and then slowly settled down, taking him an inch at a time while she worked her hips forward and back like a belly dancer. 
 
    Dan put his hands on her legs, and then slowly stroked them up and down her sides, letting his thumbs flick over her erect nipples each time they reached the top as he looked into her eyes and thought how lucky he was to have her. A thought that was immediately followed by the more possessive realization that he was never going to give her up, either. 
 
    She was his, and he was damn sure going to keep her! 
 
    She shivered on him, then, and he suddenly realized she'd come! 
 
    "I can read your mind while we're screwing," she said, panting a little. "Just like the others. Oh, by the god of the pastures, make me yours, Daniel, make me yours until the end!" 
 
    Reaching up, he grabbed her shoulders and pulled her down until he was kissing her, then he rolled them over, pinned her to the bed with his body, reached down, and one at a time he brought her legs up until they were over his shoulders, bending his flexible little 'sheep-girl' in half before grabbing her horns again and pinning her head to the bed. He kissed her as he worked his hips as hard as he could.  
 
    He felt a few twinges of pain, but that didn't matter. What mattered right now was claiming what was his. There was no curse, no oath, no magic, nothing influencing this other than the raw need he was feeling inside her. She crossed her ankles behind his neck and dug her fingernails into his ass as she helped pull him back into her each time he pulled out. 
 
    "Mine, you're all mine," he panted as he stared into her eyes, and she went off yet again beneath him. He could feel his own orgasm building again, along with his need to claim her and make her his. So tiny, yet so strong, so graceful, so smart, and so beautiful, and his, all his.  
 
    He felt it then as it came upon him, and he could see her love for him in her eyes as he lost it and hit his peak, coming inside her. Lowering his head, he bit her on the shoulder, his canines easily piercing her skin, and he tasted her blood in his mouth.  
 
    When he felt the sting of her biting him, it kicked his orgasm into overdrive, and he clung to her as tightly as she did him, trying to make themselves one as they spiraled off into bliss.  
 
    They spent several minutes lying there, panting, as he emptied himself into her, and then they cuddled and caught their breath. 
 
    "Are you okay?" she asked softly and then kissed the small bite wound she'd left on him. 
 
    "I'm fiiiiine," he said in a low voice as he kissed his way down her body, letting her legs unbend a little. 
 
    "Umm, you sure?" 
 
    He stopped as he got to her breast and gave it a nip, making her shiver. "How come you never got these pierced?" 
 
    "What are you doing?" she asked, bringing her hands up to run her fingers through her hair. 
 
    "Starting round two, of course!" He laughed and teased the nipple he'd just nipped. 
 
    "I wasn't sure it would look good on me," she said, and then gasped as he moved to her other nipple and gave that one a nip. 
 
    "It'd look great on you," he said, and then went back to licking, nibbling, sucking, and massaging her tits. 
 
    "Guess I know what I'm getting pierced next." Fawn sighed and relaxed back onto the bed as her mate made love to her. Like Wrath, she was a little worried what her own sire might think, should he ever meet Dan. Then again, if Dan managed Wrath's father after all she'd heard about him, she had no doubts that Dan would put her own father in his place, when and if push came to shove. 
 
      
 
    Dan was sitting at the table, nude, finishing up the food Fawn had run down to the store and gotten for him earlier while he was sleeping. For all that he was still sore, he felt good. He didn't know if it was the sex or their blood, but whatever it was, it had definitely put him in a much more positive frame of mind. It was hard to believe he'd been shot yesterday morning, even with the healing he'd gotten. He wondered if, once they'd gotten him 'cured', he'd be able to ignore wounds like they did?  
 
    It was a curious question, to which he'd hoped the answer was 'yes'. Getting shot sucked, and the healing wasn't much fun, either. Still, dreams aside, it was becoming more and more obvious to him that he wasn't really human, or at least not fully human, anymore. He should be lying in an intensive care unit right now, or perhaps even a morgue.  
 
    "Hey, how are you feeling?" Olivia said as she and Lofn climbed up into the room. 
 
    "Pretty good, if you ask me!" Fawn giggled. 
 
    Olivia sniffed the air, and then gave him a hungry look he recognized immediately. 
 
    "I thought the healer said to 'wait a few days'?" Lofn said, giving Fawn an accusatory look. 
 
    "Oh, like Wrath and Aella already have?" 
 
    Dan ignored their continued banter as he got up and walked over to Olivia, whose eyes widened as he got closer. 
 
    "Time to make you mine again, Puppy," he said with a smile. 
 
    This time she didn't even bitch. She just dropped the suspiciously wrapped package she was carrying on the floor and ripped her shirt off as he came over and wrapped his arms around her. He kissed her long and hard, one of his hands sliding up her back to grab her hair and give it a playful tug.  
 
    Her own hands were busy with the jeans she was wearing as she undid them and pushed them down, kicking them off her legs, as he slowly walked backwards toward the messy bed, dragging her along with him. Fawn had confided in her that she had every intention of joining with him, like Wrath had this morning, and Aella had in the van on their way back this afternoon.  
 
    She'd never really wanted a male, much less a human one, this much before. But then, she'd never had any male not only risk his life for her, but dominate her so easily. Then there was what she'd seen in his mind all those times before, and she wanted to get him in bed to see what, if anything, had changed. Just like the others, she wanted to know that he was still theirs.  
 
    And if she was still his, as well. 
 
    Dan pulled her down beside him on the bed and, breaking the kiss, he slowly worked his way down her body with his kisses, licks, and nips. She put her hands on his head as he worked his way down her length slowly, giving a little push every now and again. He didn't seem to be in any rush, but she knew what she wanted, and she was getting hotter by the minute as he stopped to play with her breasts, covering them with little bites and kisses until her nipples felt stiff enough to cut glass. 
 
    When he paused at her belly button, she almost growled at him, and pushed harder, but he wasn't going to be budged, and all his tongue did there was make her so much more excited. 
 
    When he finally got to her sex, he looked up at her as he blew lightly over her nether lips, which were soaked at this point. Then slowly, oh, so slowly, he drew his tongue up over them. First on her left, then on her right. Slowly, teasingly, not in any rush at all. She pulled her legs back and folded her knees up by her chest as she tried to push him down or lift herself up, but he had a firm hold on her hips at this point, and he wasn't letting her have any control over this at all, as he slowly licked left, then right, then left again. 
 
    Until suddenly he parted her lips with his tongue and dove all the way in, moving his hands around to let his thumbs tease at her nub. 
 
    It was so sudden and so unexpected that she gasped and moaned, arching her back as she came on his tongue, shivering and moaning as he teased her through her orgasm and hungrily lapped up all her juices as she fed them to him.  
 
    By the time he slowed down and stopped his teasing, she was a panting, sweating mess, and she only wanted one thing: him, inside her. 
 
    "Roll over, Puppy," he said, letting go of her, and Olivia was on her hands and knees in an instant. She immediately felt one of his knees spreading her legs for him as he grabbed her tail and pulled her back towards him. As he settled between her now spread legs, she oofed as he dropped his weight onto her and plunged to the hilt in one hard thrust, driving the air from her lungs. 
 
    His hands came around her as he let her carry his weight on her back and immediately mauled and pulled at her chest, pinching her nipples, followed a moment later by pulling out of her and then thrusting in again. He set a hard and brutal pace, his head collapsing onto her right shoulder, his hot breath blowing over her ear, causing it to flick as he panted like a steam engine. 
 
    She felt his mind open up to her and could see his thoughts, and what she saw thrilled her to the core. He was going to make her his, just like he had before, only this time no one could blame it on anything but his raw lust and desire for her, his complete drive to take her, dominate her, make her his, and never let her go. She was his by right of conquest, be it divine or demonic, and she heard his voice then as he whispered those very things into her ear. 
 
    "You're my bitch, Olivia, you're mine. Just like Wrath, Aella, Fawn, and Lofn. You belong to me! I love you. I've always loved you. I'll always love you. Now wag that sexy little tail and bow your head to your mate!" 
 
    She shivered and tilted her head to the side, exposing the side of her neck to him. The willingness of her submission almost a surprise to even herself, but she'd known from the moment he'd taken her neck in his jaws the first time there was something different about this one. He'd proven it after she'd taken the oath, but oaths were tricky things, and you could never be sure. 
 
    Well, now she was. 
 
    Dan lowered his head, took her neck between his teeth, and got a firm grip, causing her to moan loudly beneath him. She lost all track of time as he held her beneath him, his hard thrusting sending such amazing and wonderful feelings through her body. It had never been like this for her before, but then it had never been someone who was so committed to her before, either. Each thrust set off a tiny explosion in her loins, and each thrust fed the big one that was growing inside her belly just a little bit more. When one of his hands slipped down to tease her clit, her hips bucked back against him as that approaching explosion grew even faster.  
 
    She needed it, and she needed him. 
 
    "Fill me, my love," she moaned out loud, voicing her need. "Make me yours!"  
 
    Dan bit down, driving his canines through the skin at the base of her neck, setting off a chain reaction in Olivia's body. She tipped over into orgasmic bliss, her insides suddenly gripping his shaft tightly and milking at it as her arms collapsed and she bit him on the bicep, enjoying the taste of his blood. 
 
    Dan was unable to hold off any longer, as the squeezing on his shaft drove him over the edge, and burying himself inside her, he kept her pinned beneath him, and emptied himself deep inside her, the taste of her blood on his tongue as the wonderful scent of frankincense filled his head. 
 
    Olivia was in bliss. She had her mate, she had her pack, she had everything she'd been told she'd never get, because she was too headstrong and spent too much time focused on singing and music. There wasn't a male who'd want her if she wasn't going to focus on him first, and suddenly, suddenly she had the strong arms of a man around her who would never demand such a thing from her, yet she knew she was going to give it to him anyway. 
 
    When Dan released her neck and licked at the small puncture wounds, she did the same to his arm. He rolled over onto his side, then, pulling her with him and burying his nose in her hair, he took a long, deep breath, filling his senses with the scent of her, a very cerberus-like thing to do. 
 
    "Feel better, love?" he asked her. 
 
    She wiggled back against him. "It's nice to know that some things haven't changed." She sighed happily. 
 
    "Come morning, I think I'll make sure Lofn over there, who's trying really hard not to look jealous, is reminded how much I love her and that she belongs to me, too," he said, causing Lofn to actually blush, which set Fawn to giggling as he snuggled against Olivia. "Right now, I think I need a nap… " 
 
    She felt it as he all but passed out, but his arms didn't loosen, and his thoughts were about her as he fell asleep. 
 
    "That boy has a rare gift," Lofn said with a wry smile as she shook her head. 
 
    "Yeah, us!" Fawn said with a laugh. 
 
    Lofn snorted, but kept smiling. When he'd picked up her armor today, armor she had no idea how it had come into Madura's possession, that had been a shock. Dragon skin only protected you from those who hated you, or wanted to hurt you. Back in her old life, when she'd been someone very much worth hating, it had been the perfect thing for one such as her.  
 
    She'd abandoned it when she'd abandoned who she'd been. The others knew her history, and because they'd all done bad, even evil things in their pasts, they didn't judge her, and accepted her. He didn't judge her. He honestly loved her. She'd done nothing for him yet to expect that kind of commitment, and it was just as clear to her that he intended to possess her as his.  
 
    Because he loved her, just as he loved the rest. 
 
    She wondered how he would tie her to him. She didn't doubt anymore that he would; she was, in fact, looking forward to it. She already cared about him, she honestly liked him, and he was a truly gifted lover. But others had tried, and these four were the only ones who'd had anything close to success. 
 
    She looked at him and unconsciously licked her lips as she hoped he hadn't bitten off more than he could chew.  
 
      
 
    # # 
 
      
 
    Dan looked out across the field; he recognized it. It wasn't the one from the previous dreams, no, this was a place off the north fork of the American River, not all that far from Lake Folsom. It was a place he'd spent a lot of time back when they'd lived up in Granite Bay. He'd found an attraction to the place and came up to it at least once a month. Sometimes with his friends, but more often than not by himself. 
 
    The grass was shorter now, and the weeds and blackberries were nowhere to be seen; the small game trails were clear, and the forest looked thicker, greener than he remembered. 
 
    He also couldn't hear the sounds of traffic off in the distance, and there were no jets flying high overhead on their way into the airport. 
 
    Then again, it was a dream, so why shouldn't it be perfect? 
 
    Walking down the path towards the river, he saw somebody sitting on one of the boulders in the river, causing him to frown. This was his dream, this was his special place, why would he see anyone else? 
 
    As he got closer, he realized it was a sobek. He could tell because it wasn't in its human form, but in its sobek one. He noted the crocodile head, the heavier crocodile-like green skin. It was clearly visible, as the sobek wasn't wearing anything.  
 
    "What are you doing here?" it asked and turned to look at him. He noticed that it wasn't the same one from his earlier dreams, the one who was his father. 
 
    "This is my dream, and this," Dan motioned around him, "was my favorite place. So who are you, and why are you here?" 
 
    "Well, it's mine now!" the sobek said. "So you can take your human ass and find somewhere else!" 
 
    Dan frowned. "I'm half sobek." 
 
    "No, you're not," the other said with a snort. 
 
    "Yes, I am. My father is a sobek!" 
 
    "And yet you're still human!" the sobek growled. "Look at you! You were raised as a human, your parents were human, you live as a human, you are a human!" 
 
    "My father was a sobek!" Dan said, raising his voice. 
 
    "There are no half-sobeks! There's no such thing! There are only humans and sobeks! You are not sobek, so you are human!" 
 
    "Why are you here?" Dan demanded. 
 
    "I like it here, it's nice. Too bad there's this annoying human ruining the peace and quiet." 
 
    "Why do you have to be such an ass?" 
 
    "Why do you have to be such an idiot?" 
 
    "I'm not an idiot!" 
 
    "Then how come you're not a sobek?" 
 
    "I only just found out!" 
 
    "Oh? I find that hard to believe!" 
 
    "My father and my stepfather made a deal! He got the power I was born with." 
 
    "See? You're human." 
 
    "He's dead now, and I was finally told the truth! He wasn't my real father; my real father was a sobek!" 
 
    "Who traded your birthright away so he could get laid! Yeah, some father! Guess he realized you would never cut it as one of us, so he sold you out!"  
 
    The sobek pointed at him. "Now, leave. This place is for real sobek. Not some wannabe." 
 
    Dan fumed. "This is my place, and you're the one who's going to leave!" 
 
    "See? Human! I thought you wanted to be a sobek?" the other said, snarling. 
 
    Dan took a step forward, but he heard someone yelling… 
 
      
 
    # # 
 
      
 
    Dan woke up to the sounds of loud voices and Olivia untangling herself from him. Blinking and yawning, he sat up to see what was going on. 
 
    What was going on was Wrath having a noisy conversation with Lofn and Fawn, all but stumbling around on her feet as Aella sat in a chair, looking like she was half-asleep. 
 
    "What's going on?" he asked, looking around the room. 
 
    "Wrath's drunk!" Fawn said with a smirk on her face. 
 
    "Demons can get drunk?" he said, a surprised expression on his face. 
 
    "Yup, and it's not that hard for a lot of us, either," Olivia said, watching Wrath. 
 
    "Huh. So is Wrath a happy drunk or a mean drunk?" 
 
    "That…depends," she said with a lopsided grin. 
 
    He watched as she stumbled around on her hooves. She was swaying a bit, her sense of balance obviously off, and her wings were half-open. She was arguing with Lofn and Fawn, and it only took a minute to find out what about. 
 
    Him. 
 
    "I don't want him to meet my father! That bastard will kill him! Hell, he might even kill me! You don't know him like I do! He's ruth…ruthless! All he does it knock up women and throw his children out! We're not gonna do it! I'm not gonna…" 
 
    Getting up, he walked around until he was in front of her. 
 
    "Wrath, come to bed, we'll talk about it in the morning, when you're sober," he said and yawned again.  
 
    "No! We'll talk about it now! I'm not gonna give you a chance to sweet-talk me about it like you do everything else! My mind's made up! Not gonna do it! Nope! We'll figure it out! I don't want to…to take the risk!" 
 
    He sighed and moved closer to her. "We're doing it. I'm doing it, and you're going to help. Get any thoughts of doing anything else out of your head. We're not going to waste time looking for something else when we already have an answer." 
 
    "And who made you the boss?" she said, weaving a little on her feet, and all but dancing on her hooves. 
 
    "I did," he growled, looking down into her eyes. 
 
    "Well you're not the boss of me!" she growled right back and pulled back a fist. "You don't even know how ta fight!" 
 
    Putting his hands on her shoulders, he pushed her back, causing her to stumble, but she still had enough presence of mind not to fall over, so he kept walking forward and pushing her back until he finally had her pressed against the wall, wings spread as she took a swing, and he dodged it easily. 
 
    "I am the boss of you!" he growled, and then pinned her to the wall and kissed her. Obviously she hadn't quite gotten the message of what the pecking order was this morning. 
 
    "You are not!" she growled and tried to push him off when he broke the kiss. 
 
    "Oh, I sure as hell am!" he said and, pressing up against her, he ground his body against hers. "I'm your mate, and you're my woman. That means when push comes to shove, I'm the one who does the shoving!" He grabbed her hips in his hands then, and ground his own against her. He wasn't surprised that he was hard as a rock again; he wasn't even embarrassed by it. He knew she was scared, frightened, but hadn't he taken care of her all this time? Hadn't he protected her? 
 
    "This is my father we're talking about! Not your 'step-daddy', he's mean! He's deadly! You can't stand up to him!" 
 
    "Watch me," he hissed and, reaching down, he slipped his hand under her thigh and then brought it up, along with her leg, which he draped over his shoulder. Wrath was almost as flexible as Fawn—then again, they all were. 
 
    "What are you doing?" she growled, and tried to move away, but with only one foot on the ground, she'd lost a lot of leverage. 
 
    "Making you mine," he growled. "Apparently this morning wasn't enough. Well, dammit, you are mine, Wrath! Understand? Mine! I found you, I freed you, and dammit, you belong to me!" 
 
    With that he hooked her other leg and put it over his other shoulder, then grabbed her hips, and entered her with his shaft. No foreplay, just right to the main event. She was tight, she wasn't ready, and she ducked her head and tried to clock him with one of her horns as he moved his head out of the way to keep her from biting him, as her tail came up between his legs and pummeled him on the back. 
 
    Opening his mouth, he grabbed the horn she was trying to hit him with with his teeth, and ground down hard, holding on tightly, and pulling her head to the side. 
 
    Suddenly he had ten very sharp claws embedded deeply in his back as she cried out and went off on him, surprising the hell out of him, as suddenly his buried shaft was drenched, and she bucked back against him, her wings wrapping around him tight, and her tail curled around one of his legs, quivering. 
 
    "He'll…he'll…he'll take you from me!" She cried. 
 
    'You belong to me!' he growled aggressively as he thought as loudly as he could at her while using his teeth to all but chew on her horn. 'And no one is taking you away! Not now, not ever! You are mine, Wrath! I love you, I need you, and I have you! I own that tight little demonic ass, and don't you ever doubt it!' 
 
    And with that, he pounded her ass against the wall. Hard, fast, and growling in his throat loudly the entire time. He wasn't her 'toy' or 'possession', he was her mate, and she was his, and just who was the one in charge here, he was driving it home as succinctly as he could, in a way he knew she'd understand as he bent her completely to his will, his need, and his love. 
 
    She was gasping and yelling and cursing the entire time, but she never stopped bucking back against him as he took her, and he quickly lost count of how many times she came while he rode her. When he came, he let go of her horn, and immediately buried his teeth in the side of her neck at the base, making sure to get a good drink of her blood.  
 
    She arched her back and screamed loudly, her wings going wide, and then all but collapsed as he pinned her against the wall, panting and gasping. 
 
    "I love you," he whispered, after letting go of her neck and swallowing her blood. 
 
    "I…I know," she whimpered. 
 
    "And you're mine now, understand? You are mine!" He kissed her again, hard.  
 
    Wrath's hands came up and grabbed the sides of his head as she pushed hard into his kiss and purred so loud that his entire body vibrated. 
 
    "Yes, I'm yours…" she whispered when they finally broke the kiss. "Dork." 
 
    "Good demon kitten," he said and wrapped his arms around her, stumbled towards the bed, falling onto it and pinning Wrath beneath him as he did. 
 
    "Now, if someone would be helpful and patch those ten holes in my back, that'd be nice." He sighed. Rubbing his face against hers, he squeezed her tight when she tried to move. 
 
    "Oh no, you're staying right were you are, my sexy little bitch, because I own you, and tonight you can be my nice, happy, purry pillow." 
 
    "Did someone just put Wrath in her place?" Fawn asked, eyes wide. 
 
    "'Bout time," Aella muttered and yawned. "Now, who wants to cuddle?" 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Altered Realms 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dan yawned again as he stumbled out of the shower. Wrath was all but plastered against him, Olivia was doing the same on the other side, and suspected Fawn and Aella would be doing the same, given half the chance. 
 
    Yesterday had been epic in so many ways—at least that was his best guess. He knew he'd sure enjoyed it, and obviously they had, as well. Where this newfound drive to make them his had come from, he didn't care. He was just happy it had, and they were all as happy about it as he was.  
 
    He just wished he was in better shape, because damn if he didn't want to get Lofn under him again as well.  
 
    But oh, how everything hurt this morning. He suspected banging Wrath against the wall probably hadn't been the best thing for his injured hip, and then there were those ten puncture wounds in his back where she'd sunk her claws into him. Best he could tell, they were healing quickly, but dammit did they itch! And he couldn't scratch them, even if he could reach them without having to be a contortionist.  
 
    Dragging himself over to one of the chairs by the small table, he grabbed a box of cereal and poured it into his mouth. He was on his third mouthful when Wrath set a couple of microwave breakfasts on the table before him, and all he could think was protein! He didn't even care that they were still hot; he just drank more water as he gobbled them down. 
 
    "When are we leaving for Wrath's father's place?" he asked as he dug in to the third dish. 
 
    "After you've finished eating, I guess," Fawn said, looking around to see if there were any objections.  
 
    "How does it work, anyway? Is there some sort of spell or something?" 
 
    "There's like a half-dozen different ways to do it. The easiest is to find a gateway point, open the portal there, and step through it." 
 
    "And how do you open it?" 
 
    "You pretty much just have to command it to open," Lofn said. "The spells that control the portals were set down so long ago that no one even remembers who set them up." 
 
    "And where are these portals?" 
 
    "Around here, most of them are in the mountains someplace," Fawn said, picking it back up. "Most portals are tied to specific locations, but some of the more powerful ones can take you to more than one of the demon realms." 
 
    "And there are twenty-nine of them, right?" he asked. 
 
    "Umm…" Fawn looked side to side. 
 
    "There are thirty," Lofn said with a sigh, "and that's not counting this one." 
 
    "Then why are you always saying, 'by the Twenty-Nine?" he asked, confused. 
 
    "Because no one likes to talk about the devil's realm." 
 
    "The devil's realm?" 
 
    "Hell," Wrath said. "There really is a Hell, and it's not only the kind of place you never want to go, most consider it bad luck to even talk about it." 
 
    "Oh. And Heaven?" 
 
    "People who go to Heaven tend not to come back." 
 
    "Really? Why?" 
 
    "Because it's Heaven, Dork," Wrath said as she rolled her eyes. "Why would you ever want to leave a place like that?" 
 
    "It's also not counted as one of the 'realms'," Lofn said. "Because traveling there isn't like going to any of the other realms. And furthermore, best anyone knows, it isn't a realm, it's something…different." 
 
    "Interesting. Now, where's the gate to Wrath's home?" 
 
    "It's up in the mountains, outside of Foresthill." 
 
    "And we just walk up to it and use it?" 
 
    "More or less," Fawn said, and then frowned. "Unless someone's decided to play toll troll." 
 
    "Eh," Wrath said with a dismissive wave. "Most of the toll trolls are worth paying. They take care of the place and keep the mundanes from getting in trouble." 
 
    "Which is why Fawn hates 'em," Olivia said with a big grin. "'Cause she's always trouble!" 
 
    Dan almost choked on his food as the look Fawn shot Olivia made him laugh. 
 
    "Please! Not while I'm eating!" he gasped as he got his food back under control. 
 
    "Anyway," Fawn said, shooting Olivia another glance, "that's the easy way. There are a number of different ways of opening gateway portals to other realms, but most of them are beyond the abilities of a single mage or demon, and you never quite know where you'll show up." 
 
    "And there are definitely places you don't want to show up," Wrath agreed, and he suddenly realized she was leaning into him and had her hand on his leg, and Aella was now rubbing his shoulders, while Olivia was busy with her own food.  
 
    He suddenly felt like a king, and that thought was quickly followed by another one, that he liked it. Deep down, he even felt like he deserved it, that this was the natural order of things, the powerful ruled, and the strong survived.  
 
    That last feeling was gone as quickly as it had come; he might be strong, stronger than most humans at least. But he wasn't stronger than any of his girls, probably not even Fawn. But yet…yet he was dominating them, though it seemed that was by sheer force of will alone. How had that even began to happen? How could he be stronger? He'd all but bent Wrath to his will last night, and he knew from experience that she was a hell of a lot stronger than him… 
 
    "Thinking about something?" Lofn asked. 
 
    He nodded slowly. "I think I'm changing," he said, looking up at her and noticing a look of, not hunger, but definitely expectation, on her face. 
 
    "We've been noticing that for days now," Aella said and, bending over, she kissed him on the back of the neck. "You're coming into your own." 
 
    "My own?" 
 
    "All those things your stepfather bartered for," Lofn told him. "With his death, they all came back to you, and now your body and your mind are finally starting to realize that things have changed, and they're starting to use those changes." 
 
    "Is that where I got my magical abilities from?" 
 
    "Undoubtedly." 
 
    He nodded and turned to Wrath. "You need to find me some more magic books." 
 
    "You need to practice more first." 
 
    "True. But I still want to have an idea of where I'm going with this before I commit to any particular course of study. So I want to get a bit ahead of what I'm practicing." He grinned then. "And I can practice now! I'm no longer under that damn curse! Oh, this is gonna be great!" 
 
    "Just don't over do it until we've gotten you cured." 
 
    He nodded and, sitting back in his chair, he smiled. "I won't." 
 
    "Now why don't you put some clothes on, and we can leave?" Lofn suggested, eyeing him over. 
 
    He blushed and looked down at himself. Sitting around naked was definitely another habit he'd fallen into. Getting up, he went over and pulled on his pants, grabbed a clean shirt, and quickly buttoned that up as he stepped into a pair of shoes. Checking his pockets, he went over and gave Lofn a hug, then when she looked up at him in surprise, he laid a nice, long kiss on her. 
 
    "What was that for?" she asked, but she wasn't pulling away—quite the opposite actually. 
 
    "I don't want you to think I've forgotten about you, Lofn. I'd have taken care of you," he said giving her a squeeze, "this morning, but I think I may have overdone it a little bit last night." 
 
    Lofn snickered as Wrath's ears splayed in embarrassment. "It was worth watching. Trust me." 
 
    He smiled and kissed her again, then frowned. 
 
    "What?" she asked. 
 
    "I didn't get that little electric feeling," 
 
    "That's because I don't want to drain anything from you, Dan. I know you're tired." 
 
    He shook his head. "You should always take a little something. You're my woman, and it's my job to give you want you want, what you need, just like I do for the rest of them." 
 
    "But…" 
 
    "No buts," he mock-growled, and then taking her head in his hands, he laid another long one on her, and this time he felt it as she drew some of his life's energy from him through his lips. He could feel the way she pressed against him when she did that. He could actually feel the hunger in her.  
 
    After a minute, she pushed him away, panting. "Easy, there, I don't want you to pass out on me," she said, and then closing her eyes, she touched her forehead to his and licked her lips. 
 
    "You can take more," he reassured her because he could see she wanted it. 
 
    "If I take any more, you're going to pass out," she grumbled. 
 
    "You better not make him pass out!" Wrath warned. 
 
    "What Wrath said," Aella agreed. 
 
    "Yeah, it's probably better if you wait a little longer," Olivia agreed. 
 
    He stood up straight and looked around at the others—Fawn hadn't said anything—and shrugged. 
 
    "Okay, that's not fair." 
 
    "What's not fair?" Olivia asked. 
 
    "You all got what you needed last night, and Lofn needs this." 
 
    "I don't understand your desire to be food," Lofn said with a sigh. 
 
    He turned back toward her and grabbed her shoulders gently. "I'm not food, but it's my job to protect you, care for you, and provide for you. That's what a man does for his women." 
 
    "Demon." 
 
    "Woman. Don't start that again!" he said with a chuckle. "You're women, and you're my woman. You need this, you want it, and I know you're not going to hurt me. So," he wrapped his arms around her and looked down into her eyes, "don't worry about knocking me out. We're going to be in the van for who knows how long, anyway. In fact," he looked at the others, "knock me out. I want you to be happy and well fed." 
 
    "Dan!" She squirmed a little against him, but he noticed she wasn't pulling away. 
 
    "You want it," he whispered in her ear, "I can feel it. I know it, you know it. I'll recover soon enough. I love you. Take it." He gave her ass a squeeze. "And stop arguing!" And with that he pulled her into another kiss, and this time he really felt it as she grabbed onto him and drained him until he passed out. 
 
    Lofn sighed happily as she broke the kiss; she'd stopped drawing the moment he'd lost consciousness. Smiling, she looked at the others, who seemed a cross between confused and annoyed. But at least she could tell they weren't annoyed with her. 
 
    "Was there really enough there to make it worth it?" Fawn asked. 
 
    Lofn nodded slowly. "Amazingly, there was. He's grown a lot since the curse broke. I wonder if it was holding him back?" 
 
    "Probably," Wrath said. "I think it was holding all of us back. I know I feel more powerful since it broke." 
 
    "There's one other thing." 
 
    "Oh?" 
 
    "You're right, he is a dork!" Lofn said, and they both laughed. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Weson sat up and looked around the office. 
 
    "Something wrong, Steve?" Dave asked, and Miles looked up from the report he'd been reviewing to look at him as well. 
 
    "I feel…better," he said, and looked down at himself, then back up at the others. "I had no idea the backlash from a broken curse could last so long!" 
 
    Miles shrugged. "That was a pretty potent curse; I'm still shocked the brat managed to beat it, help or not." 
 
    "Still," Weson looked at the clock on the wall, "that was what? Thirty-six hours? I thought something like that was only supposed to last a few hours, a day, max!" 
 
    "With the more complicated and powerful curses, it can last as long as two days. At least this will help us with the attacks from Godfrey." 
 
    "I'd love to know how he found out about the curse being broken," Dave grumbled. "I've gone through everybody, twice, and I can't figure it out." 
 
    "Maybe the brat or one of his demon whores told him," Miles said. 
 
    Weson nodded. "Makes sense.  
 
    "We should set a trap now that you've recovered," Dave suggested. 
 
    "He hasn't attacked us since last night. I think it's safe to say he's either shot his wad, or he's figuring the after-effects are over," Miles said. 
 
    "What we need to do is replace Woller," Weson said with a sigh. Losing Richard Woller, his number three man, had hurt. That was where he'd been getting a lot of his muscle from, and the drug trade in Sacramento was a profitable one.  
 
    Yesterday his lab had blown up, killing fifty people, most of whom were Woller's, as well as Woller himself, and destroying all of his current inventory. 
 
    "Maybe we should see if we can promote somebody out of his organization up to his chair?" Miles suggested. 
 
    Dave shook his head. "They're all dead, and the ones who aren't will be rounded up by the police soon enough. Building a meth lab in a school basement might hide it from the authorities, but when it blew up and killed those kids and that teacher, it became an instant liability. Yvette and I have been targeting anyone left alive in his organization who knew about us." 
 
    "Maybe we should look up one of his competitors?" 
 
    "I plan on it," Weson said. "But it's going to take time for them to really move in. I need to wait and see who moves in, and out of the ones who do, which of them we can work with." 
 
    "What about this John Warren guy?" Miles asked. "Are you going to extend him an offer to join us?" 
 
    Weson leaned back in his chair and thought about that. 
 
    "Have you checked his finances?" 
 
    "I have," Dave said. "They're solid. For all that he owns a 'small' consulting firm, he has control of over half the businesses here in town because he's got all the SAP contracts tied up. Using that as a lever, he's effectively taken control of most of them." 
 
    "SAP?" Miles asked. 
 
    "Its Enterprise Resource Planning software, all the big companies and major corporations use it. But it's crap coming out of the box, so to speak, so after you pay millions to buy it, you pay millions more to make it work." 
 
    "That sounds like something a demon would come up with!" Miles laughed. 
 
    "Wouldn't surprise me at all," Dave agreed. "It's like a leech, you never stop feeding it. Anyway, it's put him in a powerful position with a lot of companies." 
 
    "And with our help," Miles said with a thoughtful look, "he'd be able to completely seize control of those companies, either outright, or behind the scenes. Right?" 
 
    Weson nodded. "Exactly that. He's got little in the way of morals, and could care less if we kill or take over any of the people in charge to push him into the controlling seat for those companies. It might not give us a lot of muscle, but it would give us a huge influx of cash and other resources." 
 
    "Has Yvette checked him out?" 
 
    Weson and Dave both nodded.  
 
    "She's the one who brought him to our attention. Apparently he approached her about using one of her whores to blackmail one of his competitors," Dave said. 
 
    Miles nodded and thought a moment. 
 
    "You know, I may know another magic user we could pull in. He's not as powerful as I am, but I think he'd be easily swayed into doing whatever we needed." 
 
    "Who?" Weson asked. 
 
    "Rafferty." 
 
    "Rafferty?" Weson laughed. "Mr. Henpecked? That guy won't even set foot out of his house unless his wife lets him!" 
 
    "His wife died last month," Miles said. "Shot dead in a mugging when she tried to take that whole attitude of hers with a couple of street punks. Trust me, Rafferty is living in a pretty deep, dark hole right now. I think he's killing a bottle of whiskey a night, and it turns out he's one hell of a mean drunk. He's been banned from the Zoo on pain of death." 
 
    "What the hell was he doing there?" Dave asked. 
 
    "Banging demons and starting fights, from the sounds of it. Rumor is, he wanders the streets at night now and kills anyone he thinks is accosting him." 
 
    Weson smiled. "He definitely sounds like someone we can use, then. Do you think we can control him?" 
 
    Miles smiled. "Oh, I think I can make him believe the punks who killed his wife were affiliated with one of Godfrey's operations." 
 
    "And you can do that, why?" 
 
    Miles smiled even wider. "Because I paid them to off her, and even made sure they had the magical weapons to do it. Course I got rid of them afterwards, but who else is out there providing thugs with magic? It's not us, nope! We don't do that kind of thing, do we?" 
 
    Weson and Dave laughed long and hard. 
 
    "No, of course we don't!" Weson agreed. "Reach out to him, see if he's interested. We'll put him at the bottom, under Warren." 
 
    "Sure thing, Steve," Miles said with a smile. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Opening his eyes, he looked around. He was lying on something hard, though his head was in somebody's lap. Looking up, he quickly confirmed what his nose was telling him from the scent of mint and fresh grass. Fawn was sitting with him. 
 
    "He's awake," she said. 
 
    "About time," Wrath said, coming over and squatting down next to him. 
 
    "Where are we?" 
 
    "Varmal, the home world of the felish race." 
 
    He sat up carefully. "How long was I out?" 
 
    "Long enough for us to drive to the gate, go through it, and get a ride here." 
 
    "Where is here?" 
 
    Wrath smiled at him. "Varmal!" 
 
    He stuck his tongue out at her and then looked around taking it all in. Everything was red, or reddish. The sky was red, the ground was red, the buildings behind him, which looked a lot like adobe, were red. The land wasn't flat, it was sort of hilly, but there were these stone columns of varying width and height spread out around the area. 
 
    "Weird landscape." 
 
    "Yup. That's why we have wings. Only real way to get around. Or at least it used to be. Enough demons come here from other realms, and enough heavy stuff gets moved around, that there are other, slower methods that are used as well." 
 
    "And that's how we got here," Fawn told him. "In a cart that wasn't very fast—but then, at least it wasn't all that far." 
 
    "Where are the other three?" 
 
    "Booking our passage on the airship that'll be here soon." 
 
    "Airship?" 
 
    Wrath nodded. 
 
    "And what are they using for money?" 
 
    "Gold. We got some before we left as well." 
 
    "And they're okay by themselves? I mean, you're from here, but they're not, so…" He looked at her, confused. 
 
    Wrath smiled at him. "No one anywhere really wants to mess with a succubus, and least of all one wearing dragon armor. So right now she's a powerful demon traveling with her guards—that would be Aella and Olivia—and a personal servant," Wrath gestured towards Fawn, "with her friend, me, to talk to my father about her latest experiment." 
 
    He sighed. "Let me guess, I'm the experiment." 
 
    "Yup! We don't get a lot of humans here, Dan. Most who come usually don't leave, and don't last long. As you were unconscious when we got here, we figured a good story would ward off any annoying questions." 
 
    "I hope none of you gave Lofn any grief over what I did," he said carefully, getting to his feet, brushing off his pants, and then his duster. 
 
    "You're such an idiot." Wrath sighed, but he noticed she was still smiling. "But we all love you anyway." 
 
    "Then obviously it's worth being an idiot," he said, smiling back at her. "Now, do we wait here for the others? Or do we have to go meet them?" 
 
    "They'll be here shortly. In fact, I'm pretty sure I see our ship off in the distance already." 
 
    "Where?" Fawn asked. 
 
    Wrath pointed, and Dan turned to look as well. 
 
    It took him a minute to find it, a small black dot on the horizon that didn't seem to be moving. As he watched, the dot grew larger, and colors began to emerge; bright blues over some sort of brownish background, both of which clearly stood out from the light red sky and ruddier reds of the land around them.  
 
    "Ah, I see our ship is almost here," Lofn said, coming over with Olivia and Aella in tow, both of whom were wearing small packs on their backs, as well as their weapons. Aella had her usual axe, but Olivia was now sporting a fancy war hammer. Dan also noticed a number of carts heading towards the platform they were all now standing on. Which he also saw had several cleats set in the center of it and something that looked a lot like a windlass on the far side from where they were standing. 
 
    Then he heard it, dozens of cries that sounded like souls in torment! Turning quickly back to the source of the sound, he realized it was the ship, or rather, the bright blue creatures that were pulling the ship.  
 
    The ship itself looked like an Egyptian bark slung below a large air bag, only this airbag appeared to have a staircase going up into it, and a single line of small windows along the side from front to back. The deck below had a number of boxes and other cargo, along with some people—or demons, rather—and odd looking animals as well. 
 
    But it was the blue creatures pulling it through the air and their eerie, mournful cries that recaptured his attention. They looked more like manta rays than anything else that came to mind, and each one had what looked like a spike driven through its center, with a rope fastened to either end, above and below the body, that attached to some sort of elaborate harness system and back to the boat they pulled. 
 
    "What the hell are those?" he asked, looking over at Wrath. 
 
    "Good eating," she replied, licking her lips. 
 
    "I mean, what are they called?" He sighed, a little exasperated. "And do they always make that annoying sound?" 
 
    "Berrando Azuls—and only when they see food. They're fed at each stop to encourage them to keep flying." 
 
    "Ah. I'm almost afraid to ask what they eat." 
 
    "Fungi, mostly. They don't have any teeth to speak of, so while we're loading, someone will come out and dump a couple of piles for them to eat from. By the time they're done, it'll be time for the ship to leave." 
 
    He nodded and watched the operation as the ship suddenly deployed a large drag chute behind it, and through some mechanism he couldn't see, maneuvered over the platform as it slowly descended.  
 
    A number of demons suddenly jumped over the sides, trailing ropes, and as their wings opened, he realized they were all felish, just like Wrath. All but one of them ran their ropes around the cleats in the deck once, and then up to the windlass the last one was starting to crank with a large offset turnstile. As each one added their rope, they joined him on the turnstile, and as he watched, they literally winched the boat down to the ground, then went back and made it fast with a second set of ropes. Then they unfastened the first set and took the now coiled ropes off the windlass, one at a time, and returned them to a stowage place on the deck of the ship. 
 
    "Pretty slick, isn't it?" Fawn asked. 
 
    He just nodded. 
 
    "Let's board," Wrath said. "They'll be loading for at least an hour, so we might as well get comfortable." 
 
    "Sounds good to me," Lofn said. "Come on, girls, and make sure my latest experiment doesn't get lost." 
 
    He looked over at Lofn, who was grinning at him. 
 
    "Oh, the abuse I take," he said with a theatrical sigh. 
 
    "More like the abuse you give," Fawn said with a giggle. He reached around and pinched her ass, and rather than squeak, she wiggled her butt and panted at him. 
 
    "I should have known," he grumbled and followed Lofn, who was following Wrath, as she led the way onto the flat deck and then up the forward set of stairs. He noticed a few left via the aft set of stairs, though on the deck it seemed that a good deal of the cargo was being readied for removal. 
 
    "How often are these flights?" 
 
    "There's one a day," Lofn told him. "I asked about it myself. They're not exactly scheduled for any particular time, but they do normally fly a set route. It takes them a few days to make the full circuit." 
 
    "Ah, and we'll be on this one until…?" 
 
    "Tomorrow." 
 
    "Don't worry," Wrath said. "Once we're underway, they'll set up areas down on the deck where we can sleep." 
 
    "Do they at least provide any kind of pads?" Fawn asked. 
 
    "We can rent them. Normally you bring your own." 
 
    "And this will take us to your father's school?" he asked. 
 
    "It'll get us close enough to walk." 
 
    "Well, I guess that's good enough for me," he said as she led them to a padded bench seat that they sat down on, with him and Fawn in the middle, and Wrath and Aella on opposite ends. The message of that wasn't lost on him. This wasn't exactly a safe place, and they were apparently as worried about Fawn as they were about him. 
 
    "Tell me we at least brought some food and water," he asked. 
 
    "Some, but not a lot," Lofn said. "Food and water is pretty cheap here. Olivia, could you pass your pack over here, please?" 
 
    "Here," Olivia said, handing it over, and Lofn quickly dug out a couple of bottles of water and some sort of bars that resembled Fig Newtons to Daniel. He took one and started in on it immediately. Taste wise, it wasn't anything special, and it was a bit dry, so he drank most of his water while eating it, but it filled him up and took care of his hunger. 
 
    He noticed the others ate one as well, and drank almost as much water as he did, then Wrath took their bottles, went to the back of the ship, and came back a little while later with all the bottles refilled. 
 
    "Is it okay for me to drink?" he asked in a soft voice. 
 
    "Unlike Earth, we don't have any diseases here." 
 
    "Seriously?" 
 
    Wrath nodded. 
 
    "However, some of the fungi will eat you alive," Aella said from the other end of the bench. "But only if you don't eat them first." 
 
    "You'll figure it out," Olivia said. "I've been here before. The felish can be a contentious lot at times—they do love their fights and their parties—but it's more the visitors you have to watch out for." 
 
    "Oh? Why's that?" 
 
    "Because most felish won't pick on an outsider, a non-felish, unless they know them. But the other outsiders? A lot of them don't care, because they're used to seeing other races from their travels." 
 
    "Also the captain on this boat recognized me, and knows who I am, or at least who my father is," Wrath said. "So he's warned his crew, and I'm sure word will get around to the other felish passengers." 
 
    Dan nodded. "And because we're together, we'll be left alone." 
 
    "Hopefully, yeah," Wrath said with a nod.  
 
    "Well, did anyone remember to bring my book?" he asked, looking around. 
 
    "Yup," Wrath said and passed him the magic book. Opening it, he found where he'd left off. He'd just gotten to the chapter on minor curses when he'd stopped last, and while he wasn't as interested in curses now as he had been, it was still interesting reading, and he was going to read it in order, just as Wrath, and later Lofn, had advised. 
 
    He was finding the parts about power versus scope tradeoffs to be quite interesting. Magic was weird, and it had some very strange rules, which in a way made its resemblance to contract law even more interesting. Right now he was working his way through something that was basically the 'Reasonable Man' rule, which was pretty common in most contract law. That is, if the great majority of people understood your curse—what it did, or how it was supposed to work—then it would work that way, regardless of whether the victim knew or not. 
 
    This, he realized, came back to his own curse, where he hadn't known he was cursed, and he hadn't had to know he was, nor the rules of the curse, for it to be effective against him. All that was required was that if an average reasonable person knew what the curse was, the way they were to interpret the curse is the way it would work. 
 
    It took him a minute to go through all the ramifications in his head, and the book was quick to point several of them out. Curses were very much influenced by culture, and local culture at that. That explained how he'd been able to escape his curse, and it brought up a second thought, that if his stepfather had legally acknowledged Dan was a bastard and legally adopted him, he might still be considered a member of the family even after his name change. 
 
    Mainly because that would have made his illegitimacy a moot point to society at large. Which brought it all back to wording, and being careful with your spells and your curses. That was also why curses were typically either declared outright during casting, or used a special set of words, because if you didn't nail it down clearly, you could end up in trouble. 
 
    However…however, if you went with things that were clearly defined to everyone, you could easily do some things the easy way. The book's example was simple: 'I curse you to die'. Everyone knows what death is, and everyone will, sooner or later, die. So as a curse, it costs almost nothing to cast, will invariably stick, and will be very hard to break. Because everyone dies. 
 
    But there's nothing in such a simple curse to actually cause someone's death. So you're not going to hasten anyone's demise by casting it. You'll have spent the power and put a meaningless curse on someone that does nothing.  
 
    On the other hand, if you curse them to 'die horribly', you've just expended a huge amount of power, because when they finally do die, it's going to be some horrible way. You've now just screwed yourself, as it's possible such a curse could pull more power than you have, thus killing you, but the date of the target's death is still as unknown as before.  
 
    Specifying the means of death reduces the power required, unless it's something atypical, like an anvil or a plane falling out of the sky on the target's head. While a curse of poverty, ineptness, and death by eventual starvation, assault, or random accident narrows down the whole affair, and because 'or' is an inclusive statement, all three of the killing clauses can either work together, or separately. 
 
    Oaths, on the other hand, as he recalled, were much more literally decided, based solely on what the oath takers believed when they took the oath. Something about that made him pause as he tried to recall something about an oath he'd heard. But he couldn't quite recall it. It wasn't the oaths he'd taken with each of the girls, because those had all expired along with the curse. 
 
    Shaking his head, he went back to reading about curses. It would come to him eventually if it was important. 
 
    The next interesting principle about curses had to do with how prone to them your target would be. Cursing a man who was attacking you to dance would be a hard sell, because he wasn't prone to dancing in that instant. On the other hand, such a curse might work all too well if the man's fighting style relied heavily on footwork, and he would happily 'dance' as he slaughtered you. 
 
    There was a lot of nuance in curses that didn't apply to general magic, because curses, by intent, were meant to be malevolent. But that malevolence could easily backfire if you weren't careful. Which was why people worded them carefully and, he suspected, why people who were really good at them, like Wrath's father, were both feared and respected. 
 
      
 
    "Where are we?" he asked when he finally finished the book and set it down. 
 
    "Beats me," Fawn said and yawned. "As far as I can tell, it's all just a wasteland out there." 
 
    "Wrath?" he asked, noticing that Wrath and Olivia were playing something that looked suspiciously like chess. 
 
    "Hmm?" 
 
    "Where are we?" 
 
    "Oh, someplace over the dead wastes." 
 
    "Does that mean there are places that aren't just barren deserts and red stone pillars?" Fawn asked. 
 
    Wrath shook her head and moved one of the pieces. "Not really. Most of the realm looks like this. It's a pretty arid realm. But even in the places where they get rain and grow things, a lot of it tends to be the same color. So if you don't know what to look for, it's all going to look the same from up here." 
 
    "I find the lack of green stuff depressing," Fawn grumbled. "It's worse than Nevada." 
 
    "You'd like Aella's home, then." 
 
    "Why's that?" 
 
    Aella leaned over with a smile. "Because it's almost all jungles and trees. Not a lot of grasslands, but the ones we do have are pretty lush." 
 
    "What about your home, Olivia?" Dan asked. 
 
    "Think Nebraska," she said, studying the board, "only with more hills." 
 
    "And you?" he asked Fawn. 
 
    "Oh, I'm from the same place as Olivia," she said. 
 
    "Really?" 
 
    Fawn nodded. "A lot of realms have more than one race." 
 
    "Though in our case," Olivia said moving a piece, "we were brought in to keep the herds of different bovera under some sort of control." 
 
    "Okay, now, that sounds like an interesting story," he said, looking back and forth between the two. 
 
    "Bloody is more like it," Fawn said and shivered. "The cerberus pretty much invaded our lands, and a lot of them live off us." 
 
    "And they like it that way, too!" Olivia said with a grin, reaching back with a hand to stroke Fawn's thigh as she studied the game board. "But someone needed to bring some order to that mess. Bovera can be vicious in their own way, and apparently someone decided it would be better if my ancestors were brought there to establish some sort of order." 
 
    "With themselves at the top," Wrath observed as she moved another piece on the board. 
 
    "Well, duh. Why else go there, right?" 
 
    Wrath smiled. "I'm not disagreeing, just telling Dan." 
 
    "So did you two know each other back 'home'?" he asked 
 
    Both of them shook their heads no. 
 
    "We met in San Francisco," Fawn said. 
 
    "She attached herself to me." Olivia looked back at Dan and grinned. "Literally." 
 
    "I don't recall you complaining!" Fawn said with a giggle. 
 
    "And you won't, either." Olivia suddenly bent over and gave Fawn a kiss before returning her attention to the game. 
 
    "It's not uncommon for some species of bovera to form close relationships with one or more of the cerberus who live in their area," Lofn said, looking up from a book she was reading and joining the conversation. 
 
    "How many species of bovera are there?" he asked. 
 
    "About a dozen, but several of them are closely related," Lofn said. "Then again, there used to be a lot more before the cerberus showed up." 
 
    "And the cerberus killed them?" 
 
    "Oh, no, we did a good job of that all on our own," Fawn said in a sad voice. "The cerberus are the ones who put an end to it. Bovera wars used to be pretty brutal affairs." 
 
    "Until we showed up, and showed them exactly what brutal really meant, and put them all in their places," Olivia said and moved another piece. 
 
    "Gotcha! I win!" Olivia said, looking up at Wrath with a grin. 
 
    Wrath sighed and shook her head. "I should have quit while I was ahead. Well, let's gather up the pieces and see about where we're sleeping tonight." 
 
    "Where are we sleeping?" he asked, looking around. 
 
    "Down on the deck."  
 
    He nodded and looked out the windows. He could see the shadows were getting long outside as they flew over the ground below. Lofn had put her book away, and the others were gathering their things, so he made sure he had his stuff as well, and then followed them down the front stairs.  
 
    The layout of everything on the deck suddenly made sense to him now, as the crates had all been stacked in a way that blocked off a number of areas into what were almost 'rooms'. There was also now a canopy set up over the entire deck, which cut down on the wind substantially. 
 
    "We negotiated for a larger area for the six of us," Lofn told him as Wrath and Olivia talked to a crewman. "The cabin above is reserved for crew at night, and the central area down here on the deck is for those who don't wish to pay extra." 
 
    "Huh," he said, looking around.  
 
    "Get your hands off me!" he heard Fawn yell and, turning, he saw what he could best describe as a minotaur grabbing Fawn. He was big, probably a full foot taller than Dan himself, and built like an NFL linebacker. 
 
    "Come on, cutie! What do you want with the likes of them?" He laughed, and without even thinking about it, Dan stepped over, and before Aella could even draw her axe, he backhanded the bull-like creature across the face, surprisingly turning his head slightly.  
 
    "Get your filthy hands off my woman, you smelly piece of shit!" Dan yelled. 
 
    "Your woman!" the minotaur bellowed back. "She's a sheep, and I'm a bull! She'll ride my dick and like it, and there's not a damn thing you can do about it, scrawny human!" 
 
    "Dan…" Aella started, but he held up his hand. He was furious. No one handled one of his like that, and he was damn well going to make sure everyone realized this human wasn't anybody you fucked with! 
 
    "You've got ten seconds to get down on your knees and beg for my forgiveness, you stupid fucking cow!" 
 
    The look on the minotaur's face went from angry to amused. 
 
    "Oh? Is the puny little human going to hurt me?" He laughed and pulled the club off of his belt, smacking it into his palm as he continued, "I think I'll kill this scrawny little human, and then I'll fuck all of his so-called women! You should have stayed home, little man! Maybe if you're lucky, I'll just break your arms and legs and let you see how a real bull pleasures his harem!" He took a menacing step forward, still laughing uproariously while smacking his club into his palm over and over. 
 
    "Dan!" he heard Wrath yell. He could see he had everyone's attention on the deck, and there were several others who appeared to be this guy's friends, watching and smiling, as they expected to see this 'scrawny little human' get killed. 
 
    "Oh, so you find this funny?" Dan said. "Fine! By the power of Grayskull, I curse you to laugh uncontrollably for the next ten minutes! Shazam!" 
 
    The minotaur had been pulling his club back to smite Dan, when suddenly he started laughing uncontrollably, dropping his club and holding his sides. 
 
    "Puny human is going to kill me! HA! This is funny!" he said and swayed, laughing uproariously. 
 
    Walking over to him, Dan gave him a shove, but the damn bull must have weighted half a ton. Seeing the club, he bent over and picked it up with a grunt. It was heavy, and he was feeling dizzy from the spell he'd just cast, which had sucked a fair deal of energy out of him. 
 
    Swinging the club around, he laid into one of the minotaur's knees with all his strength. You could hear it crack as the bull lost his balance and fell over, still laughing. 
 
    "Is that all you got, puny human! I've had worse! Your bones with crunch so loudly as I break them! Keep the club! I will use my hands! HA!" 
 
    Walking around behind the minotaur, Dan took a deep breath and, letting his anger flow, he swung the club up and then down on the minotaur's head with a loud thud! 
 
    "No one!" thud! 
 
    "Touches!" thud! 
 
    "One of my!" thud! 
 
    "Women!" he screamed and hit the minotaur in the head again.  
 
    The minotaur was no longer laughing, but only because he was no longer moving, and there was a fair deal of blood coming out of his head. 
 
    Growling, Dan hit him again, and this time the sound of the thud changed as he cracked the skull open. 
 
    The next hit split the bull's head wide, guaranteeing that if he hadn't already been dead, he most certainly was now. 
 
    Resting the head of the club on the ground, he looked around at the rest of the passengers, several of whom were slowly backing away. 
 
    "Do I have to repeat myself?" he yelled at them. 
 
    All of them shook their heads 'no', and a few even smiled at the dead body as they did so. 
 
    Turning back to the girls, he saw Fawn making doe eyes at him that made it clear he wasn't going to be getting any sleep tonight. Then again, Wrath and Aella were eyeing him like the dinner special, and Olivia had a big shit-eating grin on her face. 
 
    Lofn was looking torn between proud, upset, and astonished. 
 
    "Wrath, could you loot the body for me, please?" he said, dropping the club. He went over and grabbed Lofn by the wrist, then dragged her towards the entrance of the 'room' Wrath was standing by discussing something with the crew member. 
 
    "You got it, lover-boy," she purred loudly. 
 
    "Sorry about the mess on the deck," Dan said to the felish crewman, who was openly grinning at him. 
 
    "That's okay, damn cow had it coming! They all think with their dicks! It's always fun to see 'em knocked into the dirt!" 
 
    "Daniel," Lofn asked. 
 
    "Yes, Lofn," he said as he pulled her after him. The boxed in area looked big enough for the six of them, and there was even a pile of blankets so they wouldn't be lying on the deck. 
 
    "Why are you dragging me in here?" 
 
    "Because, from the looks on the others, I'm not going to get any sleep until I pass out from exhaustion," he said. Stopping, he turned and faced her, then he pulled her in close and kissed her as he put his arms around her. 
 
    "I don't want you to think I don't love you or value you as much as the others, and besides," he said, smiling as he looked into her eyes, "I still need to make you mine, and I'm not waiting another minute to do that!" 
 
    "I should be mad at you for killing that idiot," she said, shaking her head, then she smiled. "It was foolish, but then, I used to think your desire for me was foolish." 
 
    "And now?" he asked as he bent his head down to kiss her neck. 
 
    "I find I'm feeling quite foolish, and after your previous stunt this morning, I believe that being yours is something I'd very much like to be." 
 
    "Umm hmm?" he asked. 
 
    "Yes. Now help me out of these clothes and this armor so we can screw like bunnies on the deck, and make so much noise, the people on the ground will hear us passing overhead!" 
 
      
 
    Wrath and Aella moved over to the corpse and quickly went through his belongings, taking anything they could use, and setting the rest aside in a pile for the crew, along with a couple of gold pieces to cover the task of cleaning the floor. 
 
    They then dragged the body to the back, where a felish armed with several sharp knives pointed to a heavy table to put the corpse on. 
 
    "Ah, fresh meat. I will be sure to set aside some prime cuts for dinner tonight. How would you like them cooked?" 
 
    "Medium should do it," Wrath said, and the man bowed to them.  
 
    "Thank that man of yours for this tasty bounty." 
 
    "Oh, we will, don't you worry about that!" Aella laughed and headed back towards their spot for the night with Wrath. 
 
    "Don't tell Dan where the meat came from," Wrath said. "I'm not sure how he'll take it." 
 
    "Probably with steak sauce!" Aella said, still laughing.  
 
    Wrath shook her head, but couldn't help laughing as well. "I think we're rubbing off on him; have you ever seen anything so ruthlessly brutal before?" 
 
    "Brutal and totally unexpected!" Aella paused a moment as they came back to where a crewman was already cleaning the floor with a bloody mop. 
 
    "Oh, and Wrath?"  
 
    "Yes?" 
 
    "Maybe Dan's not the one we need to be worrying about when he meets your father." 
 
    Wrath stopped a moment and smiled at that thought.  
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    Dan stretched and yawned. He figured he'd gotten maybe a couple hours sleep, tops. But still, he really didn't feel that bad. He was sitting—well, lying was more like it—on the bench, with his head in Lofn's lap and his legs on Fawn's. The screeching of the azuls had woken him up, which meant they must be arriving at their destination.  
 
    "Tired?" Fawn asked as he sat up and yawned again. 
 
    "I'm not going to complain," he said and gave her a hug and a kiss. Fawn had been the worst of them last night, apparently trying to screw him into a coma. Killing that bully had definitely lit all of their fires, and while Wrath and Aella had been bad, Fawn had gone completely over the top, since he'd killed the guy in her defense. 
 
    Even Lofn, who claimed to have eschewed most violence, had been affected.  
 
    Then there'd been all that 'fresh meat' at dinner, and again at breakfast. It hadn't taken him long to figure out where that had come from, and oddly enough, he'd been the one to instigate another round this morning. Needless to say, he wasn't feeling his wounds anymore. 
 
    He'd bitten all of them again this morning while they were coupling and was surprised that he could feel them in his mind. He didn't know what exactly they were thinking, but he could feel their pride in him, and they were all touchy-feely when they'd come up here for the rest of the flight. 
 
    But the strangest part was the crew. They all said hello and called him by name. 
 
    "Gather your things," Wrath said. "We'll be getting off first." 
 
    "I thought we did that last night?" Fawn said with a giggle, while the others sighed and shook their heads. 
 
    Going over to one of the windows so he could get a better view, he could see a town—or maybe it was a city?—sprawled out before him. There were a lot of buildings, and while none of them appeared to be more than a couple of stories high, some of them appeared to be the size of several football fields from up here.  
 
    And then there were those columns of rock interspersed throughout. All of them had been turned into habitats of some sort. Natural skyscrapers, perhaps? And if that wasn't enough of a difference, there were people—or rather, felish—flying around the pillars and all across the top of the town.  
 
    "Wild, isn't it?" Aella asked, coming over and watching with him. 
 
    "It's definitely not home," he agreed. "So where are we going?" 
 
    "You'd have to ask Wrath, I've never been here before." 
 
    "I was under the impression you'd met here?" 
 
    "Here on Varmal, yes. But not here in Arikash. We met in Ceriden, which is the next town on the airship's route. She wasn't sure what she wanted to do, and I was on my way to Earth, so after we hooked up, she joined me." 
 
    "How'd the two of you hook up?" 
 
    "We got in a fight," Wrath said, coming over and joining them.  
 
    Dan didn't miss that, while she put one arm around him, the other went around Aella, who leaned into her. 
 
    "Who were you fighting?" 
 
    "Each other," Aella said with a grin. 
 
    "Really?" he asked looking between the two of them. 
 
    "Oh yeah, we had quite the knock-down, drag-out. Hell, I don't even remember what led to it." 
 
    "But it was one hell of a fight!" Wrath said with a laugh. "When it was over, we were both so beat to shit, we were barely able to stand." 
 
    "And next thing we know, we're having to fight a couple of scumbags who decided we were now easy pickins." Aella sighed. 
 
    "And suddenly our survival depended on cooperating," Wrath said, and leaned over to give Aella a kiss.  
 
    "We eventually ended up in a small, out of the way inn in the cheap part of town, and had to share a room for a week as we recovered, because the two of us were all but broke." 
 
    "And there was only one bed." 
 
    "One very small bed." 
 
    "With a very thin blanket." 
 
    "But oddly enough, I don't remember being cold," Aella said, snickering. 
 
    There was a slight jerk. 
 
    "We're grounded," Wrath said. "Let's go." 
 
    Nodding, he followed Wrath, along with the others, and they headed down the front stairs and made a beeline for the ramp that was being lowered from the deck to the ground. 
 
    "Wrath, Dan, Lofn," the ship's captain said as they got to the ramp, "it was a pleasure having you onboard. The cook hopes you enjoyed the meal?" he added with a wink and an outrageous grin. 
 
    "It was delicious," Wrath said, trying not to look back at Dan. 
 
    "You must have one hell of a great cook," Dan replied. 
 
    "Oh?" the captain asked, and everything got quiet. Dan suddenly got the distinct impression they were all dying to tell him what he'd had for dinner last night, and were trying to figure out a way to do it without pissing off Wrath. 
 
    Dan stopped and turned to face the captain, and with a straight face, he said, "He must have been, to take something made completely out of asshole and turn it into something so delicious."  
 
    He then turned and walked off the ship as Fawn giggled uncontrollably, followed a moment later by the entire crew breaking out into laughter. 
 
    "I think you broke him," Wrath whispered to him, and looking back, Dan could see the captain was laughing so hard, he was bent over the rail, holding on to it with his wings spread for balance. 
 
    Dan shook his head. "Am I the first human to come here with a functioning brain?" he asked them in a low voice. 
 
    "Humans who come into the under realms tend to fall into two categories," Lofn told him. "Fools and posers. The first are used as the butts of a great many jokes, and the later are just used. So they're not used to running into one to be reckoned with." 
 
    "Why do I get the impression humans aren't exactly popular here?" 
 
    "It's not so much unpopular, as unfamiliar, though I daresay there are places you'd best not go." 
 
    "It's because you're a source of power," Wrath told him. 
 
    "Huh?" 
 
    "Remember I told you about 'feeding' off the violence and corruption of humans?" 
 
    Dan nodded; he remembered she'd mentioned something of the sort. 
 
    "Humans have open emotions; they radiate feelings, psychic energy, magical energy, all sorts of stuff, and there's so many of you. I think you're up to like five or six billion now?" 
 
    "Uh, something like that." 
 
    "And you give off things many of us can use. Absorb, feed off of, whatever you want to call it. Some, like the succubi, can even feed directly. But while we can live off humans, many of us fear them, too." 
 
    "Why would you fear humans?" he asked her. 
 
    "There are maybe a hundred million felish, total. In all of existence. Those numbers are more or less the same for each of the other races, as well. One on one, we may be a little more powerful, but humans seem to be good figuring out how to deal with that. Then there's the numbers issue. 
 
    "There are a lot more humans than there are demons. It's a good thing most humans can't pass through the gateway portals, or some of us would be in serious trouble. Sure, we might kill hundreds of millions of them, but what good is that when there are billions more where they came from?" 
 
    "So," Lofn continued, "some people hate what they fear, or at least they try to abuse it every chance they get." 
 
    "I'm still surprised you didn't freak over dinner," Olivia piped up. "When did you figure it out?" 
 
    "It was fresh, not something that had been salted or on ice," he said with a shrug. "I noticed the rest of you didn't care, so I figured it was custom or something." He paused and then smiled. "Besides, I was hungry, and he tasted good." 
 
    Olivia and Aella snickered at that. 
 
    "So, is it a custom or something?" he asked as Wrath led them away from the airship station. 
 
    "Custom? Not really. Practice? Depends," she told him. "Some races, if they're killed or die, and the meat looks good, they'll be cooked and eaten by damn near everyone. Then there are those who'll eat anything or anybody they get their hands on, and still others who don't eat meat at all." She shrugged. "With most bovera, it's kind of expected that you'll end up in the pot if you die young enough." 
 
    "We are demons, after all," Aella reminded him. 
 
    "You keep saying that like it's a bad thing," Fawn complained. 
 
    "Or like it matters to me," he said in agreement with Fawn. 
 
    "Come on, let's hire a coach, I really don't feel like walking," Wrath said, and he noticed she was pointing to what might as well have been a taxi stand, only the 'coaches' were all open vehicles, with large, thin tires and a driver sitting at the front, in an enclosed area, with the windows down. He couldn't see what powered it, but then, he really didn't care. 
 
    "Take us to the home of Nicitel," Aella said. 
 
    "One gold, up front." 
 
    "Why up front?" 
 
    "Do you know who that is?" the driver asked. 
 
    "Yes, of course we do." 
 
    "Then you shouldn't have to ask." 
 
    Aella paid him while the others looked at Wrath. 
 
    "Dad isn't big on company. Unless you're female, attractive, and willing to warm his bed." 
 
    "Or a wayward daughter," Dan added with a grin. 
 
    "I don't think he has anything but wayward children," Wrath admitted. "But as for the quality of our reception?" She shrugged. 
 
    They climbed into the back, which had surprisingly spacious and comfortable seats, one row facing backward, and the other two rows facing forward.  
 
    "Why isn't there a roof?" he asked as they drove off. 
 
    "It doesn't rain much, and when it does…" Wrath shrugged. "If you don't want to get wet, you don't go outside." 
 
    Dan nodded and watched the street go by. There wasn't a lot of traffic traveling in coaches, though there were quite a few trucks making deliveries. Wrath's father's house was apparently on the other side of town, because they went through all of it. Looking around as they went down the street, he had trouble parsing what he was seeing. 
 
    It looked far too much like the towns back home. There were people, shops, what he guessed were businesses, offices, apartments, restaurants, you name it. It was like a mashup of pictures he'd seen of Middle Eastern cities and the older ones he'd been to up in the mountains of California. 
 
    He could see why Wrath didn't feel like walking, because it took them probably ten minutes to get across town. Next, they drove though an area that looked like most college campuses he'd seen, though it looked to be a lot older than any he could recall. 
 
    "How big is this school?" 
 
    Wrath shrugged. "No idea. They teach all kinds of things here, not just magic and curses." 
 
    He nodded, and when she suddenly got very still, he paid even more attention. The house they stopped in front of reminded him of a brownstone, except of course it was red. But not the red of the ground or the rock around here; it was a much deeper red, like it had been painted in blood, and the blood had dried. 
 
    "Thanks," Aella said to the driver as they got out. 
 
    "Well, let's see how much trouble I'm in," Wrath said with a sigh as she squared her shoulders. 
 
    Dan immediately stepped up next to her and put a hand on the small of her back. 
 
    "Maybe you should…" she started. 
 
    "No. None of you face anything alone as long as I'm around," he said, cutting her off. 
 
    Wrath nodded and gave a small nervous smile as they walked up to the front door together. When they got there, she knocked, and they waited for less than a minute before it opened. Dan found himself staring at a much younger version of Wrath.  
 
    "You should go," she said almost immediately. 
 
    "Is Dad in a mood?" Wrath asked without even thinking about it. 
 
    The girl gave her a second look. "When isn't he? Who was your mom?" 
 
    "Glas, you?" 
 
    Dan watched as the girl's eyes got wider. "Wrath? Mom's mentioned you." 
 
    "She got back together with him?" Wrath replied, equally wide-eyed. 
 
    "Yup. He won't talk about it, but I suspect we may have an even older sibling." 
 
    "Who is at the door, Allie?" a deep voice grumbled from inside the house. 
 
    "It's me, Dad, Wrath!" Wrath called out. 
 
    "I thought I told you not to come back!" was the growled response. 
 
    "No, you told me not to come back unless it was important!" she growled right back. 
 
    "Is that anyway to talk your father?" came another growled response. 
 
    "Well, that would depend on whether you're going to come and talk to me face to face, or we're going to spend the day yelling back and forth through the doorway, now doesn't it?" she shot back. 
 
    Dan noticed that Allie had moved out of the way of the doorway and was pretty much pressed back against the wall. He heard a loud snort and the soft sounds of hoof falls on the stone floor as Wrath's father came into view. He was pretty big, standing probably half a foot taller than Dan, but then some of that height, Dan figured, he came by due to the fact that he stood on cloven hooves, just like his daughter did. He was also heavily built and appeared to have larger wings than Wrath, and while his fur was red where Wrath's was, it was black in those diamond shaped areas along his front where hers was yellow.  
 
    He had the same green irises she had, only the surrounding parts of his eyes were also black. It made for a dramatic look, and Dan suddenly wasn't surprised that Wrath's dad was able to bang every fem that passed by. 
 
    Then again, from the size of the bump in the fancy loincloth he was wearing, there might have been other things that attracted them, as well. 
 
    The horns on his head were about the same relative length as Wrath's, though thicker, and his hair was just as black as where his fur was black. He wore it longer than Wrath did, however. 
 
    He noticed Nicitel looking him over, as well, not missing that Dan still had his hand on his daughter's back. 
 
    "Don't say it," he growled, looking at Dan. 
 
    "Well, where's the fun in that, Daaad?" Dan said with a big ass grin, and he felt it as Wrath went rigid under his hand, and the other girl's eyes widened again. 
 
    "I have killed people for less, you know," Nicitel warned. 
 
    "Heaven forbid I should be killed over something petty," Dan said, biting his lip and nodding. "So let's up that a bit, shall we? Not only is your daughter now my woman, but so are her friends, here. That's Lofn, Aella, Olivia, and Fawn, and my name is Dan." 
 
    Nicitel growled, looking Dan up and down. "You're pretty bold for a human, Dan. Just because you've tamed one of my daughters, don't presume I won't kill you here and now." 
 
    He turned back to Wrath then, still looking pissed. 
 
    "Now why are you here, Daughter?" 
 
    "It's complicated." 
 
    "So sum up." 
 
    "Dan's dying. He was infected with our blood while he was cursed, but he's part demon, so it hasn't killed him yet." 
 
    "I fail to see how that's my problem, Daughter." 
 
    "We want to save him, and I, well we…" Wrath said, voice trailing off as her father continued to glare at her. 
 
    Dan coughed, and Nicitel turned to look at him. 
 
    "Why don't you and I go someplace private where we can discuss this?" Dan said. "Because if you keep glaring and growing at Wrath like that, you and me are going to have words." 
 
    "Oh? Is that so?" Nicitel said with a slow smile. 
 
    Dan nodded, frowning. "Yes, it is. Because she's mine, I love her, and I'll stand up for her. And," Dan stood up a little straighter, "if we get into it, I don't want any of the girls involved. This is between us. Just you and me." 
 
    "Dan!" Wrath gasped. 
 
    He turned to Wrath and smiled. "Wrath, this really is between him and me. I'm the one who needs help, and I'm the one who's asking, here." 
 
    "But…" 
 
    "Trust me, okay?" 
 
    Wrath sighed and nodded, then glared at her father, who smiled evilly. 
 
    "Oh, do please come in. Wrath, dear, you and your friends can wait in the kitchen. Allie, be a good girl and make them something to drink. Come, Dan, let us adjourn to my study." 
 
    Dan gave Wrath a pat on the hip and then followed her father through the house. It was a lot larger inside than he'd guessed, and the rooms were nicely decorated. The amount of weapons on display was something he found interesting, but the furniture looked well-made, and the chairs comfortable.  
 
    Nicitel showed him into his study, which was about what Dan would have expected from someone who taught at a college. There was a large desk that dominated one side of the room, lots of shelves, and a smaller table with a chair to either side. 
 
    "Give me one good reason why I shouldn't kill you right here and right now," Nicitel asked him. 
 
    Dan turned and smiled at him. "Because there's no gain in it for you; it'd be a wasted effort, with no upside and a lot of downsides." 
 
    "Oh?" Nicitel asked, eyeing him over. 
 
    "All you have to do is nothing, and I'm a dead man. Like Wrath said, I'm dying. We already know I'll start to decline in a few days. A week or two after that, and I'm gone." 
 
    "Maybe I want to be the one who kills you?" 
 
    "You kill me, and your daughter will hate you for the rest of her life, and so will her four friends. That's a pretty big minus." 
 
    "She'll hate me if I don't help," he growled. "So I don't see your point." 
 
    "She'll be mad at you, but she won't hate you. And we both know the difference between mad and hate with her is an enormous amount of violence." 
 
    Nicitel nodded, conceding the point. 
 
    "So how did you and she, and the others, become involved? I thought I'd taught her better than to consort with humans," Nicitel said with a distasteful snarl. 
 
    Dan sighed. "My father was cursed, a pretty nasty piece of work, too. After he died, the curse moved on to me." 
 
    "Typical." 
 
    Dan nodded. "Oh, from the way it worked, it was a well done one. Too well done, I suspect." 
 
    "Oh?" 
 
    "My curse caused me to trip your daughter's curse." 
 
    If Dan had blinked, he would have missed it. For a brief moment, he saw fury in Nicitel's eyes. 
 
    "What do you mean, 'my daughter's curse'?" Nicitel asked, eyes narrowing. 
 
    Dan quickly filled him in on how Weson had tricked her by using an oath and then betrayed her. 
 
    "Why I…" 
 
    Dan held up his hand, stopping him. The look of pure anger he got in return surprised him, but in a way, it suddenly made sense. 
 
    "I got dibs. I get to kill him. Got it? He cursed me, and he cursed them, and by whatever it is you hold holy, I'm going to be the one who kills him, understand?" Dan growled back at him, letting his own anger at everything Weson had done to him show through. He was pretty sure he had Wrath's father figured out; he was a tank, and if you didn't tank him right back, he'd roll over you and probably kill you.  
 
    You only earned his respect by standing up to him. 
 
    Nicitel huffed a moment, but nodded slowly. "So how did you break your curse?" 
 
    Dan motioned to the chair. "Mind if I sit? I didn't get a lot of sleep last night." 
 
    "Why not?" 
 
    "Ah, some bovera bull thought he could put his hands on Fawn. It didn't go well for him." 
 
    "Oh? They kill him?" 
 
    Dan snorted. "They didn't get the chance. I seem to have developed a pretty foul temper when it comes to anyone messing with my girls. We had him for dinner and breakfast." 
 
    Nicitel gave a short laugh. "Well, it's nice to see my daughter picked a man who can and will protect her. Yes, by all means, sit. So, the curse?" 
 
    "I learned the man I thought was my father, wasn't. He'd traded with a sobek to increase his magical powers." 
 
    Nicitel snorted. "They're still doing that?" 
 
    Dan shrugged and smiled. "Well, I'm here, aren't I? So when my stepfather died…" 
 
    "Everything reverted to you, and no doubt, your demonic side started to come out." Nicitel paused a moment. "I guess that would explain their attraction to you." 
 
    "Well, that and I'm not afraid of them. I even got in Wrath's face the first time we met," Dan said with a grin as he remembered that incident. 
 
    "And their blood?" 
 
    "I swore a blood oath with Wrath, to bind us and keep each from selling each other out, because the death of one of us would have broken the curse and freed the other. The curse caused her blood to enter my body, which would normally be bad for a human, and it only got worse as I swore the same oath with each of the others as I freed them." 
 
    "You're still taking their blood now, aren't you?"  
 
    Dan nodded. "During sex, yes." 
 
    Nicitel nodded again. "How long was my daughter trapped in that curse before you freed her? 
 
    "Nine, ten years." 
 
    "Ah, that explains a few things." 
 
    Dan alerted on that immediately. "You were keeping tabs on her, weren't you?" 
 
    Nicitel frowned at him. "Why would I do such a thing?" he growled. 
 
    "Oh, come off it. I saw how pissed you got when you learned what had happened to her. You're just as mad as I am! So tell me, how much of all this anger and threats is an act?" 
 
    "Don't be so sure about that, Dan," he warned. 
 
    "Oh, don't worry, I'm not gonna tell. Having everyone terrified of my father-in-law sounds like fun. Plus they'll all wonder about me, seeing as you haven't killed me!" Dan laughed. 
 
    "I should kill you just on general principle for that," Nicitel grumbled, but then he suddenly smiled, "But you're right, where would the fun in that be? As for it being an act? It's a lot more now than it used to be. I've mellowed a lot, now that I have a nice home, a secure job, and a steady string of attractive women who want to share my bed, and even give me cubs." 
 
    Dan smiled and gave him a nod of his head. "Well, your daughter is very much afraid of you, but she still loves you, and honestly? I think she's done everything she could to live up to being your daughter. She's one tough bitch, and I know if I'm not careful, she might even kill Weson before I do!" 
 
    Nicitel smirked. "That's the demon in you." 
 
    "How so?" 
 
    "Sobeks are lovers, sure. But they're also nasty pieces of work when it comes to anyone who challenges them or wrongs them. After all, you can't draw in the females if you're not the tough alpha male. So you'll do whatever you must to defend your harem, and you'll go over the top to make examples to warn the others off.  
 
    "I suspect over time your demon side will eclipse your human side." 
 
    "If I live," Dan reminded him. 
 
    "Yes, if you live." 
 
    "So, will you help me?" 
 
    "Why should I?" Nicitel asked with a curious look. 
 
    "Because it's all upside if you do. You have a son-in-law who's becoming powerful, your daughter's love will increase, and the rest of my harem will feel indebted to you, as well." 
 
    "Interesting points," Nicitel said with a nod. 
 
    "And of course, there's the simple truth that I'm family now," Dan said, and then grinned as he added, "Dad." 
 
    "You seem to enjoy saying that word far too much," Nicitel said with a smile. 
 
    "That's 'cause I never got to use it. I had to call my stepfather 'Father' all the time. I just thought he grew up in some weird family, but now I realize he didn't like me. He couldn't kill me or he'd lose his magic, so he tolerated me." 
 
    Nicitel nodded. "It's always enlightening to find out there are parents worse than I. As for helping you, I will look into your problem. What makes you think I can help you, anyway?" 
 
    "Oh, a wise woman back on Earth said you could do it, and a healer seemed to think it was exactly the kind of thing you'd know." 
 
    Nicitel sighed and shook his head. "That's the bad part of having a reputation that's known far and wide; everyone comes to you for answers." 
 
    "I don't know," Dan said pointedly, looking around the room at all the books. "I seem to have a feeling we came to the right place. Why do you study curses, if you don't mind my asking?" 
 
    "For the same reason you will eventually. Someone cursed me once, and unraveling it was quite the experience. I didn't want to have that happen again, so I immersed myself in their study. After a while, I developed a liking for them. Curses are one of the most under-utilized forms of magic there is, and there is a certain…well, challenge to figuring them out, because the ground rules depend on the people around you. Not the oft-times capricious nature of magic itself." 
 
    All Dan could do was nod in agreement, as he'd barely skimmed the surface of magic or curses at this point. 
 
    "Well, let us go to the kitchen and give them the good news," Nicitel said, standing up. 
 
    "You know she's going to hug you," Dan said with a grin. 
 
    "Yes, and I plan on enjoying it. The only reason I ran her off when I did was because her mother was coming around again, and I truly despise the whole 'family' thing. I like my living arrangements to be simple. 
 
    "Hmm, I wonder if I can get her to give me the sword back? I really like that one." 
 
    Dan snorted. "She keeps the sword." 
 
    "Oh?" 
 
    "Yeah, it really makes her eyes stand out when she's killing people with it!" Dan said with a snicker. 
 
    "Fine…" Nicitel sighed as they left his office. "It's not like I ever used that one anyway. So tell me, how did you kill that bull? I take it he was a big one?" 
 
    Dan told him about the curse he'd hit him with. 
 
    "Interesting approach. But what if he'd been angry?" 
 
    "I would have cursed him to stumble around in a blind rage." 
 
    Nicitel nodded. "Be warned, most powerful people have protections against simple curses. So once you had him cut down to size, what did you do?" 
 
    Now it was Dan's turn to smile evilly. "I took his club, and after knocking him down, I smashed his head in until he stopped moving." 
 
    Nicitel laughed. "Vicious!"  
 
    The walked into the kitchen and found the girls sitting around a table. The expressions Wrath and her sister's faces were of complete shock. He guessed they'd heard their father laughing. 
 
    "I like him, you can keep him," Nicitel said. 
 
    "Does that mean you'll help?" Wrath asked cautiously. 
 
    "Yes, I will help you and your mate here." 
 
    Just as predicted, Wrath ran over and hugged her father. 
 
    "Thanks, Dad!" 
 
    "It's always nice when one of my daughters actually finds a mate worthy of them. Allie, set them up in one of the guest rooms; they're going to be here for a while. Now if you'll excuse me, I have work to do." 
 
    Wrath let go of her father, and everyone was quiet as he left the room. 
 
    "Did you threaten him?" Aella asked, snickering. 
 
    "If he had, he'd be dead," Wrath said and then frowned. "What did happen in there?" 
 
    Dan smiled. "We had a frank discussion about our positions and came to a mutually beneficial agreement. I don't think we actually got down to threats, just maybe a few veiled ones at best.  
 
    "But honestly? I like your dad. He's a nice guy." 
 
    Allie did a spit take from the glass she was drinking out of, and Wrath scowled. "My father is not a 'nice guy'!" 
 
    Dan grinned. "I don't mean 'nice' as in kind, friendly, or safe. Yeah, your dad'll kill anyone who crosses him or pisses him off in a heartbeat. I admire that. No, I mean he's a 'nice guy' in that you stay out of his lane, and he'll stay out of yours. He'll tell you right up front if he's going to kill you, and why. He gives people fair warning, unlike, say, that ass Weson back home. He doesn't brag, and he doesn't boast. That's nice." 
 
    "Give me a minute to clean up here," Allie said. "Then I guess I'll take you to the larger guest room." 
 
    "That's okay, I know where it is," Wrath said. 
 
    Allie shook her head and laughed. "Oh no, he told me to show you to it, and that's exactly what I'm gonna do." 
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    They went out to dinner that night with Nicitel, which really wasn't something Dan had expected. On the trip to the restaurant, he spent a lot more time looking at the buildings than he had on the way over from the airship, and what he saw surprised him, once he started to figure it out. 
 
    While it was a town pretty much like any other he'd been in, it was laid out haphazardly. Obviously there hadn't been any kind of central authority when the town had been first settled, or as it had grown up. He had to wonder if there was one now, because while the streets weren't paved with concrete or asphalt, the surface was hard, not dirt, and looked like something that had been made, not something that had naturally occurred. 
 
    The restaurant, and most of the buildings around it in that part of town, had a rustic sort of flavor to them. It actually reminded him of Georgetown. Going inside, he saw it was nice, clean, a lot more modern-looking, and well lit. Why he hadn't thought they'd have lights, he had no idea. 
 
    "You look surprised," Olivia said. 
 
    Dan nodded. "I guess I didn't expect it to all seem so…normal. We're in one of the demon realms, and yet this place isn't any different than a hundred others I've been to back in California. Yeah, the people look a little different, but other than that? We could easily be back on Earth. Nothing is really different." 
 
    "It's subtle," Wrath told him, "but differences are there, and you won't really notice them until you run head first into one." 
 
    "How?" 
 
    "Well, there's no electricity here. Doesn't work. People have tried to build generators and batteries, all that. But it won't work here." 
 
    "Then what makes the lights work?" 
 
    "Magic," she said and grinned. 
 
    "But, wall switches!" he said, remembering the guest room having one by the door. 
 
    "They're magic, too," Nicitel said as they sat at the table he'd led them to. "People liked the idea after seeing how the humans controlled theirs. Used to be you had to turn them on and off by verbal command, and only those people you'd given control of the spell to could do it. Magical switches are easier." 
 
    "So how do they cook?" 
 
    "Fire salamanders are the preferred way, by the gourmands at least. Though a fire brick in a magical box is popular with many, as well." 
 
    "Because you don't have to worry about a brick getting out and burning down your house," Wrath said with a chuckle. 
 
    "Nor do you have to feed it," Lofn added with a nod. 
 
    "So how far have you progressed in your magical studies?" Nicitel asked. 
 
    "Not very," Dan admitted. "I've only read the primer Wrath gave me, and I haven't actually gotten much practice. When I cursed that guy yesterday, for all that it was a simple one, I was still winded there for a few minutes." 
 
    Nicitel nodded as the waiter came over with menus.  
 
    "Girls, I expect you to spend the time here making him practice," he said as he scanned the menu. 
 
    Dan looked at his, and while he could read it easily enough, he had no idea what any of the dishes where. 
 
    "Hon, could you order for me?" he said, turning to Wrath, who was on his right. "I'm lost here," he said, giving the menu a shake. He noticed the waiter's eyebrows go up a fraction. 
 
    "Sure thing," Wrath replied, and after her father ordered, they went around the table fairly quickly. As the waiter left, Dan noticed they were drawing looks from some of the others seated in the restaurant.  
 
    "Ah, I see you've noticed you're drawing looks," Nicitel said. 
 
    "I thought it was you," Dan said. "You're the famous one, I'm just a nobody." 
 
    "But you're human," Lofn said, reminding him of the conversation they'd had earlier. 
 
    "And Dad's not killing you—in fact, you're here as his guest," Wrath said. 
 
    Nicitel smiled. "I prefer to let rumors and gossips spread my news. It's so much easier than having to tell everyone I have a new son-in-law and I'll take a poor view of anyone messing with him." 
 
    "Assuming they get the message," Aella mumbled, and Nicitel laughed. 
 
    "Oh, that's the fun part. I'm sure there'll be a death or two involved, and no, Son," Nicitel said with a wink at Dan in a voice that was pitched to carry, "the one you killed on the ship doesn't count." 
 
    Dan shook his head, grinning. "Thanks, Dad." Then, lowering his voice, he continued, "Is there anybody or anything in particular I need to watch out for? You know, like 'don't leave a witness' or 'don't kill anyone in front of the sheriff'?" 
 
    They all snorted. "There's no real sheriff, and the only way you can get in trouble is if they have friends or family who decide to come after you." 
 
    "So there's no law at all?" 
 
    "As long as you're not annoying the members of the town council, nope. You can pretty much do whatever you want." 
 
    "Huh." 
 
    "Just remember," Wrath warned him, "if the people around you take a dim view of what you're doing, they're free to do whatever they want as well." 
 
    "Enlightened self-interest is what rules here," Aella said. "Folks, however, will band together if they feel something is a big enough threat to their welfare or wellbeing." 
 
    "So it's not quite anarchy," Nicitel said, "but close enough in many cases." 
 
    Dan nodded and thought about that as Nicitel queried his daughter about what she'd been doing since he'd seen her last, which was actually some time ago.  
 
    When the food came, the conversation slowed down, but Nicitel took the time to ask each of the girls a little about their past and how they'd met up. Dan now knew how Wrath and Aella had met, as well as Olivia and Fawn, though not perhaps the fine details of the later two. 
 
    It turned out Lofn had met Aella and Fawn separately, and become friends, and that was what had drawn the four of them together. Lofn hadn't gone into detail about how that had come about, other than saying she was new to Sacramento at the time. 
 
    He was surprised Nicitel didn't press the matter. He was also very much interested in finding out himself. But not now, not in public. It could wait. 
 
    When the meal was over, the waiter brought out a desert that was fairly spicy, but quite delicious, and by the way the waiter waited to see Dan's reaction to it, he got the impression his digging in was a source of disappointment. 
 
    "I think I wasn't supposed to like this," he confided in the others when the waiter left. 
 
    "Most humans don't go for spicy food," Nicitel said. 
 
    Wrath snorted. "Come to California. Spicy food is everywhere. In any Thai restaurant, and a fair number of Mexican ones, this'd be considered weak." 
 
    "Doesn't sound like I remember it." 
 
    "Things change a lot in a hundred years, Dad," Wrath said. "Or rather, human things change." 
 
    "True, it's easy to forget once you stop traveling there." 
 
    They finished up shortly after that and took a coach back to the house. 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Wrath headed down to her father's study, while the others ate breakfast. Lofn would spend the morning teaching Dan and making him practice, while the others went out and took care of their own affairs. There were always things you couldn't get easily, if at all, on Earth that were much easier to find in one of the demon realms. 
 
    Stepping into his office after a quick knock on the door, she saw her father had a small bag out that he was putting several books in. 
 
    "Going somewhere?" she asked him with a scowl. 
 
    Nicitel looked up briefly at her, then went back to what he was doing. 
 
    "I need to consult with Brageur. I spent all night going through my library, but I wasn't able to find exactly what I needed. I think it's in one of the books in the college's library, but it'll take me far longer to find it than I suspect your Daniel has." 
 
    Wrath knitted her eyebrows in thought for a moment. "Brageur?" 
 
    Her father nodded as he tied the case closed. 
 
    "Didn't you, like, try to kill him twenty years ago?" 
 
    Nicitel snorted. "It's not the first time we've fought, and I doubt it'll be the last time." 
 
    "And you expect him to help you?" 
 
    Sighing, he looked up at her. "We keep score. I'm ahead. If he helps me, that'll make us dead even. So yes, I expect him to help me. Oh, I'll be taking Allie along, so don't make a mess, and take care of the shopping. There's money in the desk," he said, tapping on it. 
 
    "When will you be back?" 
 
    "Two, maybe three days. We won't get there until tomorrow. I left a couple of books on the kitchen table for him to study. Don't take him into town at all while I'm gone." 
 
    "Why not?" she asked, curious. 
 
    "Because if what you told me about him is true, he's going to be too weak magically to stand up to anybody, and that condition will only worsen until he's been healed. Now, I have to get going so I don't miss the airship." 
 
    Nodding, Wrath came over and gave her father a hug. "Thanks, Dad. I don't know why you're helping me, but I'm grateful you are, and I won't forget this, ever." 
 
    He snorted, but she noticed he was smiling. "I treated you the way I did because you needed to grow up strong, or one of my enemies would have taken advantage of you. I threw you out because if I hadn't, you would have grown up in my shadow and never amounted to anything. Yes, I am hard, and at times, I am mean. That's who I am. 
 
    "But you are my daughter, and as long as my children aren't complete fuckups or screw jobs, I will try to help when they need it. Besides, I like him. He's not at all afraid of me, and he even warned me off killing the wizard who cursed you because he's got dibs." Nicitel shook his head and grinned. "Besides, with a little help and guidance, I bet he'll turn into just the kind of tough, mean bastard that'll make you proud." 
 
    Wrath snorted at that, and he laughed. 
 
    "I was once naive and trusting, too, Wrath." 
 
    "I find that hard to believe!" 
 
    "Well, for a felish demon, I was. But a human cured me of my misconceptions." 
 
    "Oh?" 
 
    Her father smiled then, quite evilly. "There are still mornings when I wake up with the sounds of his screams echoing in my ears. I always treasure those days, because I know they're going to be good ones." 
 
    Wrath sighed and didn't say anything more, and watched as he picked up his bag and left his office. The idea that there had been a time when her father wasn't evil was just too impossible to believe.  
 
    Closing the door behind her, she went to the kitchen to get some food. She'd have to take stock of what was in the larder and the chill box to see what, if anything, she needed to run into town to buy.  
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    Nicitel back-winged to land a hundred yards or some from Brageur's home. As they weren't exactly friends right now, it would be impolite to land on his doorsill. Allie landed beside him, and he handed her the lighter of the two packs he was carrying. While she might effectively be his servant until she reached her majority, he still had enough chauvinism in him to not overly burden a female in flight. Especially not when he was so much stronger. 
 
    Taking a brief look around, he struck off for Brageur's front door as he resettled his wings. The flight on the airship had been boring, and the flight from the dock to here had been a long one, though that at least he had enjoyed. It was always nice to get out and stretch one's wings from time to time.  
 
    Coming up to the door, he stopped and set his pack down, then knocked on it using both hands.  
 
    They waited. 
 
    "Are you sure he's in, Dad?" Allie asked. 
 
    He gave a curt nod. "Yes, he's just debating his opening move." 
 
    "Why would he do that?" 
 
    "Because he isn't expecting me." 
 
    "Maybe you should have just knocked normally?" 
 
    Nicitel snorted and then smiled. "That wouldn't be polite." 
 
    Now it was Allie's turn to snort. "You? Polite?" 
 
    They heard the bolt unlock, then the door opened, and Nicitel looked over his old contemporary. 
 
    "Are we friends or enemies these days?" was Brageur's first comment. "It's been so long since we've talked, I've honestly lost track, and I just spent the better part of ten minutes trying to recall." 
 
    "Damned if I can remember," Nicitel said with a shrug. "We've gone round and round so many times, I gave up trying to track it. Brageur, this is my daughter Allie. Allie, Brageur." 
 
    "Nice to meet you, Allie," Brageur said and then looked back at Nicitel. "Well, I guess if you brought your daughter and a large bag of books, we're undoubtedly not at odds this moment. 
 
    "So, what brings you here?" 
 
    Nicitel smiled. "Why, I have come for your help." 
 
    Brageur suddenly smiled and looked much happier. 
 
    "You have, have you?" Brageur said and then chuckled. "Why, I do believe this would put you in my debt!" 
 
    "Un-uh, don't forget about Belev!" Nicitel replied with a grin, and Brageur sighed.  
 
    "How thoughtless of me, but still," he perked up again, "that would make us even, correct?" 
 
    Nicitel nodded. "Most certainly correct." 
 
    Brageur smiled again and clapped his hands. "Well, by all means, do come in! I welcome you to the hospitality of my house. I must say, the day's possibilities are endless!" 
 
    Nicitel and Allie stepped in, and Brageur closed the door behind them. 
 
    "Now, let us adjourn to my office, and we can discuss this properly. The books?" 
 
    "I'm returning several you loaned me some time ago, as well as loaning you a few you once expressed an interest in," Nicitel replied. 
 
    Brageur led them into his office and gestured to the chairs as he moved to sit behind his desk. "Ah! Then this truly is an important issue. I'd never thought to see my first editions of Hanlick and Swiess again." 
 
    Nicitel took the old books out of the pack and set them on the desk as Brageur eyed them, his eyes getting wider at the last two Nicitel added to the pile of ten. 
 
    "You're loaning me Foslick and Hogenes?" Brageur looked up at Nicitel. "This is serious, isn't it?" 
 
    "Yes, I'm afraid so, and it will take me some time to explain it. I would set your servant to making the mid meal and something to drink." 
 
    Brageur sighed. "Unfortunately, I don't have one nowadays. Since I lost Treennia, I haven't had much of a desire to hire one." 
 
    "Then may I loan you Allie, and she can be about it while we work?" 
 
    Nicitel watched as Brageur looked Allie over. He'd made sure she was presentable in a fetching manner before they'd left the airship this morning. 
 
    "That would be acceptable," Brageur said with a nod. 
 
    "Allie?" Nicitel prompted. 
 
    "I will be about it," she said, getting up and leaving the room. Nicitel almost smiled at the way Brageur watched her walk out. 
 
    "Lovely daughter you have there." 
 
    "Yes, well, you know my way. Their mothers send them to me when they're nearing their majority, and I prepare them for the world before sending them on their way. Allie has a year left until she's on her own." 
 
    "So, tell me of the problem that has brought you all this way with such gifts." 
 
    "It seems I have run into an issue that is both dire and near, in that it's very much constrained by time. One of my daughters has mated with a male who is part human and part sobek." 
 
    "And you wish him dead?" Brageur asked, and Nicitel could see he was only partly joking. 
 
    "Actually, I wish him to live. He's quite a spirited lad and has successfully negotiated his way out of one death curse that was placed upon his family. However, that curse led to him ending up with my daughter's blood in his veins, along with that of four other demonesses of varying races." 
 
    "And because he's already half sobek, he was not killed outright." 
 
    "True." 
 
    "Have you considered the ritual of Kognitiv Sammenfojning?" 
 
    Nicitel nodded. "There are, unfortunately, circumstances involved that would cause that ritual to fail. You see, the mixing was done while swearing a blood oath of allegiance, but the oath was taken while he was under the effects of the curse." 
 
    "And?" Brageur prompted. 
 
    "And his heritage was being returned to him, as the beholder who had contained his powers for nineteen years had just died, and his powers and heritage were returning to him." 
 
    Brageur frowned a moment. "The sobek are still doing that?" 
 
    Nicitel laughed. "You know, I said the exact same thing when he told me!" 
 
    Brageur grinned and gave a snort. "I don't think I'll ever understand them, and I am starting to see the dilemma you find yourself in. But why me? It's been a while, and I know we're still pissed at each other." 
 
    Nicitel leaned back in his chair and shrugged, spreading his arms slightly with his palms up. "You know more about the sobek than I do, and you have read everything Swiess ever wrote on the subject of ill-humors and their balancing.  
 
    "While I suspect I could find the answers in the libraries of the school, my time is limited. So much so that I'd find it too late. Even coming here is a gamble, because of the deadlines involved." 
 
    "Well, then, tell me in detail how this strange set of circumstances came about, and I guess we'll begin with why the more common rituals won't work." 
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    Dan didn't see Wrath's father the next day, nor the day after that. What he did see was the small backyard of the house, where he spent all day, as first Lofn, then Wrath made him practice casting for hours on end. He went through every spell he'd learned in the first book, and when he finished that, he went through all of them again, and again, over and over.  
 
    By the end of the first day, he was completely exhausted. By the end of the second, he was tired, but not so much that he passed out when they dragged him off to bed after dinner. Which of course meant they had their way with him until he did pass out, exhausted. 
 
    Not that he was complaining, mind you, he had his way with them just as much. He could feel it when they looked into him, and it made him feel good that he could share with them the way he felt, still felt, for each of them. They were growing closer, it seemed, and that thought was more than enough to put a smile on his face. 
 
    All the sex didn't hurt either, of course! 
 
    The next morning, though, all he wanted to do was lay in bed. 
 
    "You feeling okay?" Olivia asked, coming back into the room.  
 
    "I'm just tired." He sighed and lay there, not wanting to move. When the others had gotten up, he'd told them he'd hit the shower last, but had quickly fallen back asleep instead. 
 
    "How's your head? Do you have a headache? Are you sore anywhere?" she asked, remembering how much his head had been hurting him the last time he started to run down on them. 
 
    "I'm just…tired," he said and struggled to sit up as she came over and helped him.  
 
    "Let me help you into the shower so you can get clean, then we'll go downstairs and get you some food. I'm sure that'll help." 
 
    He nodded slowly and grunted as she helped him out of bed. He didn't feel tired so much as drained. 
 
    "Between all that magic yesterday, and the sex last night, I think I overexerted myself," he grumbled as they made their way into the bathroom. Olivia quickly stripped and hopped into the shower with him, which was for the best, because he really was dead on his feet. 
 
    The shower perked him up, which helped a lot. Then, of course, Olivia giving him head in the shower helped his frame of mind even more, though it left him tired all over again. 
 
    "Where's your dad?" he asked Wrath when he finally stumbled into the kitchen, and collapsed into a seat, as she put a large plate of food before him. 
 
    "For that matter, where's Allie?" 
 
    "Dad had to go consult with someone. He left two days ago, and took Allie with him." 
 
    "Why did he take Allie?" Olivia asked. 
 
    "Probably so he could trade her for some favors," Fawn said with a snort. 
 
    Dan shook his head. "More likely he just wanted to be waited on hand and foot while he was traveling. So when's he due back?" 
 
    "Today or tomorrow," Wrath said. "How's your head?" 
 
    "My head's fine," he said as he picked up his fork. He found it interesting that the forks here only had three tines instead of the four back home. "Why? You're not going to make me cast spells all day again, are you?" 
 
    "Nope. Dad left a couple of books for you to study. One on more advanced magic, and another on curses. I thought you might like to spend the day reading one of them and relaxing." 
 
    "That'd be nice. I'm realizing, after going through all the spells in that book over and over again, that there's no way you can do anything really dangerous or terribly useful with them." 
 
    "It's a primer; they leave most of what can get you in trouble out," Lofn said. 
 
    "Finish your breakfast, and I'll take you into the den and let you pick which one you want to read first," Wrath said as she and Fawn cleaned up the kitchen. 
 
    Nodding, he set to eating breakfast with a will. Whatever it was, it tasted good. One of these days, when he was feeling brave, he'd ask what it was.  
 
    After he'd finished and Wrath had led him off to one of the dens to read, the rest of them looked at each other.  
 
    "How long has it been since he swapped blood with you, Lofn?" Aella asked. 
 
    "Seven days." 
 
    "Huh, last time wasn't it five days when he started having problems?" Olivia asked. 
 
    "And he had one hell of a headache," Fawn reminded them. 
 
    "He's been taking our blood every time we have sex now," Lofn said, crossing her arms and putting one hand on her chin as she tapped the side of her face with a finger in thought. 
 
    "You think that's what's helping him?" 
 
    Aella pursed her lips and nodded slowly. "That would make sense, plus we're in demon lands now, and things work differently here." 
 
    "It could also have something to do with there being five of us now, and the curse being broken," Lofn said, still obviously deep in thought. "When the curse was trying to kill him, it was undoubtedly doing everything it could to help our blood cause him pain and problems." 
 
    "It could also be that his demon side is growing stronger," Olivia pointed out. "Have you noticed that he can feel it when we're in his head now?" 
 
    "Oh, yeah," Fawn said with a slightly dreamy smile on her face. "He's been getting really creative, too. I think when this is all over, we're definitely going to be playing some games." 
 
    Aella and Olivia laughed at that, while Lofn just smiled. "Down, girl. Whatever it is, I hope when Wrath's father gets back here, he has an answer for us." 
 
    "So what are your plans for today?" Aella asked. 
 
    "I want to see if I can find a shop in town that'll put a better enchantment on this war hammer," Olivia said, motioning to where it hung from her side. "Wrath gave me some advice on where I should look, but I'd rather not go by myself." 
 
    "I'll go along," Aella said with a nod. "Lofn? Fawn?" 
 
    Fawn snorted. "I ain't goin' anywhere by myself, and only then in force. I think I'll just sit here and see if I can find anything interesting to read, thank you very much." 
 
    "Lofn?" 
 
    "I'm going to stay here as well." 
 
    "Might as well get going then," Olivia said. "Come on, Aella." 
 
    "You do know where you're going, right?" Aella asked as they left the house. 
 
    "More or less. I was here once years ago, and Wrath gave me the name of the shop and whereabouts it's located. So we just grab a coach and tell him where we want to go." 
 
    "Well, let's find us a coach, 'cause I'm not up for getting lost today." 
 
    "Expecting trouble?" Olivia asked. 
 
    "Actually, I think this is probably the safest we're gonna be in a long time." 
 
    "You think?" 
 
    "If Dan's cured, we go back, kill Weson, take Sacramento, and hold it against all comers." 
 
    "And if Dan dies?" 
 
    "We burn it to the ground," Aella said with a grin. "'Cause Wrath ain't the only girl with a temper!" 
 
    Olivia had to laugh at that, 'cause yeah, she could totally see Wrath killing Weson and then not stopping until there was nothing around her but scorched earth. It would be one hell of a party and something to sing about for a long time. 
 
    Finding a coach wasn't hard, there was a stand not far from where Wrath's father lived, and the trip to the shop wasn't terribly long.  
 
    "What can I do for you?" an older felish male asked as they stepped inside. 
 
    "I want to know what you've got that I can add to this," she said, hefting the war hammer off her belt. "Also, if you know anyone with the proper rigging so I can put it on my back, I'd appreciate it." 
 
    The old felish nodded and held out his hand, so she passed him the weapon. 
 
    "Hmm, nice work. I see the master gem holder is empty, new?" he asked, looking up at her. 
 
    "Yup. It's just got the basic enchantments to make it magical, but that's about it." 
 
    "So what exactly are you looking for?" 
 
    "Something that'll cut or break through magical shields. It is a war hammer, after all." 
 
    "So nothing fancy like lighting bolts or fire?" 
 
    "I'm not that rich," Olivia said with a laugh. 
 
    He snorted. "Once had a customer who wanted his sword to call lightning." 
 
    "Oh? What happened to him?" 
 
    The old felish snorted again. "Got killed the first time he used it, of course. Now maybe if he'd learned how to actually channel lighting, he would have survived." 
 
    "Or paid you to put it in the sword as well?" Aella asked with a chuckle. 
 
    "Yeah, well, I tried to tell him, and he wouldn't listen, so I let him have what he wanted. Even if it wasn't what he needed." 
 
    "Glad I'm not going for anything fancy, then," Olivia said as the felish turned to face the wall behind him, which had dozens of drawers set in it. He searched a minute, then pulled one out, turned, and set it on the counter. There were about a dozen stones sitting in it, each glowing a soft yellow. 
 
    "Any of these should fit your weapon, and will damage a magical shield, but this one," he picked up one of the fancier looking ones that had over a dozen facets cut into it, "will punch through any but the strongest of shields on its first contact. It will also do damage lasting for ten ticks, so if you're fast, you can get another shot or two in before the first wears off, which will destroy even some of the strongest shields." 
 
    "Sounds nice, and I'm sure I can't afford it, but I'll ask anyway. How much?" 
 
    "Not much, just ten thousand gold." 
 
    "Geez, that much?" Aella said. 
 
    "Cool, I'll take it," Olivia replied. 
 
    "What?" Aella said, turning to look at her. "Where'd you get that kinda money?" 
 
    Olivia grinned. "I shook Fawn down for it. Where else?" She nodded at her war hammer. "How long will that take to add?" 
 
    "About an hour." 
 
    "Great." She pulled out the money belt she'd been wearing under her pants, unzipped it, and carefully poured the contents out. "There's half. We'll be back with the rest before it's done. We're not staying that far from here." 
 
    "Oh? Students?" 
 
    "Nope, guests of Nicitel." 
 
    "You're his guests?" the old felish said, eyes coming up to meet hers for the first time since they got here. 
 
    "That's not a problem is it?" 
 
    He snorted. "The price just dropped by five hundred. I give all the people he sends here a discount." 
 
    "Oh! Thanks!" 
 
    "Eh, he sends so much business my way, it pays to keep him happy. Go get the rest; this shouldn't take long, just make sure you bring an extra hundred or two. I know just the leather worker who can make a good harness to hang it on your back." 
 
    "Will do!" Olivia said with a smile, then led the way out the door and went looking for another coach to go and get the rest of the money. 
 
    "Well, that makes you wonder," Aella said. 
 
    "About what?" 
 
    "About how many of the merchants give him discounts." 
 
    "Guess we'll find out when we see about buying a better harness for that hammer," she said with a shrug. 
 
    "So how much money did our favorite little bottom bring?" 
 
    "Thinking about buying something, are we?" Olivia asked with a giggle. 
 
    "Oh, yeah! I lost all my best fighting gear when I lost my place. I need a better pair of boots, a new belt for my axe, and a good pair of leather pants, top, and gloves." 
 
    "Come to think of it, I could use a few more things as well. Welp! What do you say we go tap the bank of Fawn?" Olivia said with a grin. 
 
    "I think we'll be doing a lot more than tapping later tonight!" 
 
      
 
    "What time is it?" Dan asked as he finally set the book down. It was quite honestly fascinating, as it was going into all sorts of methods of chaining spells together, as well as how to prepare a spell in advance, so you could simply trigger it with a spoken word or gesture. 
 
    There had also been a great deal more on the language of magic, which included several well-known phrases or shortcuts that had been developed over the years by a concerted effort among many of the users. It still reminded him very much of contract law—at least what he'd learned about it while working for his stepfather in the courses he'd had to take after Kevin died. 
 
    He really couldn't wait to dig into the book on curses Nicitel had left for him. He'd hinted pretty clearly there that curses were the key to a lot of his power, and if there was one thing Dan was learning, it was that he needed power. He needed as much as he could grab ahold of if he was going to kill Weson and guarantee no one would ever mess with what was his.  
 
    And Sacramento was going to be his. 
 
    Because why the hell shouldn't it be? It was obviously going to be somebody's. It had always been somebody's, and that wasn't going to change. Not today. Not tomorrow. Not ever. So if someone was going to rule there, it might as well be him, because it was his home, and he would be damned if he was going to let one of these assholes like Weson run it.  
 
    While he didn't know enough about the other two, Wiles and Harriford, he knew enough to know he didn't want them running it, either. The only edge they had on him was they'd been practicing magic longer than he had. Which again brought him right back to curses. If curses were something most folks overlooked, they were the weapons they'd be least prepared to fight against. He seemed to recall some old quote his stepfather had always used about 'know your enemy as well as you know yourself and you will always win'.  
 
    If they didn't know of him, if they couldn't know him, and their victories would very much be in doubt. But he was going to learn about them, and with five powerful demons on his side, there really wasn't any mystery as to how this whole affair would go. All he needed to do was survive this latest problem. 
 
    That of course was the one thing that was really bothering him. He had no control over his future, and while that had never bothered him in the past, it was certainly bothering him now. Perhaps because, for the first time in his life, he had so much to lose? He'd spent his first sixteen years muddling through. Then, after Kevin died, he'd been given the impossible task of trying to replace him by a man he now knew had never wanted that to happen. He'd gone with the flow, and the flow hadn't just gone down the rapids, but there'd been a big nasty waterfall at the end, with a lot of hidden rocks at the bottom. 
 
    It was time to take charge of his life, and reading the book on curses, he knew, would be the first step. He just couldn't wait to take it. But all of it depended on Nicitel's ability to find an answer. 
 
    "I said it's almost time for dinner," Fawn said, snapping her fingers in front of his face. "You okay there, lover boy?" 
 
    Dan smiled. "Sorry, still thinking about what I've been studying all day. I guess I spaced for a moment. Dinner sounds good." 
 
    He started to get up out of the chair, and then had to stop a moment as things started spinning, and he suddenly he found he was having problems getting up. 
 
    Fawn grabbed him by the shoulder and, putting her other arm around him and leaning into him, helped him stand up. 
 
    "How are you feeling?" she asked him. 
 
    "Dizzy. Dizzy and weak," he grumbled. "I'll be so glad when this is over; it's almost worse than that damn curse. Is Wrath's dad home yet?" 
 
    "Nope, and the last flight of the day already came and went. So the soonest we'll be seeing him now is lunchtime tomorrow." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Nicitel sat up in bed and yawned while stretching. It was still dark outside, but not full dark, so the sun was obviously preparing to make its appearance. Allie wasn't in the room, so that meant breakfast would be ready soon. 
 
    Heading to the bathroom, he cleaned up and put on what little clothing he wore these days, and after making sure the rest of his things were packed, he headed downstairs to the kitchen. 
 
    Sure enough, Allie had prepared breakfast, and Brageur was already eating. 
 
    "Did you get what we came for?" Allie asked him as she set a plateful of food down before him. 
 
    Nicitel nodded. "Yes, we finished it up last night. I have the copies in my pack," he told her, and then started in on his food. 
 
    "Then I guess I'll go pack." 
 
    "You know," Brageur said as Allie left the room, "I'm going to miss her. I'd forgotten how nice it is to have someone else around." 
 
    "You suffered a hard loss. I can't blame you for taking some time to grieve. But yes, I think it is time for you to move on." 
 
    "I sometimes think I should have taken your route. No ties, just fun and pleasure," Brageur said with a heavy sigh. 
 
    Nicitel laughed. "Oh, the ties are there, don't ever think otherwise. I've just chosen to spread the burden of living with me among a much wider group!" 
 
    Brageur smiled and shook his head. "Still, after so many years, finding someone and changing my ways won't be easy, or quick." 
 
    "Posh," Nicitel said and snorted. "Allie! Come here!" he called. 
 
    Brageur frowned at him. "What are you doing?" 
 
    "She has a year left until her term is up." 
 
    "Wait, what?" 
 
    "Yes, Dad?" Allie said, coming into the room with her pack in her hand. 
 
    "You're staying. I'm giving you over to Brageur's care." 
 
    "What!" she said, eyes going wide. "You can't do that!" 
 
    "Of course I can," Nicitel said with a smile. "He's just as strong as I am, if perhaps not quite as mean. He's brilliant, and an accomplished fighter. There is nothing he can't teach you, and he's actually quite capable of finishing your education.  
 
    "Besides, he needs a maid, and you're available. You will stay here and serve him until you're of age. After that, what you do is your own affair." 
 
    "Father!"  
 
    "Allie." Nicitel frowned at her and she immediately quieted down. "Now, I need to talk with Brageur a moment in private." 
 
    Growling, she stomped out of the room. 
 
    Brageur frowned at him. "I'm not sure I like this, Nicitel." 
 
    Nicitel snorted. "Oh, come on, I haven't seen you look at a girl's ass like that in twenty years. I'd stay here and fight you over it, but we both know I have pressing concerns elsewhere. Besides, she's my daughter, and that means she's stubborn, arrogant, and a downright pain in the ass more times than not. 
 
    "So take her in, make her work for her training, and teach her the kind of things you think a young fem needs to learn to survive on her own." 
 
    "I still don't think you comprehend the situation!" Brageur growled. 
 
    Nicitel shrugged. "Actually, I think I do. Which is all the more reason she needs to be here. Of course, with how angry she is right now? I don't think you're going to have much luck on that front for a very long time. But," he grinned at Brageur, "you're more than welcome to try." 
 
    Brageur sighed and shook his head, almost deflating as he put his elbows on the table and shook his head. 
 
    "And you wonder why I hate you sometimes." 
 
    Nicitel laughed. "Think of it as a challenge. Like back when we were in school together." 
 
    "I was a much younger male then, Nic!" 
 
    "But you're a far more powerful one now, Brag. And with that," Nicitel said as he stood up and grabbed his bag, "I have a long way to fly, so I must be going." 
 
    "You're going to fly back? Yourself?" 
 
    Nicitel nodded. "It's good for the mind to touch the wind every now and again. It reminds me of who I am. Good day!" 
 
    "Fly well," Brageur said, and as Nicitel showed himself out, he wondered just how much trouble he was in. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Preparations 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dan groaned as he was shaken awake.  
 
    "What?" 
 
    "You need to get out of bed," Wrath told him.  
 
    "Do I?" 
 
    "Yes. 
 
    "Is your father home?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    Forcing his eyes open, Dan rolled over and tried to sit up, but instead ended up in a heap on the floor. 
 
    "Fuck," he groaned. "That hurt." 
 
    Bending over, Wrath grabbed him under the armpits and hauled him upright. 
 
    "I'm going downhill pretty fast, aren't I?" he grumbled. 
 
    "Yes, you are. But Dad's home, he's been barking out orders for the last fifteen minutes, and has everyone scrambling around the house." 
 
    "What time is it? How long have I been asleep?" 
 
    "It's noon, and you've been asleep for the last twelve hours." 
 
    Dan nodded numbly. His arms and legs had that pins-and-needles feeling, and not the pleasant one. Grunting, he tried to make his legs work as Wrath helped him out of the room and down the stairs. By the time they got to the kitchen, he was almost able to stand on his own. 
 
    "Here, drink this." Nicitel came over and handed him a glass. Wrath helped him hold onto it, and he drank it down slowly. It wasn't until he'd finished it that he realized it tasted horrible. Apparently his taste buds were having as much trouble functioning as the rest of him. 
 
    "What was that?" he asked and coughed weakly. 
 
    "Coffee, liberally spiked with one hell of a lot of cocaine," Nicitel said with a grin. "You should be perking up any moment now." 
 
    "How the hell did you get cocaine here, of all places?" Wrath asked, looking at her father in shock. 
 
    "Oh, it was a fad here a few years ago. I still have a couple kilos left. Now come on, I told Olivia to bring a coach here, we need to head to my school." 
 
    "Why?" Dan asked as the pain from his arms and legs intensified, but at least he wasn't having so much trouble staying on his feet. 
 
    "Because we need a big pentagram of the type used for casting spells, and rather than waste time making one, I'm going to borrow the school's," Nicitel said as he dragged Dan through the house and out the front door.  
 
    "Get the others, Wrath. I'll watch your mate, here." 
 
    Dan blinked his eyes a few times as a coach pulled up with Olivia in the back, and the driver looking a little nervous as Dan carefully negotiated his way into a seat.  
 
    Fawn was the first out, carrying a sack with something in it. Aella followed next, with Lofn, and they were carrying a few things as well.  
 
    Wrath came running out of the house last, and the moment she was in the back, the coach took off. 
 
    The pain in his arms and legs started to recede a little, but at this point, he noticed he was sweating. He also realized he was naked. 
 
    "Where are my clothes?" he asked, looking down at himself. 
 
    "Back at the house," Wrath told him. "How are you feeling?" 
 
    "Exhausted, hot, sweaty, and I hurt. I guess coke ain't my drug of choice." 
 
    "Could be the caffeine, there was a lot of that, too. Plus a few other things," Nicitel said with a grin. 
 
    He nodded slowly and decided to stare at his feet, because looking outside the coach didn't seem to be doing his head any favors. 
 
    It didn't seem to be that much later until they were dragging him back out of the coach, hurrying him across the ground, and then into a building. He heard a few exclamations, a curse or two, and then Nicitel very clearly telling people if they were still here by the time he counted to five, they wouldn't be alive by the time he got to six. 
 
    It got very quiet after that, and he realized he wasn't moving anymore, so looking up at Fawn, who was now holding him, he smiled, and then tried to take in his surroundings.  
 
    He was standing in the middle of a room. A five-sided room, he realized, after he counted the walls twice. There was a bench around the room by the walls, and only one door. At least only one he could see.  
 
    Looking down, he saw he was indeed standing in the middle of a pentagram, and Nicitel was handing each of the girls a sheet of paper. He came over to Dan next, handed Fawn a sheet, and shooed her off. 
 
    "I'm not sure I can stand on my own," he said to Nicitel. 
 
    "That's okay. You can sit. Here, let me help you." 
 
    He nodded a little weakly and was happy to find himself able to sit up quite easily. 
 
    "Now, can you read this?" Nicitel said and handed him a sheet of paper. 
 
    He looked at it; there were six lines on it. Each of the first five were simply 'I claim you', followed by one of the girl's names. Each of the lines had a number before it. 
 
    The last line, line number six, said 'I, Dan Sobek, claim my heritage as a sobek, and bow to no man, no fate, no curse. I am sobek, and these are my women. They are mine, and I am theirs.' 
 
    "Okay, as I call out each number, read it aloud." 
 
    "That's it?" Dan said as things finally came into focus around him, now that he wasn't moving. 
 
    "That's it, but," Nicitel growled, "if you don't say your lines, I will come into the pentagram and say them for you, and then your women will be my women, understand?" 
 
    Dan couldn't help it, he growled. "I'll kill you if you try." 
 
    "You fuck this up, Daniel my son, and they will all die. So I'm warning you, don't puss out on me, or there will be hell to pay, got it?" Nicitel growled back at him. 
 
    Dan nodded and looked around the room again. The girls were setting up candles and braziers, with a number of things burning in them, from the colors he saw coming out. Fawn was placing rocks or crystals or something all over the place. 
 
    Well, not all over the place. He noticed that at every point where a line crossed, a large crystal was set down with a brazier to either side. They were all moving very quickly and looking at the sheets in their hands. 
 
    "You with me, son?" Nicitel growled again. 
 
    He looked up at him. "Yes, and," he lowered his voice; "if you let me fuck up and kill them, I will haunt you every day of your remaining existence." 
 
    Nicitel grinned evilly at him. "I will hold you to that promise." Then he turned and moved hurriedly out of the pentagram, ordering the girls about as he looked at the sheets in his own hands, and then began singing.  
 
    Dan blinked. The words were Skarvat, but apparently a different, perhaps older, dialect, because while he understood most of them, the way they were being strung together made little sense to him. The best he could figure was that Nicitel was singing a story that told of the sobek, who and what they were, and what they'd become. It then went on to tell about deals or bargains, the mending of old ways, the melding of aspects, the coming of that which was due, and then a plea to the 'fathers and the fates of the Twenty-Nine' to see to the needs of their daughters. 
 
    When he finished singing, Wrath began to speak. She told of meeting him and how they had become bound together. She ended by saying, "I claim Daniel Sobek and bind myself to him!" 
 
    Nicitel called out, "Daniel, Line 1!" 
 
    Dan looked at the paper. "I claim you, Wrath!" 
 
    Next was Aella. She did the same things Wrath had, telling how they'd met, and how they'd become bound together. Then she said, "I claim Daniel Sobek and bind myself to him!" 
 
    "Line 2!" 
 
    "I claim you, Aella!" Dan said after a glance at the paper. 
 
    Fawn was next, and she recounted the same things as the other two, finishing with the same line: "I claim Daniel Sobek and bind myself to him!" 
 
    "Line3!" 
 
    "I claim you, Fawn!" he read. 
 
    Then it was Olivia's turn, and after she read the final line, "I claim Daniel Sobek and bind myself to him!" Nicitel called out for Line 4, and he read it. 
 
    "I claim you, Olivia!" 
 
    When Lofn began her own recounting, he noticed the lights were dimming in the room. He was also getting warm, and the floor was growing hot. 
 
    "I claim Daniel Sobek and bind myself to him!" she said, and he read line five without being prompted. 
 
    "I claim you, Lofn!" Then he had to scramble to his feet, because the floor had gotten far too hot to sit on bare-ass naked. 
 
    When he finished, all five girls began to chant as it got darker and darker, until the only light in the room was the light of the candles. He blinked a few times as a wave of dizziness passed over him, and he heard singing… 
 
      
 
    He was in a field, his field, and the smell of grass and dirt and the river was everywhere. Spinning around, he could see the forest behind him, the trees tall and green, and then suddenly, as he turned to face the river, he came face to face with a—it wasn't a man, because he had the head of a crocodile, and his skin was green and rough looking.  
 
    It was the sobek from his dream, the one he'd found in his place when he'd last dreamed of it. 
 
    "Who are you?" the interloper asked him. 
 
    "I'm Dan, Dan Sobek." 
 
    "Sobek? I know of no 'Dans' among the sobeks." 
 
    "It is not my given name. I changed it." 
 
    "Then you must change it back." 
 
    "NO! I am Daniel Sobek!" 
 
    The other growled, "And by what right do you claim this?" 
 
    Dan could sense the menace in the words, but this was his, and he meant to keep it. 
 
    "My father was a sobek. My real father. He traded my heritage to another for the right to sleep with my mother. That other is dead, and I am here to claim what is mine." 
 
    "Oh, you are, are you?" the other said contemptuously. "I see death standing behind you, boy! He's here to claim your soul, and those of the demons who surround you." 
 
    "Well, he can get in line! I am Daniel Sobek and I…" 
 
    "Don't you dare!" the sobek warned. 
 
    "Claim my heritage as a sobek, and I bow to no man, no fate, no curse! And I'm sure as hell not going to bow to…" 
 
    He was cut off as the crocodile-headed being backhanded him with enough force to stagger him back into another. 
 
    "I do not recognize you!" the being said. 
 
    Getting to his feet and spitting out blood, Dan pushed the one behind him away with a shove, and balling his fists, he launched himself at the being.  
 
    "I don't need your recognition!" he yelled as he crashed into the other and punched him with his fists. "I am Dan Sobek, I am here to claim my heritage, and if you so much as touch any of my women, I will kill you! They are my women, and I am their man!" 
 
    "Am I supposed to be impressed by this?" the being said, appearing to be unmoved and unaffected by his blows. "A real sobek would know how to beat me. You are just a boy, a human boy." 
 
    He suddenly flashed on the dreams. The dreams of his father, his real father. What was it he'd been trying to tell him? That to be a thing, to have the powers of that thing, you must have it inside you. That it must come from within. 
 
    "There is nothing inside you, boy. There is no sobek, there is only human!" 
 
    Dan opened his mouth to yell back at the being, when he suddenly realized it was true. He was just a human, and before him, there was a sobek. There was no sobek inside him. 
 
    But there was one right here. 
 
    Grabbing the jaws of the crocodile, he stuck its nose into his mouth, and then forced it deeper and deeper inside his mouth. He could see the panicked look in the being's eyes as its arms flailed, then grabbed at his arms. 
 
    He didn't care. He forced more and more of it into his mouth, surprised at how his own mouth grew wider. Its struggles continued, but suddenly it was no longer strong enough to stop him, to pull his arms off its head as Dan moved his hands down to its shoulders, and with a heave, he swallowed the entire head! 
 
    Two massive gulps later, and he got the shoulders past his lips, pinning its arms to the sides as he did. Dropping to his knees, he forced more and more of it past his wide-open jaws, and down into his gullet. Once he got to the bottom of the being's chest, he grabbed the hips and tilted his head back, lifting the lower body of the sobek from the ground, and with another heave of his arms, he forced the hips past his jaws, and there were only the kicking legs left to go! 
 
    Standing up, he tilted his head back, and gravity did the work for him. The moment the feet passed out of view, he closed his jaws with a snap, and looked down the long green muzzle he had somehow acquired. Spinning around to see if death truly was behind him, all he saw was Nicitel standing there, looking at him with a serious expression on his face. 
 
    "I am Dan Sobek!" he growled out. "I am sobek! And Wrath, Aella, Fawn, Olivia, and Lofn are mine, and I am theirs! I am sobek!" he yelled. 
 
    And then he passed out. 
 
    Nicitel looked at Dan as he collapsed on the floor. His skin was dark green and rough, matching the crocodile head. 
 
    "That went well," he said, and he bent over, picked up Dan, and threw him over his shoulder. 
 
    "What happened?" Wrath yelled at him. 
 
    "Clean up this mess and meet me back at the house," he said as he headed for the exit. 
 
    "What about Daniel?"  
 
    "Oh, he's fine. It worked." 
 
    "Then why the hell does he look like a crocodile?" Fawn asked. 
 
    "Because he's a sobek. Now, I don't think this room is going to clean itself, do you?" he said, motioning to all the stuff they'd spread out all over the floor, and then turning, he walked out of the room. 
 
    "Your father is such an asshole," Fawn muttered. 
 
    "Yeah, but I love him anyway," Wrath said with a fierce smile. "Now, get to work." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Change 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dan groaned as he woke; he felt…different, and he was sore everywhere, including places he didn't know you could be sore. 
 
    "Ugh, I feel like shit," he muttered. "Wrath? Aella? Anybody?" 
 
    "Dan's awake!" Fawn yelled, and then came over and helped him sit up. 
 
    "I feel strange," he said, putting a hand to the back of his head while trying to figure out why everything looked…different. "Has Wrath's father come home yet?" 
 
    "He got home two days ago," Fawn said as Lofn, followed by Wrath, Aella, and Olivia, burst into the room, almost falling down in a tangle of limbs as they slid to a stop in front of him, almost making him laugh. 
 
    "You're awake!" Wrath said. 
 
    "Finally!" Olivia added. 
 
    "How do you feel?" Lofn asked. 
 
    "Man, do you look funny!" Aella said with a huge ass grin on her feline face. 
 
    Dan squeezed his eyes closed for a second in a hard blink, trying to clear his vision. 
 
    "I feel fine, yes I'm awake, and what do you mean, I look funny? When's the ritual?" 
 
    "We did the ritual two days ago," Wrath said, coming around and sitting on the other side of him, while Lofn dropped to her knees in front of him, took his head in her hands, and looked at him. 
 
    It was at that moment he suddenly realized his head didn't feel quite right to the hand he'd placed on the back of it. 
 
    "What…" He noticed then that the big field of dark green in the lower center part of his vision wasn't due to blurred vision, and his peripheral vision had grown dramatically. 
 
    "What happened to me?" 
 
    "Don't you remember anything of the ritual?" Wrath asked him while putting an arm around him and snuggling against him. Apparently whatever it was, it couldn't be that bad from the way she was leaning into him, he figured. 
 
    He shook his head, and Wow! That was an experience. He could feel the mass from the front of his face pulling at his head as he swung it back and forth. 
 
    "All I remember is studying magic all day, and then going to bed. What happened?" 
 
    "You claimed your heritage," Lofn told him as she continued to look him over. 
 
    "And us, too!" Fawn said with a giggle. 
 
    "My heritage?" 
 
    They all nodded. "You're a sobek now," Aella said. "Croc head, skin, the whole deal." 
 
    "Wait—what!" he said and, tilting his head down, he looked at his hands and his arms. He could even see his legs and his feet, and they were all covered with a heavy, dark-greenish skin that looked like what you'd see on a crocodile. He even had blunt claws on the ends of his toes and fingers. 
 
    "What the hell! I look like a freaking monster!" 
 
    "I don't know, I think it's kinda cute," Wrath said, and giggled! That shocked him even more! 
 
    "You're one of us now, hon," Fawn said, and he noticed they were all smiling.  
 
    "But how the hell am I supposed to eat or drink like this? Or," he suddenly wished he could blush, "kiss any of you?" 
 
    "Oh, I'm sure we can figure something out," Olivia said, and he noticed that Fawn was rubbing up against him as well. He suddenly realized he was about to learn a whole new world of kinks, and then his stomach grumbled. 
 
    "I'm starving, and we better get me something to eat before I start in on one of you." He sighed, and suddenly Fawn was plastered against him, kissing him. The others must have noticed him rolling his eyes, because there was a lot of snickering. 
 
    Putting an arm around Fawn and Wrath, he stood up, and was amazed that he'd actually picked them both up! They were each as light as a feather! 
 
    "What the hell? How did I get so strong?" 
 
    "Sobeks are pretty tough customers," Lofn said, standing up. "Nicitel said, for all you're still partially human, it seems you've inherited most, if not all, of a sobek's powers and abilities." 
 
    "Wait, the one who nailed my mom, he looked human, right?" 
 
    "If you say so; we didn't see that." 
 
    "Then I should be able to shift my appearance, right?" 
 
    "Aww, he figured it out!" Fawn grumbled. 
 
    Turning his head, he looked down at her. "What, you like me like this?" 
 
    The blush on her face told him all he needed to know. 
 
    "Well, little miss kinky sheep, I'll be very sure to show you what the big, mean crocodile does to innocent little bovera girls." 
 
    "Innocent? Right!" Olivia said with a snort as Fawn hid her face in embarrassment.  
 
    "Oh, I'm sure there'll be plenty of time for misbehaving wolves as well," he said, grinning at Olivia, who suddenly went red in the face as well. 
 
    "Damn, I think I'm in love with the new Dan already," Aella said, snickering. 
 
    "So," he said looking at Lofn and trying not to roll his eyes, "how do I change back and forth?" 
 
    "I'd think just willing it should work," she replied with a shrug of her shoulders. "I mean, that's how it works for me." 
 
    "You can shape change?" he asked, surprised. 
 
    "How do you think I hunt my prey?" Lofn replied, equally surprised. "Oh, I haven't done it for you, have I?" She smiled then. "Got any old flames you want to screw? I can look like anyone you want me to." 
 
    Dan gave his head a slight shake as he let Fawn and Wrath slide down onto their feet. "Why would I want you to look less beautiful than you already are?"  
 
    All the girls went "Dawwww" at that, and suddenly everything was right in his world again. 
 
    "Let's go down to the kitchen, and we'll see about helping you figuring out how to shift," Wrath said. "Because while I definitely want to play with the new you, unlike certain people," she glanced over at Fawn with a smirk on her face, "I suspect I'll prefer the old you." 
 
    He grabbed on to Fawn, who was still the closest, as he started down the stairs with his free hand on the wall. His perspective was definitely altered, and that was making it a little harder to navigate, though if he closed one eye and tilted his head, things seemed to be more like what he was used to. 
 
    In the kitchen, there were four plates on the table with food on them. Obviously the other four had been eating while Fawn was watching him. Lofn steered him to a chair, and sitting down, he closed his eyes and took a deep breath. 
 
    "Just focus on being you," she whispered in his ear, and he did just that, thinking about the face he'd seen in the mirror all those years. He felt it after a moment, like his face was receding, and his whole body suddenly felt…cooler.  
 
    Opening his eyes, he looked down at himself, and everything looked normal. 
 
    "How's my face?" he asked, looking at the girls. 
 
    "Looks the same as it used to." 
 
    "Well, his eyes look a little different; they're green now," Aella said. "It looks really nice!" 
 
    "You're just saying that because your eyes are green!" He chuckled. 
 
    "Umm," Wrath leaned over and looked at him. "Actually…I gotta side with her on this one. They really stand out on you. The irises are bigger now, too, I bet at night you'll be able to see like it's still daylight." 
 
    He nodded and then pointed to the table. "I can look at them in a mirror later, but…?" 
 
    They laughed and got out of the way, then helped him slide his chair up to the table, and all of them slid their plates towards him as Wrath and Lofn immediately began cooking more food. 
 
    "Aren't you hungry?" he asked, looking at them. 
 
    "Not as hungry as you are!" Olivia said. "Plus, they're already making more. So eat!" 
 
    He didn't have to be told twice, and immediately started eating what was on their plates. Most of them had been halfway through their breakfast, so it didn't take him terribly long, but by the time he was done, Lofn was putting more food in front of him, and he kept eating. 
 
    "Looks like you're going to have to go shopping, Wrath," Nicitel said, coming into the kitchen. "Nice to see you're up, Daniel. I want to talk to you later; I'd like to know what happened at the end of the ritual there." 
 
    "I don't remember anything," Dan told him between bites. "I don't even remember waking up that day." 
 
    "Interesting. Well, we'll see if it comes back with time. Considering the shape you were in, and the drugs I gave you to keep you moving, I'm sure it was all very traumatic." 
 
    "Where's Allie?" he asked. 
 
    "Oh, I traded her away." 
 
    "What?" Wrath said, and Dan was amazed at how fast she turned on her father. 
 
    "Brageur has been living by himself for far too long, and he needs a maid. So I left her there." 
 
    "How could you…" 
 
    "Wrath!" Dan growled. "Hear him out first!" 
 
    "Hear him out! Did you hear what he just said!" 
 
    Dan turned in his chair, stood up, and stepped over to her. "Yes, I did. But you will not jump to conclusions when it comes to your father! Especially not while we're in his house accepting his hospitality—you're being rude." 
 
    Wrath's ears went down, and she frowned a little. 
 
    "Why did you give her to your friend, father?" Wrath said a little sullenly. 
 
    Nicitel shot a smile at Dan, then continued. 
 
    "I didn't give her to him. I traded her obligation to him. She'll be his maid and his student until she hits her majority. After that, she can leave him if she wants to." 
 
    "And you did this why?" Wrath said, not sounding half as angry as she had before. 
 
    "Because Brageur was eyeing her like a starving dog watches a bone." 
 
    "What!" 
 
    "Oh, he always was a smooth one with the women, of course, though bedding one of my daughters might be biting off more than he can chew, but if nothing else, I'm sure it'll make for some amusing stories." 
 
    Dan snorted while Wrath stared at her father, her mouth open. 
 
    "But I thought you hated him!" Wrath blurted out. 
 
    "Eh, sometimes I hate him, other times he's my best friend in the realm." 
 
    "You realize if he beds her, he could end up family?" Dan said. 
 
    Nicitel grinned quite evilly then. "Of course I do, and I will be sure to call him 'Son' whenever he visits." 
 
    Dan lost it, and laughed, loudly. Fawn was giggling so hard, she had fallen out of her chair, and even Aella, Lofn, and Olivia were snickering pretty loudly. 
 
    Wrath was dumbfounded. "You set my sister up with an old demon just to get one over on him?" she said, still shocked. 
 
    "I set your sister on him because I don't want him to waste away and die," Nicitel said, bending over until their noses touched. "Anyone else, I would have left to pine away over their dead mate, to waste away and die. Brageur deserves better than that, and your sister will most likely figure that out all on her own. 
 
    "Now as to whether or not he beds her, or she stays after her year is up, well, I'm thinking of opening up a line at the bookie's to see how much money I can make." 
 
    "You think he's going to win her, don't you?" Dan said between gasps as he tried to catch his breath. 
 
    "Allie is nowhere near the stubborn, headstrong, back-talking young woman a certain other daughter of mine was," he said, smiling at Wrath. "She's actually something of a romantic—odd for a demon, I know, but that was why I brought her with me." 
 
    "There, now," Dan said and gave Wrath a hug. "I told you to hear him out. Now, I need to eat some more, and I think whatever you're cooking is starting to burn." 
 
    Wrath dashed over to the firebox that was what functioned as a stove, looked at what was in the pan, which was most certainly not burning, and then flashed him an angry look. He smiled back at her. Going back to his seat, he continued eating, and barely noticed when she came over and gave him a smack on the back of the head before dumping more food on his plate. 
 
    "Burning, my hoof!" she grumbled, and Dan heard her father snickering as he left the kitchen. 
 
    "Hey! I'm starving here, woman!" Dan protested with a grin. "So, now that I'm better, when do we head home?" 
 
    "A week or two," Lofn said. 
 
    "Huh? Why so long?" 
 
    "Because you almost died? Or maybe because you just suffered a radical change to your being." 
 
    "Weson's not going anywhere," Olivia said. "Well, not until we get back, I'm sure!" 
 
    "Exactly," Lofn said. "So we're going to take some time here, to make sure you've gotten your strength back, and understand what you've become." 
 
    "Well, can we at least go out and look around? First time in my life I've left California, and I'd at least like to look around." 
 
    "I think we could do that, maybe tomorrow," Wrath said. 
 
    "Why not until tomorrow?" 
 
    "Because someone hasn't been paying any attention to his women for three fucking days!" Wrath growled. 
 
    "Guess I better eat up then, hadn't I?" Dan said, and went back to eating with a will. He didn't notice the smiles on the faces of the girls until much later, when they dragged him back up to the bedroom.  
 
    Of course, sleep was the furthest thing from anybody's mind. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    "Ah, Daniel, there you are," Nicitel said, coming into the kitchen were Dan was snacking on some leftovers from the day before. "The girls are still sleeping, I take it?" 
 
    Dan nodded. "Yeah, my impending doom has been such a stressful part of their lives for the last couple of months, that now that it's finally over," Dan shrugged, "I think they're emotionally exhausted." 
 
    "And you?" 
 
    Dan grinned and held up his plate. "I'm just hungry." 
 
    "Have you remembered anything of what happened during the ritual?" 
 
    Dan shook his head. "Not yet, though I seem to remember I was arguing with someone." 
 
    "Yes, I heard that part. Or at least one side of it. What I find interesting is, you still 'feel' human. At first that is. Do you think you could shift back into your full aspect?" 
 
    Dan shrugged and concentrated a brief moment, until he had a crocodile's head and skin. 
 
    "Interesting, now you don't feel human at all. You feel exactly like a sobek." 
 
    "Is that normal?" 
 
    Nicitel shrugged. "No idea. You have to understand, I've never run into anything like this or you before. While there are records of humans gaining demonic aspects, normally it's because of something that happened to them after they were born. Your aspect is something you were born with, but it was suppressed magically." 
 
    "What about people born with aspects such as mine?" 
 
    "They're very clearly hybrids and rarely have any abilities that would allow them to shift. But that's not what makes it so curious." 
 
    "Oh? And what would that be?" 
 
    Nicitel smiled. "We know sobeks have been making these deals with humans for tens of thousands of years. So you're not the first human who suddenly gained abilities or powers when the person those powers had been shunted off to died. I mean, it's a statistical impossibility that you're the first." 
 
    "And?" Dan prompted. 
 
    "So how come I can't find any records of what happened to you? Academically, it's pretty interesting." 
 
    "So does that mean I'm going to be the subject of some sort of paper?" Dan growled. 
 
    Nicitel laughed. "What? Oh, not by the Twenty-Nine, if I have anything to say about it! One of the things you'll learn as you study curses is the very fundamental law of 'leave well enough alone.' If no one else has seen fit to record it, there may very well be a reason, and I'm not going to be the one to go poking that problem with the proverbial stick." 
 
    "That does make a certain amount of sense," Dan agreed, nodding. 
 
    "Well, grab your plate and follow me into my office. I have some tests I want to do." 
 
    "I thought you just said you weren't going to be doing any research on this?" Dan asked, looking at Nicitel a bit askance. 
 
    Nicitel snorted. "I'm not going to let my son-in-law go out and face the world without trying to find out what he can and cannot do. This isn't for me, Daniel. This is for you." 
 
    "Oh!" Dan said and tried not to look embarrassed. "Sorry." 
 
    Nicitel waved a hand in dismissal. "Most people are going to want to take advantage of you, especially other magic users and demons. I'm sure I'll even try it at times myself. It's just who we are. However, you are family, and we need to see what's changed." 
 
    Nodding, Dan grabbed his plate and followed Nicitel through the house to his office, sitting down in the indicated chair. 
 
    "Now, let's start of with some simple things," Nicitel said and handed him a parchment with a spell on it. 
 
    "What's this?" 
 
    "A gauging spell. It uses a lot of power, but doesn't do anything but cause a small, heatless flame to appear an arm's length away from your face. Once you've cast it, you concentrate on it; it's all explained in the spell. That will let me gauge your powers." 
 
    Dan nodded and carefully read the spell. As with all spells, once he started reading it, he was pretty much locked into it until he finished. The spell itself was a lot more complicated than he'd have thought, and it was actually two spells. The one to cast the flame, which took a good deal of power, then a second one that made him burn magic via a simple task. 
 
    The most interesting part of the spell was the colors involved. Different types of magic had different colors, and power was measured by both brightness and size. 
 
    "Did you write this?" Dan asked when he finally set it down some fifteen minutes later. 
 
    Nicitel nodded. "There's a more common version of it, but for reasons I won't tell you until later, I felt there were things that needed to be added to it." 
 
    Dan just shrugged. "Well, guess I'm ready." 
 
    "Fine, let's begin." 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Dan began, "By the power of Grayskull…" and then went through the entire spell, finishing with "Shazam!" and watched in curiosity as the flame appeared. It was a truly beautiful image; it was a large green flame with three colors around the base that he could see, yellow, red, and purple. From the spacing of them, he suspected there were at least two more on the other side that he couldn't see. 
 
    Concentrating on it, he could feel the drain from it. The spell had been created so he could either cancel it with a word, or it would cease should he pass out.  
 
    He started reading the second spell then. It was a much shorter spell, consisting of only eleven words: "Lift that weight five feet. Lower that weight to the ground," and was said while pointing at a flat disc made of some material that sat in the corner of the room. 
 
    "Again, until I tell you to stop," Nicitel said, watching the flame as Dan repeated the spell over and over again. 
 
    It was easy to do at first, but between doing that spell and concentrating on the fire, it got harder and harder as time went on. He could see the flame as it floated before him, the green center of it getting smaller and smaller, until eventually, all he could see were the multi-colored flames, which seemed not to change size at all, though he could barely see the green flame in the center. Though from what he could see of that, it was no longer shrinking. 
 
    There was a sudden loud pounding on the door. 
 
    "Father!" 
 
    "Three more times," Nicitel told him, then went over and opened the door. 
 
    "Watch, don't talk," Nicitel told Wrath and the others who were standing behind her. 
 
    "I can feel it," Lofn whispered. 
 
    Nicitel shot her a glance, and she blushed, embarrassed. 
 
    When Dan finished the three repetitions, he stopped, and then looked at Nicitel. 
 
    "Concentrate on the flame. See if you can make the green one bigger without diminishing the other colors." 
 
    Dan took another breath, stared into the flames, and tried to do just that. The problem was, when he tried to make the green one bigger, he could feel where the power was coming from: the other colors, which he now realized there were five of.  
 
    He also realized pulling power from the other colors wasn't easy. Some of it came easily, at first, but it quickly slowed to nothing. Glancing over at the doorway, he suddenly knew exactly what was happening, and he canceled the spell. 
 
    He heard all the girls give a slight gasp as he did so. 
 
    "Well, that was interesting," Nicitel said. 
 
    "I was drawing power from them, wasn't I?" 
 
    Nicitel nodded. "Yes, apparently they're bound to you on a lot more levels than the ones you'd expect from a mate. When your own powers waned from the drain of the spells, you started drawing from them before it became an issue for you." 
 
    "We could feel it," Aella said. "That's why we came down here." 
 
    "How'd you know I was in here?" 
 
    "Once you touched our power, we knew exactly where you were," Lofn said. 
 
    "That was when we began to block your draining of us," Wrath said.  
 
    "Huh. I wonder if I can control who I drain from?" he asked, looking over at Nicitel. 
 
    "Probably." 
 
    "Why would you want to do that?" Olivia asked. 
 
    "Because Lofn is a magic user, and to a small degree, Wrath is, too. But you, Fawn, and Aella aren't. So drawing from you three probably wouldn't cause as many problems." 
 
    "Until you draw so much that we pass out," Fawn grumbled. 
 
    "You can always block me," Dan said with a shrug, "before you pass out, that is." 
 
    "I'm not so sure we can do anything beyond making it hard on you, Daniel," Lofn said. "I suspect this is something we're going to have to practice." 
 
    "Why would we want to practice it?" Olivia asked. 
 
    "Because our Dan now has the power of six demons, not just one," Wrath said and then smiled widely. "I wonder if who we are will flavor any of that power? Or even give him some of our abilities?" 
 
    Aella suddenly laughed. "Oh! If he could displace like I do, that would be hella awesome!" 
 
    Nicitel held up his hand. "You can all experiment later. But Daniel's own powers are significant. He's almost as powerful as I am, and I suspect with time, that will only increase." 
 
    "Is that because he's a sobek now?" Lofn asked. 
 
    Nicitel shook his head slowly. "Maybe a little; sobek are powerful, as I've said before. But I think a good deal of it comes from the combination of all your powers with his. In fact, I'm wondering if this power drain is only one way, or if any of you can drain from him, as well." 
 
    Nicitel frowned a moment in thought. "I also suspect your own individual powers may have increased. I knew I should have gauged each of you before the ritual," he said, shaking his head. 
 
    "Now, let's get some weapons, go outside, and beat on Daniel for a while." 
 
    "What?" Dan said, looking around. 
 
    Nicitel smiled. "Pain is a great teacher, and my daughter tells me they ordered you a nice mace?" 
 
    "Ummm…" Dan said, looking around. 
 
    "Tut-tut. You're out of power, and surrounded. Time you learned how to use a real weapon." 
 
    "But I already know how to shoot a gun!" 
 
    "Guns don't work here. Now come along, and allow me to administer the kind of beatings that made Wrath into the fighter she is today!" 
 
    Dan noticed they were all giving him that evil smile, which meant there was no getting out of this one. Grumbling, he invoked his aspect as he followed Nicitel out of the room. Hopefully the heavier skin would give him at least some protection! 
 
      
 
    "Ah, Daniel! Just the person I wanted to see!" Nicitel said with a smile as Dan stumbled into the kitchen for breakfast, still sore from yesterday's training. 'Beatings' was probably a better word for it, considering how poorly he'd done. 
 
    "What, Dad, I'm really sore," he said, dropping into a seat as one of the girls put a plateful of food in front of him. 
 
    "Come to my office when you're done. We need to see to your magical training, and I think you'd agree with me that you need to learn how to protect yourself from any future curses, correct?" 
 
    Dan's eyes went wide, and suddenly he was wide-awake. 
 
    "I'll be there in a few minutes." 
 
    Nicitel smiled, took his coffee, and left the kitchen while Dan ate as fast as he could. This was most definitely something he needed to learn, or he might end up cursed by Weson all over again once they got back to Sacramento. 
 
    Finishing quickly, he got up and gave each of the girls a kiss as they sat around eating and talking. "Thanks for making me breakfast," he said to Wrath who seemed to have taken charge the kitchen now that Allie was gone, and then headed off to Nicitel's office. 
 
    "Ah, good, you're here. Hold this." Nicitel passed Dan a bag. 
 
    "Now, let's see…ah, here's my copy. This is the book on enchanting, the Dragon Book." 
 
    "Why's it called that?"  
 
    "Because it's got a picture of a dragon on the cover, and the real name is too long for anyone to remember." 
 
    "And you're just gonna give it to me?" Dan asked, surprised. 
 
    "Oh, I have several copies. It's one of the standard textbooks for one of my advanced classes. Enchanting isn't really hard, it's just expensive and time consuming. Now, let's go down into the basement." 
 
    "This house has a basement?" 
 
    "Ah, you're just full of questions today, aren't you? Of course it has a basement!" Nicitel said with an evil grin. "Where else am I going to torture and murder my enemies without getting blood all over the furniture?" 
 
    Trying not to roll his eyes at the obvious sarcasm, Dan followed him out of the office to a door at the back of the house, which, sure enough, led to a large cavern under the house. It was magically lit, and he suspected it was about the same dimensions as the house above, though the ceiling looked to be made out of a single layer of rock. 
 
    Then he noticed there actually were manacles lining one of walls, as well as several things that looked like devices for torturing people. Suddenly Dan wasn't at all sure that Wrath's father had been joking upstairs. 
 
    "Okay, so how this works is simple. What are the two main rules about curses?" 
 
    "Um, the first curse always takes precedence, and any subsequent curses are folded into it." 
 
    "Correct, and the other?" 
 
    "If a curse is powerful enough, it will overwhelm the other curse, even if it's not first?" 
 
    "Exactly! So the first thing we're going to do here today is put the most powerful curse we can on you." 
 
    "What!" Dan said, looking surprised. 
 
    "It's simple, really. We put a curse on you that doesn't allow any other curses, and any curses that get past that are subsumed into the first curse's rule that it's protecting you from any curses.  
 
    "So curses are either turned aside, or they make yours more powerful." 
 
    "We can do that?" Dan asked, surprised. 
 
    Nicitel nodded. "Of course we can! Cursing one's self is well within the rules, even if most people don't realize it. Further, remember how a curse is determined primarily by the meanings assigned to it by the people around you?" 
 
    Dan nodded. 
 
    "Well, before we do the curse, we're going to ward off the rest of the world from us, so the curse will be primed by our intentions. And our intentions are to curse you with a 'shield' that prevents you from being cursed by anything unless you consciously agree to said curse." 
 
    Dan just stood there, blinking a moment. 
 
    "Now, hand me the chalk out of that bag, I need to draw a pentagram and a casting circle. Pay attention, you'll be doing this yourself someday." 
 
    "What about the Dragon book?" 
 
    "It helps to create a few protection rings, as well. It not only distracts people from the idea that you may have cursed yourself, in which case they might look for a way around it, but it's always best to layer your defenses. Less chance of anything getting through that way." 
 
    Nodding, Dan passed him the chalk and did what he could to be useful. It took Nicitel over an hour to draw out everything on the floor, as well as more than a few things on the ceiling. When he was done, he had Dan place a bunch of candles at the places he'd marked, and then lit them all with a spell. 
 
    "Now, stand next to me and let's get this started," Nicitel said, and Dan listened carefully as he called up the ward around them. When it was done, they were in a very large black bubble, and only the candles were supplying the light. 
 
    "Okay, here's the first curse." 
 
    "The first curse?" 
 
    Nicitel nodded. "Layering is your friend. Here are the words for the first one. 'I, Daniel Sobek, hereby do place a curse upon myself that will not allow any other curses to be placed upon me, unless I actively agree to the placing of that curse upon me. This curse will last as long as I shall live, plus a thousand years, and any curse that bypasses this one, or which is allowed to pass this one, shall not alter, destroy, or change this curse in any way.'" 
 
    Getting a piece of paper and a pencil out of the bag, Dan carefully wrote the curse down and went over it with Nicitel. Once he was sure he had it right, he cast it on himself. 
 
    "Good, now on to the next one." 
 
    "What's the next one?" 
 
    "What happens if someone forces you to accept a curse? By, say, holding one of your wives as captive? Then what?" 
 
    "Um, I don't know?" 
 
    "Exactly. This will allow a curse to appear to take effect until the time comes you wish it gone." 
 
    The wording to that curse was a lot more involved. 
 
    Next came the one to protect him from any curses he might cast that backfired on him. 
 
    Then several more, a couple of which were for cases that sounded quite bizarre to him, but which Nicitel insisted on nevertheless. 
 
    When they were finally done, Nicitel dispelled the wards by the expedient manner of erasing the chalk lines with a spell, and they headed back upstairs. 
 
    "Now, let's get some lunch, and then I can resume your training." 
 
    "Beatings, you mean," Dan grumbled. 
 
    "You wouldn't deny an old demon his simple pleasures, now would you, my son?" Nicitel teased. 
 
    "Every chance I get," Dan replied as Nicitel laughed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Painful Lessons 
 
      
 
      
 
    A month had gone by, and the beatings had definitely continued. Nicitel wasn't the only one administering them, either. Both Aella and Wrath had been helping, taking turns with his training. The mace he was currently using was three feet long, which, combined with his size, gave him a good reach.  
 
    However, the weapon wasn't a fast one. While the tip was basically a short, sharp point, and you could jab somebody with it, it was primarily a bashing weapon. The one he liked the most had six blades that ran about eight inches from the bottom of the spike down the shaft. While the blades weren't terribly sharp, if you hit something with one of them, it would open up a serious gash. Also, with enough force, the blades would crease or even break a lot of armor, and it was pure hell on a shield. 
 
    But it was slow. 
 
    Wrath with her sword was way faster than he was, and all he could do was keep it in close and parry. He learned a few tricks from her to do immediately after a parry or a block, but her sword was so damn long, he was rarely able to score on any such attacks. 
 
    Aella, on the other hand, used an axe, and an axe had a lot in common with a mace, though it was still lighter and faster. But she taught him a lot about using the butt end of the haft to score points during a fight.  
 
    Nicitel, however, came out with a different weapon every time they fought, and often didn't repeat for days at a time.  
 
    The scary part was, he was equally good with whatever he decided to use. The time he came out with two short sticks, Dan had thought he might have a chance. 
 
    He was quickly disabused of that notion. It had gotten to the point now that his biggest goal in any fight with Nicitel was to not get hit. 
 
    "Finally!" Nicitel said as Dan stopped trying to hit him and spent all his time defending. "You're primarily a magic user, Daniel! Let the girls do the physical stuff; you should be casting spells and trying not to get hit!" 
 
    "But I don't know what to cast!"  
 
    Nicitel smiled. "Be creative." 
 
    "By the power of Grayskull, I curse the soles of your feet to be covered in grease! Shazam!" Dan said as he got a sudden inspiration. 
 
    "Sorry!" Nicitel laughed. "I've got a charm to protect me from minor curses. Good try, though!" 
 
    Dan grumbled and dodged a few more times, then had another inspiration. 
 
    "By the power of Grayskull, I curse the ground before me to be covered in grease! Shazam!" 
 
    The look on Nicitel's face as he suddenly flailed and even spread his wings as he tried to regain his balance was priceless. But in an instant, Nicitel cast an ice spell, froze the grease, dug into it with his claws, and rushed him, forcing him to backpedal quickly. 
 
    Dan tried turning the ground before him into mud, and then stone, but Nicitel was too quick, and again froze the mud and got on top of it before it became stone. So he tried turning all of it into a sheet of ice. 
 
    Which got him hit in the side, because the ice really didn't slow Nicitel down at all. Holding up his hand, Dan capitulated. 
 
    "Better! Much better," Nicitel said, hauling him to his feet. "Now I want you to come up with two dozen spells by tomorrow morning that can be used in a fight." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Wrath will know where to find paper and an ink pen." 
 
    "Wait, you're serious?" 
 
    Nicitel growled and lightly clocked him on the side of the head with the hammer he'd been using. "Don't get sassy with me, Daniel," he growled. 
 
    "I think I liked it better when you didn't treat me like one of your own," Dan said as he winced, causing Nicitel to smile. 
 
    "Oh, don't worry; I'll be throwing you all out in a few more days. I have a new daughter showing up soon, and I don't want any distractions while I teach her her place." 
 
    "And just like that, I'm not feeling sorry for myself anymore." Dan laughed, and then dodged another swat. 
 
    "And don't be so quick to use curses on inanimate objects. Sometimes that can backfire spectacularly. It can be even worse with non-sentient animals." 
 
    Dan nodded and followed Nicitel inside, then hung the mace on the wall where he'd borrowed it from. Nicitel had over a dozen maces in the house, and Dan had tried each of them until he'd settled on that one. It was too bad Firreiro hadn't finished the one for him before they came here. Then he could have gotten something magical done to it, like Olivia had told him she'd done with her war hammer. 
 
    Assuming of course that Fawn had any money left at this point. Apparently Fawn had bought herself a few things, and he didn't doubt they were all quite expensive. The pair of magical butterfly knives he was sure must have cost a fortune, but after watching her practice with them while she danced, he knew they were worth every penny. When she combined them with the armor she wore and the small edged target shield that was a part of her armor, he almost felt sorry for anyone she'd be facing. 
 
    He took a shower then and put on the clean clothes one of the girls had laid out for him. Somewhere over the last month they'd decided he needed a wardrobe change, and gone were his blue jeans; now he had several pairs of dark grey pants that never seemed to wrinkle or get dirty, and were obviously custom tailored.  
 
    They were also armored, though it must have been magical, or perhaps they were made out of some sort of magical leather or something? They weren't any thicker than his jeans had been. 
 
    His button-down shirts had been replaced with what he could only describe as long-sleeve t-shirts. They were comfortable, but skin tight. The sleeves on them were black, as were the collars. The rest, however, was either dark red, dark green, or dark grey.  
 
    The best part was the duster he'd gotten back at Madura's. Wrath had taken it to have a few changes made to it. It still had a lot of pockets to stash stuff, but now it had an inside holster that magically hid whatever you put in it. So he could be patted down and searched, and no mundane would know he had a gun. There was also a second interior pocket that had that feature.  
 
    Another feature he'd learned it already had was temperature control. No matter how hot or cold it got, the wearer would always be comfortably cool. Which was important, because summers in Sacramento were often triple digit, temperature-wise, while in the mountains, sub-zero temperatures were also common. 
 
    Best of all, it looked good, the color matching that of his new pants. 
 
    Both the girls and Nicitel were fairly certain if he took on his aspect, the same 'suspension of disbelief' that kept the mundanes from seeing them would also work for him. But—and this was an important but—if he stayed in his human aspect, he would appear to be human, if perhaps a fairly magical human, to all the other wizards, mages, and even most demons. 
 
    Few, if any, would be able to tell he was a sobek, now, or even a demon at all. 
 
    That was an advantage Nicitel had counseled him not to squander. 
 
    "Ah, good. You're dressed," Wrath said, coming into the room, and all he could do was stare. Her pelt was brushed to perfection, her hair was done, and she had on a tight, slinky dress that was slit so far up the side, you could tell she wasn't wearing anything under it at all. It was a shade of green that set off her eyes, and didn't clash with the red or yellow of her fur, a lot of which was clearly on display. Even her tail had several gold bands on it. 
 
    "Wow, you're beautiful. I mean, you're always beautiful, but you're even more beautiful. I mean…um, damn, woman!"  
 
    Wrath laughed, grabbed his hand, and kissed him, then led him out of the room. 
 
    "Nice to know I still have that effect on you," she said with a chuckle. 
 
    "Oh, you always have that effect on me. I've just gotten better at hiding it," he told her. 
 
    "Well, wait until you see the others," she said, and when she led him into the parlor, he stopped and looked them all over.  
 
    Fawn was wearing a white dress that, from the hips up, was as tight as tight could be, and it went all the way up to her neck. But her arms and legs were completely bare, her black wool had been brushed out, and someone had taken the time to braid a series of sliver beads into it. From the waist down, the dress narrowed a bit, almost like a loincloth, though it went all the way down to her ankles. 
 
    It definitely showed off her ass and her legs, and knowing Fawn, she wasn't wearing any underwear, either. 
 
    Olivia was dressed in red leather, which set off her lovely white skin, and matched her eyes. The dress was cut down to her belly button, and showed off her impressive cleavage. It was also tight enough to show off her nice ass, which was highlighted by a well-brushed tail with a red leather bow at the base, the dress ending about mid-thigh. She was also wearing a pair of red-trimmed black leather boots that went up almost to where the dress ended.  
 
    Aella was wearing an outfit made out of material as black as her fur, and the low-cut top was loose enough that it was hard to tell where the dress stopped and she began. The top itself was just a front without any back at all and hung on spaghetti straps. Her low-slung skirt, which came up just below her thick tail, was fastened around her hips, and went all the way down to the floor, and was slit up the right side. He could see she was wearing heels, and her hair was in a thick braid that hung down to her ass, where it ended just above the base of her tail. 
 
    Lofn…well, Lofn was all but naked. She had on heels, stockings, a garter belt, and a skirt so short that it was probably illegal in a dozen states back home,  and all of it was made of black satin. Over that she wore a black leather bustier that barely contained her impressive assets. She had thin gold bands around her horns, and a small bell on the end of her tail, which also had a red bow tied just below the stinger. 
 
    "Damn, maybe we should all go back upstairs?" he said with a smile as he took them all in. They were all gorgeous, and he wanted them all the more. 
 
    He noticed that Lofn was wearing a collar, which had his name sewn on it. Looking back at the others, he noticed they each had one as well, though they hadn't stood out as much, 'cause he was too busy looking at other things. 
 
    "I think he likes the collars," Fawn said. 
 
    "Actually, I think he likes what's in the collars more!" Aella said with a laugh. 
 
    "So what's the occasion?" he asked, looking around. 
 
    "What, we need a reason to go out and have a good time?" Olivia asked. 
 
    "We want to show you off," Lofn said with a smile. "You've been stuck in here studying all this time." 
 
    Dan nodded. "True, and honestly, it would be nice to see more of what a demon city looks like." 
 
    "Not all that different from a lot of human ones, really," Fawn said and shrugged. 
 
    "I've been to Sacramento and San Francisco, that's about it." 
 
    "Oh, we'll, it's definitely nicer than 'Cisco!" Fawn said and giggled. 
 
    "These days, that's not hard," Wrath said with a snort. 
 
    "Is your father joining us?" he asked 
 
    "Nope! Now, let's get going!" Wrath said, opening the door and leading them out front, where there was already a coach waiting. Climbing in, they all got settled, and the coach drove off. 
 
    "I'd ask where we're going, but it's not like I'd know," he said, looking around the streets as they rode. It was starting to get dark; Nicitel's practice sessions in the afternoon tended to go on for quite a bit. Thankfully for Dan, his own stamina and strength had rapidly increased over the last few weeks. 
 
    "We're headed to a nice restaurant downtown for some dinner, then we're off for some dancing," Aella said. "Then maybe make the rounds at a few clubs just to see what's what." 
 
    "Dad said he was fairly sure we could take you out without you embarrassing us if you got into a fight," Wrath said with a smile 
 
    "Well, seeing as I don't have a mace, I don't intend to get into any fights." 
 
    "Oh, right, here," Wrath said, and handed him the one he'd been practicing with the most. He looked at the mace, then looked at her outfit, then back at the mace. All of them were armed, of course. He'd grown so used to it, he tended to ignore their weapons. 
 
    "Where were you hiding that?" he asked, looking her up and down again as he hooked the lanyard on his belt, which of course had a hook on it for that very purpose. 
 
    "I'll never tell," she said with a smirk. 
 
    "Un-huh. Right. You know we have ways of making you talk!" he teased. 
 
    "And I'll be sure to remind you to use them later tonight!" Fawn said with another giggle. 
 
    Smiling, he leaned back into the seat and relaxed as they chatted about different things, all the while appreciating the truly lovely female forms surrounding him in the back of the coach. He found it interesting that Lofn had dressed as risqué as she had, while the others were all wearing rather expensive looking dresses. Not that he didn't appreciate it, of course.  
 
    Maybe tonight when they all got back, he'd let her tag him with her tail…then he remembered the homework assignment and sighed. 
 
    "What?" Lofn asked. Apparently she'd noticed he was watching her. 
 
    "I just remembered that I have to write up two dozen spells easily used in combat for Nic by tomorrow." 
 
    "Someone's going to be up late!" she said with a grin. 
 
    "Someone is always up late!" He grinned back. "But I was thinking of letting you sting me and making this a real party." 
 
    "Oh, I like that idea!" Olivia, of all people, said. Obviously she'd been paying attention to him more than Fawn, who frowned at her. 
 
    "I can't, I have work to do when we get back!" he protested. 
 
    "Yeah, us!"  
 
    He sighed heavily, but he couldn't help but smile. 
 
    "He's smiling, see? He wants it!" Olivia teased. 
 
    "He always wants it," Lofn said with a snicker. 
 
    "What can I say? I've got the most beautiful women in the universe as my wives. Of course I want it!" 
 
    "Oh, don't worry," Lofn said as a big smile slowly spread across her face, "you're definitely going to get it!" 
 
    "I'm doomed," he said, while sighing theatrically. 
 
    "Just don't start singing the doom song," Fawn interjected, and all he could do was shake his head as Olivia lightly smacked Fawn on the back of the head. 
 
    "Worse thing I ever did was introduce her to that show," Olivia grumbled. 
 
    "What! It's a classic!" 
 
    "Why'd you do a thing like that?" he asked, curious. 
 
    "Who do you think funded that show? It's a demon favorite. The sixth season is especially good." 
 
    "Wait, six seasons? Are we talking about the same show?" 
 
    "They kidnapped the writers and made them do three more years of it," Lofn said, looking a little embarrassed. 
 
    "And you're embarrassed about that, why?" 
 
    "Umm, I might have helped?" she squeaked in a soft voice while looking even more embarrassed. 
 
    "They eventually let them go," Olivia said. "The show sorta ran out of ideas after Zim conquers the Earth, but the Almighty Tallest misfiles the conquest, thinking it's just another stupid request by Zim for a new robot, so no one ever shows up to take over after Zim moves on to another planet, leaving Gir behind as the planetary governor." 
 
    "Who then promptly kills everyone and blows up the planet," Lofn said and then shrugged a little guiltily. "Personally? I laughed." 
 
    Dan sighed and shook his head. If it wasn't for some really strange parents of some of his friends, he probably wouldn't have even known the show existed. 
 
    "Ah, we're here!" Wrath said as the coach stopped in front of a nice looking place. Looking around, Dan noticed it was actually a nice part of town. In some ways it didn't really look all that different from downtown Sacramento. It just had those huge rock pillars instead of skyscrapers. Not that Sacramento had many of those. 
 
    Getting out of the coach, they went inside, and were seated almost immediately. Obviously they had reservations, which made him wonder what the demon equivalent of a telephone was. 
 
    "I'm getting a lot of looks," he remarked as the hostess, an attractive cerberus, left them at their table. 
 
    "Well, as I told you before, we don't get a lot of humans here," Wrath said. 
 
    "And you're with five females of various races," Fawn said. "One of whom is a succubus." 
 
    "What's Lofn got to do with it?" he asked, curious. 
 
    "Succubi are viewed kinda strange," she said with a shrug. "They tend to be powerful and often have bad reputations. Not as bad as Wrath's father," she said with a wink at Wrath, "but trouble. And you're here with one, and you're not dead. Then there are the rest of us." 
 
    "The rest of you?" 
 
    Wrath sighed. "We're all dressed to impress, it's obvious who we're trying to impress, and it ain't Lofn, who's obviously dressed solely to get your attention." 
 
    "I was wondering why she wasn't dressed like the rest of you," Dan admitted. 
 
    "If I had dressed like them," Lofn spoke up from the other side of the table, "it would have looked like I was 'holding court', and people would have thought I was the one in charge." She shrugged and then smiled. "I didn't want that, so I dressed up nice and slutty for my man. Everyone who sees us is going to figure out quickly where the power in the group is." 
 
    "Wrath?" Dan teased, and then oofed as Wrath elbowed him in the guts. 
 
    The girls picked up their menus, and Dan once again deferred to Wrath's ordering when the waiter came, as he still hadn't the slightest idea what any of the dishes were. 
 
      
 
    Dinner was once again quite good, and he had to admit, he was happy they'd gone out. It was nice to do something so, so…normal. He was probably the only human within a hundred miles, and truth was, he really wasn't all that human anymore. Three months ago, none of this had existed to him, and now he was right in the middle of it, and as Fawn had said, it wasn't all that different. 
 
    Even the clientele was mixed. Mainly they were felish, but he saw other cerberus, bovera of different species, and a bunch more he wasn't sure what they were, though there was a table of harpies he at least recognized.  
 
    "Come on! Let's go dancing!" Fawn said when they finally left the restaurant, all but dancing as she minced along on the tips of her hooves. 
 
    "Yeah, let's!" he agreed, so Wrath led them down the street to a club, and while he got a look from the bouncer, no one said anything. Going in, they got a few drinks, and Fawn dragged him out onto the dance floor. 
 
    The music he found to be interesting. Sort of Disco, sort of EDM, but it had a good beat, and for a change, this was something he actually knew how to do, as Sharon, his sister, had used him for dancing practice for years. 
 
    It was also nice because Fawn was drawing looks for a change. That he was dancing with her, and she was only interested in him, really felt good.  
 
    When Aella came out, Fawn went and sat down, and things got a little more up close and personal. Aella obviously liked a lot of full body contact and put her tentacles to good use. 
 
    Then it was Olivia, who was a lot like Fawn in the way she wanted to dance, which was a lot more free and open. She was fun, though he got the impression a mosh pit would have been more her speed. 
 
    Wrath was again a touchy-feely, slow dancing type, but not as into bodily contact as Aella had been. 
 
    Lofn climbed up him and all but tried to have sex with him, and did that ever draw attention! The looks he was getting were definitely jealous ones, from the guys, at least.  
 
    If his ego had grown before, this time it swelled to fill the entire room. Half the males there, and probably more than a few of the females, wanted what he had.  
 
    They each danced another round with him, then he sat down at the table and had a few drinks, while the girls paired off and danced together, with Lofn keeping him company. 
 
    "I see a lot of jealous guys and gals," he said with a snicker. 
 
    "Yup, and it's delicious!" Lofn said. "There's so much of it, I can actually feed off it." 
 
    He looked at her and frowned. "I thought you had to be touching people?" 
 
    Lofn smiled evilly at him. "Not when it's strong and there's a lot of it." 
 
    "So why are they all jealous of me?" 
 
    "Because having a 'tame' succubus throw herself at you is like, every demon's fantasy." 
 
    "Oh? Is that the real reason you dressed like that?" he asked with a smirk. 
 
    "Maybe a little," Lofn admitted, smirking back at him. "But honestly, Dan, I like the idea of being your tame and captive succubus." She slid closer to him in the booth and rubbed up against him.  
 
    "I like watching them drool over what they can't have," she whispered in his ear. 
 
    "And you said you weren't bad anymore." He snickered. 
 
    "Oh, I'm still bad," she grinned and put her hand on his crotch, "I'm just not evil." 
 
    "Making me want to screw you on the table in here might qualify," he said lustfully, as her hand was definitely getting results. 
 
    Lofn leered at him, but she reclaimed her hand. 
 
    "Probably start a riot," he sighed, "with the way those others are looking at me." 
 
    "If we didn't get thrown out first!" Lofn said with a smile. 
 
    "Let's dance some more," Dan said, taking her hand and dragging her out of the booth. "I want to make some people suffer!"  
 
    "Now that's demon talk!" Lofn laughed, and Dan did some of the moves his sister had really wanted to learn, but he'd been too embarrassed to do with her. 
 
    But Lofn wasn't embarrassed at all, and was actually quite good at them. From the number of glares and other hostile looks he was getting, as well as appraising looks from a lot of the female demons in the place, apparently he was doing pretty good as well. 
 
    They switched off until he'd danced with all of them again, though at one point someone tried to cut in when Lofn and Fawn were dancing together, and he'd gone over and planted himself between the guy and Lofn and scowled. 
 
    One of the bouncers appeared then, almost magically, and the other guy backed off. 
 
    Ten minutes later, while they were sitting down and having a couple of drinks, the demon, who was a felish, reappeared. Only this time he had three of his friends with him. 
 
    "I want to dance with your friend," he growled. 
 
    Dan immediately felt his anger rise. 
 
    "And I want to rip your head off and eat it," he snarled, looking back at him. "So why don't you fuck off and leave me and my women alone before I do just that!" 
 
    The felish laughed, as his three friends all grinned. "You're just some lame human. I think it's time these ladies experience a real demon!" 
 
    "Oh, fuck!" Olivia sighed as the guy reached past Dan to grab Lofn. What he got instead was Dan's foot in his gut as Dan kicked up, and then pushed him away, while bracing on the edge of the booth. The felish stumbled backwards from the force of the push, a look of surprise quickly followed by a look of anger as he briefly got tangled up with two of the three behind him. 
 
    Quick as a wink, Dan was on his feet and had his mace in hand, and coming around with it, he swung as hard as he could at the head of the one still standing there. Luckily for that guy, he got an arm up, but then gasped in pain, going pale as Dan's mace broke his arm. 
 
    Dan pulled the mace back and poked him in the guts hard enough to knock him back, the spike on the end of the mace opening a small hole in his belly that quickly started to bleed as he fell to the floor, out of the fight. 
 
    The guy leading them had untangled himself from his friends at this point and, drawing a short sword from his belt, charged him. 
 
    Shifting the mace to his left hand, Dan parried the blade and, moving in close, he punched the guy right in the face as his two remaining wingmen spread out to either side, both of them drawing short swords as well. 
 
    "By the power of Grayskull, I fire a spear of hard ice at your belly, impaling you! Shazam!" he yelled, pointing at the wingman on his side of the guy he was fighting, and just like that, a spear of ice went through the felish's stomach, coming out his back. Eyes going wide, he dropped his sword and tried to grab the shaft of ice impaling him to pull it out as he keeled over onto the floor. 
 
    "I'll kill you for that!" the other wingman said as the guy he was fighting drew a dagger and tried to stab him while he kept beating at his sword arm with his mace. 
 
    Growling, he did the only thing he could think of, and shifted into his full aspect to take advantage of the harder skin, if not the greater strength. 
 
    A gasp ran through the crowd, which he only now noticed had backed away to watch the fight. 
 
    "Oh, fuck no!" the remaining wingman said and immediately turned and fled, the crowd parting as he did so. 
 
    Dan saw the eyes of the one he was fighting go wide as he dropped his weapons, put his hands on Dan, and pushed off, breaking free of the fight and turned to run as well. 
 
    "Oh, you're not getting away!" Dan growled and, grabbing the felish's tail, he reeled him in, hand over hand, as the entire crowd watched with the combined looks of horror and glee that were usually reserved for only the goriest of car accidents. 
 
    The felish was screaming now and trying to get away when Dan grabbed him by the shoulders, heaving him up off the ground, then opened his crocodile jaws wide and stuffed the head of the squirming felish down his throat—just as he'd done to the sobek in the ritual, he suddenly realized! 
 
    Tilting his head back as he raised the felish higher in the air, he continued to jam him down his throat and into his gut, making sure to pin the wings to the body, and cutting off the screaming as several people in the crowd turned and quickly left, while a number of others cheered him on. 
 
    It didn't even occur to him what he was doing until the felish's hips had passed down his throat, and there were only a pair of legs, still kicking, and a lashing tail, sticking out of his jaws.  
 
    He only stopped long enough to move his grip up so he wouldn't get clipped by one of the felish's hooves, then he swallowed hard, both feet disappearing as he closed his jaws. The last thing anyone saw was the felish's tail as he sucked it down like a strand of spaghetti.  
 
    Giving a loud belch, he looked down at himself. His belly was only a bit distended, not nearly as much as it should be after swallowing a nearly six-foot-tall felish, wings and all. 
 
    "Let's go," Wrath said, rubbing up against him on one side as Lofn rubbed up against the other, and Fawn was panting like a dog in heat. 
 
    Then again, so were Olivia and Aella. 
 
    "What about them?" he asked, waving at the two on the floor, who were by no means dead, but were both staring at him in obvious shock. 
 
    "Not our problem now, let's go home to bed," she whispered in his ear. 
 
    Nodding, Dan let them lead him out of the bar, the crowd parting for them as they went. He heard one person saying something about 'so that's a sobek', and another saying something about how she'd like to be in that bed tonight. 
 
    The moment they got into the coach, the girls' clothing came off, and they removed his almost as quickly. Dan didn't know why they were all so horny, but damn if he wasn't as well. He didn't even care when Lofn stung him, loading him up with aphrodisiacs. All he cared about was screwing Wrath, who wrapped herself tightly around him. 
 
    "Oh, I can still feel him!" she groaned as Dan took her, hard, on the seat of the coach. He had no idea what she was going on about until he suddenly felt all the hands of the other girls on his belly as the guy he'd just eaten slowly died. 
 
    "We're demons, Love, just like you are now," Wrath groaned, looking into his eyes, and suddenly he could read her thoughts as easily as she'd always read his when they had sex. 
 
    "And there's nothing hotter than watching our man slaughter another while defending us." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Morning After 
 
      
 
      
 
    Grabbing his shorts, Dan staggered out of the bedroom. He had no idea what time it was, or even what day. The girls hadn't let up all night, and after being zapped by Lofn, he hadn't cared. He knew violence set them off…he'd known that for some time. Especially violence perpetrated on their behalf. 
 
    Well, killing someone had sent that to a whole nother level. Eating him had pushed it farther still. Looking down at his belly, he saw it was almost back to normal. Sighing, he shook his head, but he had to smile, then blushed a little as he thought about a few of the things they'd done. Just when he thought he'd gotten to the point where nothing would surprise him, Wrath, of all people, pulled out some seriously kinky ideas. 
 
    Stumbling down to the kitchen, he found Nicitel inside, drinking what passed for coffee here, with a woman. Or rather, a female felish. He stopped for a moment, because she looked familiar, and it was taking his mind several long minutes to figure out why, as she gave him the once over. 
 
    "Perhaps you'd like to put those shorts on?" Nicitel said with a touch of humor in his voice. 
 
    Dan looked down at himself and realized he was still holding his shorts. 
 
    " I see what my daughter sees in him," the woman said with a wry grin. 
 
    Dan looked at her and then at Nicitel. "Well at least I know why you're throwing us out, now." Turning back to the woman, he smiled and gave a small nod of his head. "I'm Dan, and that ain't the half of it." 
 
    "Glas," she said and smiled evilly at him. "There better be, because I sure don't approve of my daughter taking up with a human." 
 
    "I'm not human," Dan said with a sigh. 
 
    "He's not human," Nicitel said at the same time. 
 
    Nicitel then wrinkled his nose and waved a hand before it. "And perhaps you should go shower?" 
 
    Dan snorted. "What time is it? Hell, what day is it?" 
 
    "It's well past noon, and I didn't see that list of spells on my desk this morning." 
 
    Dan groaned. "I knew there was something I was forgetting. Then again," he shrugged, "after the last fourteen or so hours, who cares?" 
 
    "I care," Nicitel warned. 
 
    "Yeah, well, I remembered that bit you were interested in last night while we were out dancing after dinner." 
 
    Nicitel gave him an interested look. "Well, spill boy!" 
 
    Dan glanced at Glas. "You sure?" 
 
    "Of course I'm sure, and don't worry about her. I doubt there's anything you can say that'll surprise her." 
 
    Dan shrugged, "If you say so. Anyway, I ate him." 
 
    "Ate who?" 
 
    "The guy I was arguing with during the ritual. He was a sobek and kept claiming I wasn't one. So I opened my mouth wide, grabbed him, and swallowed him whole." 
 
    "Hmm." Nicitel sat there and pondered that a moment. "That makes sense, actually." 
 
    "It does?" 
 
    Nicitel nodded. "Your human half and your sobek half were struggling to coexist. The sobek was rejecting the human—not exactly surprising, it's not like your two sides grew up together. By doing that, you not only forced your sobek side to become part of you, but you did it in a very sobek manner, which is probably the only reason it worked. 
 
    "Basically, your human side gave in to the sobek, and you adopted its ways in the manner by which you made it a part of you. That's why you can now take on the aspect of a sobek. That's also why you didn't change as a person. Your psyche is the dominant one, which is why you're able to appear human, though you're not." 
 
    "Boring…" Glas said with a yawn. 
 
    Dan shot her a look, and she smirked back at him. 
 
    "So what happened last night to trigger your memory?" 
 
    "Some felish asshole," he growled the word out, "came over and tried to take Lofn. After I ran him off, he came back with some friends, and tried to take all my women." 
 
    "Lofn?" Glas asked. 
 
    "Succubus," Nicitel said without looking at her. 
 
    "He's got my daughter and a succubus?" she asked, giving him a look of disbelief. 
 
    "And a cerberus, a bovera, and a displacera. So there was a big fight?" 
 
    "Hardly. I took one of his friends out with the mace I borrowed…" 
 
    "Well, that explains the blood." 
 
    "…and another with a bolt of ice through his guts." 
 
    "What about the one who started it all?" Glas asked with a growl. "Did Wrath kill him?" 
 
    "Oh, no, he's right here," Dan said and patted his belly. 
 
    "You didn't!" Nicitel said with a loud laugh, and Dan noted even Glas' eyes suddenly widened. 
 
    "He was trying to stab me with a dagger while I was dealing with his short sword, so I shifted into my aspect because I have tougher skin…" he paused a moment. 
 
    "And?" Nicitel prompted. 
 
    "And his remaining friend panicked and ran, then he dropped his weapons and tried to run, and well…" Dan shook his head; the expression on Nicitel's face, however, was the kind you saw on your friends before you dropped the punch line on a good joke. "I was so pissed at him that I grabbed his tail, reeled him in, opened my jaws wide, and stuck him down my throat. 
 
    "I ate him." 
 
    Nicitel broke into gales of laughter at that point, while Glas just stared at him. 
 
    "I said I ate him!" Dan grumbled. 
 
    "I know! I know!" Nicitel said between laughs. "Oh, by the Twenty-Nine, I can just imagine the look on his face when you shifted! Oh, I bet it was priceless!" he said, still laughing. "I bet he won't be making that mistake again!" 
 
    "I just spent last night digesting him! Of course he won't make that mistake again!" Dan growled. 
 
    "And that's why it's funny!" Nicitel said, still laughing. In the month they'd been here, he'd never seen Nicitel so amused. 
 
    "No wonder he stinks," Glas said, squirming in her seat a little. "The girls must have spent all night abusing the life out of him." 
 
    "No doubt," Nicitel said, still chuckling. "No doubt." 
 
    "I just ate somebody in a club, in front of probably a hundred people, and all you're gonna do is laugh about it?" Dan demanded. 
 
    "Of course I am! 'Cause it's funny! I bet every male in that place got laid last night!" 
 
    "Huh?" 
 
    "Everyone knows if you mess with a sobek's women, they'll go into a rage." 
 
    "But he didn't know I was a sobek!" 
 
    "And that's why it's funny! He thought you were human, and suddenly there's a sobek standing there!" Nicitel laughed again and then, smiling at Dan, he continued, "You know what else everybody knows?" 
 
    Dan shook his head. 
 
    "If you piss off a sobek, he'll swallow you. Whole. That's what they do!" He looked over at Glas, who was starting to pant. "And trust me, if there's one thing all demons love, it's seeing some idiot get what's coming. Now I better drag her back to the bedroom before we end up putting on a show here in the kitchen for you and your girls." 
 
    Dan watched in disbelief as Nicitel grabbed Glas and dragged her past him towards the exit on the way to his bedroom. She stopped a moment as they passed, put her hand on his belly for a moment, and then shivered. 
 
    "Oh, my daughter is such a lucky little bitch!" she growled, and then was gone as Nicitel bodily picked her up and left. 
 
    "Did that just happen?" he asked, looking around the now empty kitchen. When he didn't get any answer, he went over to the fridge and grabbed a bottle of something to drink. 
 
    "Dan!" he heard Fawn's voice calling out. "Get back up here! I'm not done with you yet!" 
 
    Rolling his eyes, he sighed, took a drink from the bottle, and headed back upstairs. 
 
    "There you are!" she said as he came back up the stairs. "You're not hungry already, are you?" 
 
    "Why would I go looking for food," he took on his aspect, "when I have a tasty morsel like you?" 
 
    He had to grab her as she all but keeled over. Throwing her over his shoulder, he took another drink and went back into the bedroom. 
 
    "Are all demons such kinky perverts?" he grumbled in a soft voice. 
 
    "I'm not the one who stuck a big bad demon down his throat and swallowed," Fawn said, panting and still squirming. 
 
    Shaking his head and smiling, he dropped her on the bed with the others. 
 
    "No, no I guess you're not." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    "Okay, give," Olivia of all people said as she dropped down to sit beside him on the deck of the airship as he sat there and watched the scenery go by. 
 
    "That obvious?" he asked. 
 
    She laughed. "Actually, no. But I played and sang in enough metal bands, I know that look." 
 
    "Oh, and what look is that?" 
 
    "You've got the 'I just discovered something and it makes me uncomfortable' look. Usually you see it on the guitar player after he's cheated on his girlfriend with a half dozen groupies for the first time." She poked him lightly with a finger. "So, give." 
 
    "I'm a demon," he said, shaking his head. 
 
    She smiled and put an arm around him, then leaned into him. "Yup, you certainly are! Not what you expected, is it?" 
 
    He shook his head again. "No? Maybe? Yes? The thing is, I didn't expect to become a demon. Yet, here I am!" 
 
    Olivia grinned. "Well, if you're gonna make a bunch of demon women your own, you have to expect something's gonna happen." 
 
    "It's not that." Dan sighed. "I mean, I know you're all bad and maybe even evil at times…" 
 
    "All the time!" she teased and, turning her head, gave his ear a lick. 
 
    He snorted. "But that was you, all of you. Not me. I mean, I didn't have a problem with who you are, what you do. I love you, all of you, and that's who you are. I accept it, it's just…" 
 
    "You got off on eating that guy, didn't you?" Olivia said in a soft voice. 
 
    "And maiming or killing his two friends," he agreed with a nod. "I mean, the violence, it just felt…it felt right." 
 
    "Yeah, poor impulse control is one of the hallmarks of the demon races. That, and a lust for sex and violence. That's why we're so far behind humans in our development." 
 
    "And I thought humans were bad," he said with a rueful chuckle. 
 
    Olivia laughed. "Yeah, humans really are amateur hour when it comes to the old bloodlust. But honestly, is it really that bad? I mean, you're now in a world where strength and power matters. Where the strong rule the weak, and if the weak don't watch out, bad things happen to them." 
 
    "That explains why Wrath's father is such a hardass on his kids, I guess," Dan said with a thoughtful nod. "But still, what about when we get back to Earth? When we get back home?" 
 
    "How are things any different there?" she asked him. 
 
    He opened his mouth to reply, but stopped and thought about what they were facing. 
 
    "You're in a different world now," she continued. "A world you never knew existed, and you've taken on responsibilities." 
 
    "I have?" 
 
    "Yeah, us!" she said with a smile, then continued in a more serious voice, "You won us, Daniel, and you didn't do it by being meek or by being the good guy. You stood up to us, you dominated us, you showed us you'll do whatever you have to in order to win us, keep us, and protect us. 
 
    "And now we're going home, and you're going to do what you have to do to make it safe for all of us." 
 
    "I know, I know." He sighed. "I guess this is what growing up feels like." 
 
    "Yup, so stop feeling sorry for yourself." 
 
    "Oh, I don't feel sorry!" He laughed and, putting his arm around her, he gave her a squeeze. "It's just, well, I was never an angry guy, you know? I was always the cool one who rolled with the punches. The guy who stood at the back of the picture and didn't hog the spotlight." 
 
    "But not anymore, right?" 
 
    "Nope," he said with a shake of his head, "not anymore. I'm just worried I'll turn into someone who isn't me." 
 
    "Maybe you're finally turning into the real you. Ever stop to consider that?" 
 
    "Huh?" 
 
    "Your sobek side. He's part of the real you, Dan. Though he was suppressed, he was always there. He's what's always been missing from your life. That's why you've always been the guy in the back of the picture. It wasn't you. You weren't complete. Well, you're whole again. Embrace it." 
 
    "So become a demon?" 
 
    She laughed again. "Oh, Dan, you're already a demon! You've always been a demon! You're the ugly duckling become a swan!" Standing up, she tugged at his shoulder. "Come on, let's go back upstairs. It always helps to be with family when you're facing these kinds of things." 
 
    He let her help him up, then, pulling her close, he put his arms around her and gave her a nice long kiss. 
 
    "I do have to say, the benefits are definitely worth the hassles," he said, smiling down at her. 
 
    "We say the same thing about you!" She giggled and, keeping his arm around her, they went back upstairs to where the others were either reading or snoozing on their bench seat. 
 
    "Feeling better?" Wrath whispered in his ear as he sat down beside her, with Olivia on his other side. 
 
    He nodded. "A bit. Just adjusting, still." 
 
    "You're doing fine," she said and patted his thigh. 
 
    "I've been thinking about what we're going to do after we get home." 
 
    "We're going to kill Weson, what's there to think about?" 
 
    "Who do we kill first, that's what," he told her. 
 
    She frowned. "What do you mean?" 
 
    "Weson is the hardest nut to crack, right?" 
 
    "Of course he is." 
 
    "And we've never done this before; or rather, I've never done this before." 
 
    "Oh, I wouldn't worry about it, you'll be fine." 
 
    "I'd rather take on someone weaker first, get some experience," he told her. 
 
    "Weaker? Like who?" 
 
    "That Dale guy. We run him out of town, and if he won't go, we kill him. You see, it's not just good practice for Weson, but do we really want two other people looking to shiv us from behind while we're dealing with that bastard?" 
 
    Wrath thought about that, and he could see Aella and Olivia were both paying attention as well. 
 
    "I think that's a good idea, but we take out Weson before we deal with that Godfrey guy. Taking him out before Weson would give Weson the chance to consolidate his forces and make it harder for us to get to him." 
 
    "We also need a base of operations, somewhere other than one of those hidey holes we've been staying at," Aella said. "We should probably do that first before we take on anybody." 
 
    Wrath nodded again. "Also a good point." 
 
    "What about money? I think the bank of Fawn might be stretched a little thin," he said while looking over at Fawn, who was curled up against Lofn, sound asleep. 
 
    "With any luck, her lawyers have gotten us most of our money back," Wrath said. 
 
    "If not, we can always steal more!" Aella said with a snicker. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Back in Sac 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dan looked around as he stepped out of the gateway portal. They came out in a clearing, standing on top of a flat piece of bedrock that was level with the surrounding area. He could see a lot of symbols and drawings all over the rock face, though from the way it sort of wavered before his eyes, as if there was a current of hot air between him and it, he suspected no mundane would be able to see it. 
 
    "Wow, you're back!" said a large, bear-like demon slowly ambling towards them. "You were gone so long; I thought you weren't coming back!" 
 
    "Please don't tell me you sold the van," Fawn grumbled. 
 
    "Nope, I took it back and left it at the hotel that had its name painted on the sides." 
 
    "Why'd you do that?" 
 
    "'Cause a thing like that probably had one of those trackers in it, and the last thing I wanted was a bunch a police coming by." 
 
    "Man has a point," Dan said, looking around. 
 
    "You're looking better," the ursine said, looking over Dan. 
 
    "Yeah, partied too hard last time," he said with a smile and stuck out his hand. "I'm Dan." 
 
    "Adams," the other one said and shook hands. 
 
    "Not as in…?" 
 
    "Yup, my father couldn't resist. I can give y'all a ride into town, if you want. Not like I have to be here all the time. Just enough to keep any of the greenies or druggies from coming around and looking for trouble." 
 
    "Sure," Fawn said. "That'll be fine." 
 
    "Anything interesting happening down in Sac?" Wrath asked as they followed Adams towards a big Dodge Ram truck with a crew cab. 
 
    "Nah, same as it's ever been. Maybe a few more fights than normal. I think that Weson fella is ramping up. The fallout from one of his forays apparently made the news." 
 
    "Oh? What was that?" 
 
    "Somebody finally murdered the guy who was in the hospital after shooting up Placerville." 
 
    "Why'd that make the news?" 
 
    "'Cause they used a bomb. Killed three other people, and they had to shut down a wing of the hospital he was in. The magical community and the demonic community are all up in arms about that." 
 
    "What'd Weson say?" Dan asked as they got into the truck. 
 
    "Nothin' as far as I know. Not like the mundanes knew he was behind the attack up in Placerville, anyway. But there's been talk, I'm hearing rumors, some are thinking about throwing in with one of the other two and pushing Weson out." 
 
    "That doesn't sound like something Weson would do," Lofn said in a soft voice. "He doesn't like attention." 
 
    "True," Adams said with a nod, "but last month somebody blew up one of his lieutenants while they were in a high school. That, or he blew himself up. Turns out he had a meth lab in there, and that didn't go over at all well. Nor did setting fire to the building that Wiles fella lived in. That thing burned for days, gonna have to be torn down now, they say." 
 
    "Damn! Things have been busy, haven't they!" Fawn said with a giggle. 
 
    Adams shrugged. "I guess. So, where to?" 
 
    "Might as well go downtown," Wrath said. "We need to pick up a few things. Drop us by the Capitol." 
 
    "Sure thing!" he said. He started up the truck, and they headed down a dirt road, which eventually led to something with some occasional paving on it. It took most of an hour before they came to a real road, and another hour and a half until he dropped them off. 
 
    He noticed Wrath slip Adams a stack of bills before he drove off, and they waited until he was out of sight before moving on. 
 
    "So, where to first?" he asked. 
 
    "Let's go up to Sutter's Fort and get those weapons from Firreiro," Wrath said. "Then we can head to Walmart, see if we got our money back, and look into buying a house." 
 
    "Preferably one that's built like a fort," Aella said with a grin. "Think we could talk that guy with the castle on I-80 into selling?" 
 
    "That's a little too out in the open, I'd think." Lofn replied. 
 
    "Let's see if my folks' old place in Granite Bay is for sale," Dan said. 
 
    "Why would it be?" 
 
    "'Cause the guy who bought it overpaid and went bankrupt. After that, no one would buy it. Too expensive for the market. There's a lot of bank-owned property up there they're just sitting on. It's only been a year. Probably still for sale." 
 
    "Why do you want to go back there?" Wrath asked. 
 
    "'Cause I know it. I know the area, the people, and the place. Also, it's all rock and brick face and has a nice fence and security system. Probably warded as well, and if not," he shrugged, "I'm sure I can learn how to put some new ones up." 
 
    "Our ride's here," Fawn said, waving her hand. 
 
    "Huh?" Wrath and the others looked around. "How'd that happen so quickly?" 
 
    "Uber!" she said, waving her phone. 
 
    "What's Uber?" Lofn asked. 
 
    "Kinda like a taxi, but cheaper," he said, noticing a large sedan was pulling up. "Might as well get in, it definitely beats taking the bus." 
 
    Shrugging, they all piled in. Fawn ended up sitting in his lap, but it wasn't like he minded. Even though she did wiggle a bit more than absolutely necessary. Thankfully the trip to the fort was short, and it wasn't long before they were in Firreiro's shop. 
 
    It wasn't hard to find, the sound of someone hammering on metal led them right to it. 
 
    "Ah, I was wondering what became of you," he said as he set down his hammer and stuck the piece he'd been hammering on back into the forge. 
 
    "We took a bit of a vacation," Wrath said with a shrug. "We would have let you know, but we were in Varmal." 
 
    "Oh? And what did your father think of your human friend there?" Firreiro asked with a nod of his head towards Dan. 
 
    "He calls me 'son'," Dan said with a grin. 
 
    Firreiro raised an eyebrow and looked at Wrath. "Is that so?" 
 
    "Yup. They get along so well, it's almost scary. Even my mother likes him." 
 
    "I'm surprised he's still alive. I mean, Varmal isn't exactly the kind of place humans are welcome." 
 
    "Oh, they're going to be remembering Dan here for a long time, especially back in Arikash," Aella said, smiling. 
 
    "Oh, really?" 
 
    "Yes, he definitely left them with a lot to talk about," Lofn added. 
 
    "Now I'm not sure I want to know," Firreiro said with a shake of his head. "Anyway, come into the back, I have the mace finished, and your whips, Lofn, though I only put the metal studs on one of them. I thought you might appreciate being able to choose." 
 
    "That's fine," Lofn said, and they followed him inside his shop.  
 
    Going up to a large workbench in the back, he pulled out the bottom drawer, picked up two coiled whips, and handed them to Lofn, who immediately smiled. 
 
    "Oh, these are nice," she said hefting them. "Is that silver?" she asked, pointing to one of the metal bits on the end. 
 
    "Silver, cold iron, and obsidian. I mixed it up to cover whatever you might come up against. They're also magical, but not more than you'd need to be sure to hit a magical being. I don't have a source for enchanting stones right now, so I couldn't do anything more than that." 
 
    Firreiro then reached up, opened the long cabinet above his bench, and pulled out a long mace. Dan noticed the head was a little bulbous, and it appeared to be engraved with an interesting geometric pattern. It was about three feet long, and the very tip of the handle had what looked like a hard rubber foot on it. 
 
    Firreiro passed it to him, and Dan looked it over. The grip fit well in his hand, and it wasn't at all slippery. He looked around to check his space, and then took a few test swings with it. The balance on it was really nice. 
 
    "Isn't there a thong or something to hang it from my belt?" he asked, looking up at Firreiro. 
 
    "Yes, if you twist the end cap a quarter turn and pull it out, there's a loop you can hang it from. However, if you put your hand on top of the head, you can use it as a walking stick, and no one would think twice. In fact, I'd say it goes rather well with your outfit." 
 
    Dan nodded. "It is nice. Is it magical at all?" 
 
    "Yes, especially the blades." 
 
    Dan blinked and looked down at it. 
 
    "Here, let me show you," Firreiro said and took the mace back from Dan. "Just grab it here, like this," he said, showing him two spots on the shaft just above the handgrip. "Squeeze. Then give it a quarter turn clockwise." 
 
    Dan leaned back a little as the head suddenly sprang open, five blades appearing. Each of the blades ran from the bottom of the head to about two inches past the top, and stuck out from the underlying rod about an inch. When Firreiro twisted the haft in the other direction, all the blades folded to the side, creating the geometric designs on the head. 
 
    "Wow, that's cool!" Dan said. 
 
    "Here, you try it," he said, offering it back to Dan.  
 
    Dan grabbed it as he'd seen Firreiro do and gave the handle a twist. Now that he knew what to look for, he could see the blades as they unlocked and rotated up into position. The best part about it was it didn't change the weight or center of gravity of the mace in the slightest, and while he might miss the center spike out the top, this one had five shorter spikes around the center, due to the way the blades were shaped. 
 
    "This is a work of art," Dan said as he closed the blades. 
 
    "The blades are steel, though the inlay on the outside is silver." 
 
    Dan nodded and, working the rubberized foot at the end, he pulled out the loop and hung it on his belt.  
 
    "Where's Lofn?" 
 
    "Outside playing with her new toys," Olivia said, pointing. Dan went over to the front door, and sure enough, Lofn was using her whips to knock things out of Wrath and Aella's hands. 
 
    "Wow, she makes Indiana Jones look like an amateur." 
 
    "Yeah, she does like her whips. Trust me when I say, you'd rather be shot." 
 
    They watched as she did a few more tricks, then coiled them up quickly, and put them on her belt. 
 
    "So, how about we see how much money we got and go do some shopping?" Fawn said. 
 
    "Sounds like a plan to me!" 
 
    Dan turned back to Firreiro and shook hands with him. "Thanks for the mace, it really is lovely." 
 
    "Just remember those spears after you remove Weson." 
 
    Dan smiled. "We will." 
 
    "Shall I call Uber again?" Fawn asked as they gathered up and headed out of the fort. 
 
    "Would you rather take the bus?" Wrath asked. 
 
    "Uber it is!" 
 
      
 
    "You're right, it's still on the market," Fawn said much later, as they were sitting in their Walmart hideout. 
 
    "How much?" 
 
    "One point two million." 
 
    "Can we afford that?" he asked. 
 
    "Now that everyone's got most of their money back? Easily," Fawn said. "But that's still a lot of money." 
 
    "Might as well call the realtor and tell them we want to see it in the morning," Lofn said. "I kind of like the idea of living out of town a fair ways." 
 
    "Besides, we can always take over a skyscraper downtown once we own it, right?" Dan joked. 
 
    "Right!" they all cheered, and suddenly he wondered if maybe they weren't joking. 
 
    "So what's next on the agenda?" 
 
    "We go out to the bar and let everyone know we're back in town," Wrath said. 
 
    "With the way they're talking about taking sides, I think that's a good idea," Dan said. "Because we want to be sure they pick ours." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    "Lofn! Wrath, Aella, Fawn, and Olivia! Oh! I see you brought your friend! Dan! How are you!" Estaca said, coming around from behind the bar and meeting them as they walked in. 
 
    "Thirsty," Wrath said. "I hear things have been noisy while we were gone?" 
 
    "I'll say! Come on! I got a table open by that wall you like so much," she said with a grin. "So, where'd you go?" 
 
    "Varmal," Wrath said as they followed her. "Went to visit my father." 
 
    Estaca stumbled, and then turned to look back at them. 
 
    "You took him, a human," she pointed at Dan, "to see your father?" 
 
    Dan grinned. "Damn, your dad really does have a reputation, doesn't he?" 
 
    "Why aren't you…you know, dead?" 
 
    "Turns out Wrath's dad and Dan really get along," Aella said with a snicker. "In fact, I'm not sure who killed more people while we were there." 
 
    "I think it would depend on whether the guy Dan impaled at the bar died or not," Fawn said with a giggle. 
 
    He noticed Estaca looking back and forth between him and the others. 
 
    "Are they telling the truth, Lofn?" Estaca asked. 
 
    "Oh, sure, you'll believe her, but you won't believe me," Fawn said, pouting. 
 
    "There's a lot more to our Daniel than there appears," Lofn said. "Nicitel saw it immediately. Why, he even spent weeks helping train him." 
 
    "Damn!" Estaca said. "Maybe I should give you my phone number!" She laughed and led them the rest of the way to the table while flagging a waitress.  
 
    "As to what's been going on around here?" she continued as they sat down. "I think the fight between Weson and Godfrey is heating up. Everyone's sure that around a month ago, just after you must've left, Godfrey got one of Weson's staff." 
 
    "We heard something about that," Wrath said as they sat. 
 
    "And we heard he set Godfrey's building on fire," Olivia said. 
 
    "Yup, and then someone set off a bomb at a hospital, which killed one of his men, who apparently was finally coming out of his coma. The police wanted to talk to him something fierce. I think they figured out he worked for the guy who died in the meth lab explosion." 
 
    "What's been going on that isn't making local news?" Dan asked. 
 
    "Weson replaced the two he lost; one of them is Rafferty." 
 
    "Rafferty? That name sounds familiar…" Lofn said. 
 
    "Used to be a maniac about twenty years ago, until he married, and his wife shut him down." 
 
    "Oh, yeah, I think I recall him now." 
 
    "Well, she was killed in a mugging, and he went back to his old ways, only now he's a lot meaner. He's been going around killing everyone and anyone who works for Godfrey that he can get his hands on." 
 
    "Sounds like fun. What's Godfrey been doing?" 
 
    "Returning the favor, of course. Lots of dead bodies have been turning up these last couple of weeks." 
 
    "And Dale?" Wrath prompted. 
 
    "I think he's waiting for an opportunity. Best I can tell, he hasn't done anything since this last round started. Folks are thinking Weson and Godfrey are so busy with each other, they're ignoring him." 
 
    "Typical vulture," Aella said with a snort.  
 
    "Yup, sure looks that way." 
 
    Estaca leaned down and lowered her voice, giving Dan a nice view of her cleavage as she did so. 
 
    "So when are you killing Weson?" 
 
    "You know we can't answer a question like that, Estaca, honey," Aella said with a smile.  
 
    Estaca smiled then and stood back up. "I think I've heard all I need to know. Stacy," she said, turning towards the waitress. "Their first round is on the house." 
 
    "Yes, ma'am!" the waitress said, and Dan shook his head as she walked off. 
 
    They ordered their drinks, Dan going for something he'd had before at one of his friends' house. He was surprised for all of two seconds that he wasn't carded, until he remembered where they were. 
 
    "How long until the whole town knows?" he wondered aloud after the waitress left. 
 
    "The town already knows," Aella said. "They've known since you sprang Lofn, here. The only question they've had was when." 
 
    "And now that we're back, and it's clear we weren't running away, they'll figure it'll be soon," Wrath finished. 
 
    "It does make you wonder when he'll find out, and what he'll do about it," Olivia said. 
 
    "If Godfrey really is upping his game, I think it's safe to say Weson is going to be far too worried about him to bother us at all." 
 
    "Want to know what I think?" Fawn said. 
 
    Everyone looked at each other a little worriedly. 
 
    "I think we should enjoy our free drinks, then go home and fuck like bunnies." 
 
    "She's right, you know," Wrath said. 
 
    "She always is," the rest of them replied. 
 
    "I'll say this, while it was nice to go visit my dad," Wrath said picking up her drink as the waitress set it down before her, "I really feel better being back here." 
 
    "Come to think of it," Aella said, taking her drink, "I feel better, too. What about the rest of you?" 
 
    "I don't feel any different," Lofn said. 
 
    "Me, either," Dan added. 
 
    "I feel like somebody owes me something," Fawn grumbled, and looked at Olivia, who winked. 
 
    "Come to think of it," Olivia said, smiling back at Fawn, "I sorta feel the same way." 
 
    "You were the one doing all the borrowing, Liv, dear. So I don't see how you could feel like anybody owes you anything." 
 
    "Hey, I never said I'd pay you back, my cute little wooly chew toy!" Olivia snickered. 
 
    "Next time I'm gonna make you swear an oath!" Fawn grumbled. 
 
    "The only oaths you'll be swearing are the ones coming out of your mouth later tonight!" Olivia said with a leer, causing Fawn to blush a little. 
 
    Dan sat up straight suddenly and shook his head. 
 
    "Too much alcohol?" Aella teased. 
 
    "What was that oath you swore with Weson, Wrath?" 
 
    "Huh? What's that got to do with anything?" 
 
    "Humor me." 
 
    Wrath shrugged. "'I will serve you this night, each unable to strike the other down during this night. Once I have completed the services assigned to me this night, I will be rewarded with ten percent of everything you gain after Umber falls, until you pass. No more services will be requested of me, once I have completed these, and morning has come." 
 
    Dan smiled and turned to Aella. "And you?" 
 
    "The same actually, why?" 
 
    "Lofn?" 
 
    "He only swore to help me find the rest of you. I'm guessing I was last." 
 
    "Olivia?" 
 
    "A nightclub he owned. He was going to give it to me, and I'd get the same ten percent." 
 
    "Fawn?" 
 
    "He was going to get the zoning changed on a bunch of riverfront property I owned so I could build a hotel complex there. Oh, and all future state building contracts in the city would go through my architecture firm." 
 
    "You have an architecture firm?" Dan asked, surprised. 
 
    "On the books, I do. But that's all that matters to the state." 
 
    "What about the ten percent?" 
 
    Fawn snorted. "The zoning change alone would be worth far more than that!" 
 
    "So why'd you want to know all this, anyway?" Aella asked. "I mean, we broke the curse already." 
 
    Dan couldn't help it, he giggled. "But I didn't break your oaths! Weson owes you! All of you. Otherwise…" 
 
    "Otherwise he becomes an oathbreaker!" Lofn said, and then laughed. "Well, technically I got what I wanted, and as he was the one who brought me to the trade, I don't think I have grounds to call him on it, but…"  
 
    "I think somebody is going to be getting a note from my lawyer about a deed," Olivia said with a grin. 
 
    "I'm confused," Aella said. 
 
    "I'm not," Wrath said and smile. "Everything he's gained since we helped him, we're each entitled to a share of. Power—magical power, that is—money, property, all of it! We get a share! That means thirty percent of everything he's gotten in the last ten years…" 
 
    "Belongs to you," Dan finished with a grin. "The magical power, and possibly any physical power he's gained, is gonna happen automatically. Whether it'll be enough to hurt him? I don't know. But the rest of it? If he doesn't settle up soon, he's fucked." 
 
    "This calls for another round!" Aella laughed and, hoisting up her glass, she saluted them with it, then drained it dry, and they all followed suit. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Unintended Consequences 
 
      
 
      
 
    Weson put his hands to his head for a moment as he tried another of the spells in the healing book he was reading. Yesterday morning he'd had a brief dizzy spell, and he'd been feeling a little weak since. He'd also been struck with a migraine that had slowly gained force as yesterday went on, and at this point he was in a truly foul mood. 
 
    He'd taken aspirin for the headache, not that it had done any good. Then he'd spent all day and most of last night trying to find out what was wrong. At this point he was wondering if he was being deliberately drained of power, considering the other aches and pains he was feeling. But how? By who? He didn't want to talk to Miles about it; it was never wise to let an underling see chinks in one's armor. 
 
    Setting the book down, he got up and went over to the wall shelf that contained all the magical books he'd collected over the years. He even had many of the books Umber had used, though getting them hadn't been easy! He smiled as he thought about how he'd double-crossed Umber's biggest ally, Wayne Smith. The fool had honestly believed Weson wasn't out for his scalp. As if he'd suffer any of Umber's former allies to live!  
 
    Turning his attention back to the spines of the books, he looked for something on draining spells. He had a fair number of them, from his attempts to get that damn succubus to give him her power. But the only spells he'd found had been for humans, so he'd never bothered to learn them. Surely there would be references in one of them to help him figure out what was being done to him. 
 
    The phone on his desk buzzed. Grumbling, he grabbed one of the books and walked over to it. 
 
    "What? I thought I said I didn't want to be disturbed." 
 
    "I'm sorry, sir!" his secretary said on the other end, and he could tell by the tone of her voice that she was scared. "There's a young man on the phone, and he says he knows what ails you." 
 
    "Who said I was sick?" Weson growled again, honestly angry now. Was it that obvious he wasn't feeling well? 
 
    He heard her gulp. "No one, sir. But…well…um…."  
 
    Weson sighed. "Who is it?" 
 
    "He says his name is Dan," she all but squeaked. He remembered she'd passed Dan through once before, and he'd been extremely unhappy after that phone call. Her loyalty spell was probably the only thing allowing her to pass this call through. That and the fact that she knew he was ill meant that maybe she knew too much, and spell or no spell, it might be time for her to be replaced. 
 
    "Put him through," he said, wondering what the little bastard was up to now. There'd been no sign of him for the last month, and he'd wondered if he'd run away, or if perhaps those demon bitches had killed him after all. 
 
    "What do you want, bastard?" 
 
    "Are you just naturally an asshole? Or did you have to work hard to achieve it?" Dan replied with a laugh. "Look, I know something you don't know, and unless you want to suffer like I did, you'll at least call me by my name." 
 
    "I'm not under any kind of curse, you little piece of shit!" 
 
    "What was that, oathbreaker?" Dan whispered into the phone. 
 
    "What did you call me?" Weson yelled. 
 
    "Oathbreaker. I mean, that's what you are now, right? An oathbreaker?" 
 
    "I haven't broken any oaths!" Weson replied angrily. 
 
    "Oh, I'd say you're quite wrong about that!" Dan said and laughed again. "In fact, I'm betting you're feeling a little drained right about now!" 
 
    "What! What are you talking about, you miserable little cuss!" 
 
    "You either call me by my name, right now, or I swear to god, you'll suffer and die without ever knowing why!" Dan said into the phone angrily. 
 
    Weson was about to tell the little bastard to fuck off, when he realized he knew about the drain on him. Somehow the little prick was responsible, or at least knew who was. 
 
    "Fine, Mr. Westridge, would you be ever so kind as to tell me what you're going on about?" Weson said in a voice positively dripping of sarcasm. 
 
    "It's Sobek. Dan Sobek." 
 
    Weson gritted his teeth. "What? Wasn't Westridge good enough for you?" 
 
    Dan laughed. "As you said, he wasn't my father. So no, it wasn't." 
 
    Weson blinked and almost swore out loud. That couldn't have been how he beat the curse, could it? Surely it hadn't been that easy! He'd have to talk to Miles. 
 
    "So, Daniel Sobek, if you would be ever so kind as to tell me what oath I broke, and to whom?" 
 
    "Better, much better! I tell you what; I'll have a messenger from one of those mundane services come by in a few hours with a list of the oaths you've broken, and what you're going to have to do to fix it before things get really bad." 
 
    "Now listen here, you powerless, mundane piece of…" He heard the phone click then, and realized the little piece of shit had hung up on him! 
 
    Turning, he threw the book in his hand at the wall as hard as he could, breaking the binding, and causing a small explosion as all the magic in the book caused the entire tome to instantly vaporize in a blindingly bright flash of light. 
 
    He put out the fire that started with a simple spell of smothering, and that was when it hit him, the prick had said list. The little fucker had said a list of oaths he'd broken! 
 
    If that was true… 
 
    "Are you okay, Steve?" Dave asked, sticking his head into his office, but not opening the door enough to actually come in. 
 
    Weson sighed and shook his head. "The Westridge brat called. He's up to something, and we may have to resort to extreme measures to deal with it." 
 
    "Any idea what?" 
 
    "Not yet, but I'm sure I'll figure it out soon enough." 
 
    "Should I call a meeting?" 
 
    "Tell Miles I need to see him. As for the others, let's wait until this evening. I should know what he's up to by then." 
 
    "Okay, you're the boss!" Dave said with a confident smile and closed the door. 
 
    Weson pressed the button on the desk to buzz his secretary. 
 
    "Yes, sir?" came the nervous reply. 
 
    "I'm expecting a messenger in a few hours with some very important documents. You're not to open it; no one is. I want them brought to me immediately, understand?" 
 
    "Yes, sir!"  
 
    Sighing, he released the button. He'd kill her after he got the documents. He was sure by the time he was done reading them, he'd need to kill someone. 
 
      
 
    Weson shook with anger as he looked once again at the sheet of paper on his desk. How could he have been so stupid! How could he have done this! Thirty percent! Thirty Percent! He wasn't being leached of his powers by Wiles or Harriford! He was being leached by his very own oath!  
 
    At least it was only from the power he'd gained since Umber died, but that was still a good deal of power. But the absolutely worst part was, he owed them money, a lot of money. Why, they could even ask for ten percent ownership, instead of money, in so many of the things he'd acquired since then!  
 
    Then of course, there was the nightclub, the zoning change, and the state contracts! 
 
    He swore again and stepped over the charred body of his secretary, ignoring the smell of burned flesh as he walked around his desk and dropped into his favorite chair. He'd have to get a new carpet in here as well. Maybe something in a lighter color to brighten up the room? The darker colors might hide the stains, but when it came to burn marks, nothing worked. 
 
    Picking up the paper, he looked it over again; there was no way out of this. At least not as long as they lived, and he wasn't sure he could kill them before the effects of breaking his oath settled in. The best thing he could do right now would be to pay. They were already getting his power; the magic contained in the oath handled that, and that was hands down the worst part of the deal. 
 
    He looked at the bottom of the list. He had enough power in the city now that he could get the zoning changed. He'd have his secretary call…oh wait. He sighed. Maybe he shouldn't have killed her so quickly, but damn if her screams hadn't made him feel better. 
 
    He'd put Dave on it, he thought after a few minutes. Dave wouldn't ask questions, and he was the most experienced in dealing with the people on the zoning commission. Weson himself didn't have the power yet to push all the state building contracts over to that dancing slut's company, but he could at least push the city ones over. He'd have Dave arrange that, too.  
 
    As for the nightclub, he'd call his lawyers himself and start that process immediately. Losing it would be a minor annoyance, but he could always get it back after he killed the kid and his demon bitches. 
 
    But the big one, the one that would be the hardest, was the thirty percent of his material assets. Hell, they could even ask for thirty percent of the people on his staff; they were bound to him, after all. 
 
    He swore again. Maybe he could buy them out to release himself from the oath? Surely that would be a lot easier for them, and probably safer, because at least he hadn't sworn not to hurt or kill them. 
 
    He'd start off by granting those three things, as a show of good faith, and then ask for a few days grace to figure out what exactly he owed them. That would postpone the penalties of being an oathbreaker, as it was a reasonable request. It had been quite a few years since Umber died, and it would take him time to determine what thirty percent of his acquired holdings amounted to. 
 
    But once he knew what he owed, however, he'd either have to pay it, or he was screwed. The only thing that would even allow him to stop paying it would be their deaths. 
 
    Shaking his head, he picked up the phone to call his lawyers. He'd call Dave after that. Once he started fulfilling the oaths, hopefully that would be enough to make this damn headache and all the other pains go away.  
 
    He didn't even want to think what the penalties would be for breaking four oaths. Especially not four oaths willingly taken with a bunch of demons. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Dan walked around the house as he listened to the real estate agent drone on about the place. For the most part, very little had changed. A few rooms had been painted, and there was a new refrigerator in the downstairs playroom. The walk-in freezer in the basement was still broken; his stepfather had always said 'I'll fix it when we need it' and had kept it locked so 'no one would suffocate in there'.  
 
    When he'd gone in there to look around, out of curiosity, he could easily feel the wards on the walls. At least he finally knew what the room had really been used for. 
 
    "Now, as I was saying," the lady continued, "the house is surrounded on two sides by a state park, the house on the north side is set well back, and the lot to the west is vacant. So this really is a private lot." 
 
    "Who owns the lot next door?" Lofn asked. 
 
    "I'm not sure, but I could find out for you, if you'd like." 
 
    He watched as Lofn turned on the charm, totally entrancing the realtor. "Find out, tell them you have a buyer, offer whatever it takes." 
 
    "I'll do that immediately," she said and started to pull out her phone. 
 
    Lofn smiled and put her hand on the realtor's arm, stopping her. "First, what's the seller's rock bottom on this home?" 
 
    "One million, even," she replied, still entranced. 
 
    "Tell him we'll give him one million fifty thousand, cash. Deal with him first, get the paperwork going, then find out about the property next door, understand?" 
 
    Dan watched as she repeated it all back, verbatim.  
 
    "Thank you," Lofn said, and made a motion, and the lady blinked a moment, and then smiled. "I'm so happy we were able to make a deal! I'll let the owner know immediately. Are you sure you want to pay cash? I have a number of good mortgage brokers who could help you." 
 
    "No, we'll do cash. Fawn here will be the one paying you, just let her know where to send the money." 
 
    Fawn immediately moved in, taking the realtor by the elbow, and steered her away from the rest of them as they discussed business. 
 
    "Well, so much for voting on it," Aella said with a laugh. 
 
    "Oh, please," Lofn said. "Dan still wants it, that's obvious, and no one's complaining. Do you want to tell him no? Besides, I got us a better price." 
 
    "True, true," Aella said with a nod, while putting an arm around Dan and leaning into him. 
 
    "This place is huge," Olivia said, coming over. 
 
    "My stepfather used to entertain a lot when I was younger," he said with a shrug. 
 
    "I like the space between it and the neighbors," Lofn said. 
 
    "I like how they set the house in the far corner of the property, back away from everything else," Wrath said. "As well as the wrought iron fencing. How paranoid was your stepdad?" 
 
    Dan laughed. "The previous owner was a famous movie star and liked his privacy." 
 
    "Having the park on the other side of the back fence will make it a lot easier to fly in and out as well." 
 
    "Or go for a nice run," Olivia said with a smile. 
 
    "Okay, so once Fawn finishes with the financial wheeling and dealing, how about we see about paying this Dale Harriford a visit and start whittling down the field?" 
 
    They all nodded. 
 
    "Do we have any kind of address on him?" 
 
    "Fawn does. He's in Fair Oaks, remember?" 
 
    "Vaguely. Should we stop by the hotel to pick up the guns we left there?" Aella asked as Fawn headed over to them as the realtor left.  
 
    "Okay, it'll take about a week. I've got my lawyers on it, and because it's cash, it should go quickly. However, I expect each of you to cough up two hundred kay by tomorrow night, got it?" Fawn said looking at each of them in turn. 
 
    "She so tough when she's talking money!" Olivia snickered. 
 
    "I don't have any money," he said. 
 
    "I didn't mean you, Dan," she said after sticking her tongue out at Olivia. "But the rest of us do, because my lawyers told me exactly how much everyone got back." 
 
    "Are all sheep busy-bodies?" he teased. 
 
    "Nope, just ours," Lofn said with a smile. 
 
    "Hey, I ain't gonna complain," Aella said. "She's got way more business sense than I do! I think I'm gonna let her manage my money from now on." 
 
    Wrath nodded in agreement. "Me, too," she said as Fawn beamed. 
 
    "I also heard you talking about going to the hotel to pick up our guns," Fawn continued. "I think we should go there first, before we do anything else." 
 
    "Why?" Wrath asked. 
 
    "Because it's now our official address, and we've been gone for over a month. So I'm sure we have an assload of mail, some of which might be important." 
 
    "Good point." 
 
    "And after that, we can pay Mr. Harriford a visit and see where he stands on getting out of town or agreeing to become our ally," Dan said, putting an arm around Fawn and heading back to the new van they'd bought yesterday. 
 
    "What, we're gonna drive up to his front door and lay it on the line?" Fawn asked, looking surprised. 
 
    "It's not like anyone is going to expect it," Wrath said with a shrug. "Worse comes to worst, we kill everybody." 
 
    "I don't know, everyone says he's pretty well dug in." 
 
    "Yeah, he's fortified, but all those fortifications don't matter a damn if we're already inside," Lofn said with a shrug. "Ask the Chinese how good a wall is after you've invited your enemies inside." 
 
    "Hmm?" 
 
    "Ancient history," Lofn said with a smirk, "and no I wasn't there, that was before my time. But once we're inside, if they try anything, they're going to be at our mercy. Like it or not." 
 
    "Then why would they let us in?" 
 
    "Because Dan's human, of course," Wrath said with a grin. 
 
    "Oh! Right…" 
 
    "So other than where he lives, do we know anything else about this guy?" 
 
    Fawn shook her head. "Nope. He's very mysterious." 
 
    "Terribly mysterious, or just very mysterious?" 
 
    "What's the difference?" 
 
    "Well, the first can cut guns in half with their mind," he said, and grinned as Wrath smacked him on the back of the head. 
 
    "Walked right into that one, didn't I?" Fawn sighed. 
 
    "If the words 'super dudes' ever come out of your lips, I swear I'm gonna deck you," Aella mock growled at him. 
 
    "Damn, and here I thought I was on to something!" he said with a grin.  
 
    "Yeah, a concussion," Wrath said, grinning back at him. 
 
    "Children! Enough of the banter, let's just get in the van and go," Lofn said with a sigh. 
 
    "Children? That's a new one," Dan said with a grin. "Maybe we should make her pant like a dog again tonight?" 
 
    "Umm…" Lofn blushed a little and opened the door, then got into the front seat and closed it. 
 
    "Sounds like a plan to me!" Aella said with a laugh and opened the back door, the rest piling in as Fawn moved to take the driver's seat. 
 
    "So, happy about getting your home back?" Olivia asked. 
 
    He nodded. "Yeah, actually. I had some good times here with my friends, my brother and sister, even my mom when I was younger." 
 
    "But not your father, right?" Fawn said. 
 
    Dan gave a short nod and a bit of a sigh. "You know, I always thought that was kinda normal, because he worked most of the time. I never really noticed that Kevin got a lot of attention from him. Hell, even my little sister got more than I did." 
 
    "At least you weren't getting bad attention," Fawn said with a grumble.  
 
    "Oh?" he asked, looking at Fawn. 
 
    "Fawn's father wasn't thrilled with her ideas about being a dancer, as well as a number of other things she got into," Olivia said. 
 
    "Oh?" 
 
    "My father is a control freak, and his daughters had to toe the line, or else," Fawn said with a sigh. "He gave me my name because he thought highlighting my helplessness would curb my desires." She shook her head and snickered. "Boy did that ever backfire!" 
 
    "Oh?" 
 
    "I was hip deep in wolves for months after that. Something about the name," she turned to look back at Olivia with a smirk for a brief moment, then returned to her driving, "really gets their attention!" 
 
    "I thought all sheep Bovera could dance?" Dan asked, a little confused now. 
 
    "Mainly just the women," Olivia said. 
 
    "And we're only supposed to do it for the men," Fawn said. "As in Bovera men. Not for the wolves, that's just wrong!" She laughed. "I think my dad had a stroke when he found out I was doing it for humans! That was worse than finding out I was doing it naked!" 
 
    "I'm surprised he didn't come here and try to drag you home." 
 
    Fawn laughed. "Oh, and leave his little harem all alone? Hell, no! But he did hire someone to come get me." 
 
    "Oh? What happened?" he asked, a little surprised. 
 
    "I told him to fuck off is what happened," Olivia said in a husky voice. "I like my little dancing sheep girl!" 
 
    He whipped his head around so fast to look at Olivia, it hurt. "What!" 
 
    "That's how we really met; her father knew I was hanging out here and working, so he made me an offer." 
 
    "But if there's one thing us little dancing sheep-demons know," Fawn snickered, "it's how to win over the big bad wolves." 
 
    "So the bit about her plastering herself against you isn't true?" he asked 
 
    Dan was impressed that for once Olivia didn't blush, but instead smiled happily. "Oh, it's true. Best friggin' month of my life, until I met up with the rest of you, and even that's because of Fawn." 
 
    "Oh?" 
 
    "Fawn's very good at making friends, if you hadn't noticed." 
 
    Dan thought back to his first time with Fawn in the car. 
 
    "Well, as long as she realizes I'm her only male friend from this point on!" he said, growling it out. 
 
    He noticed Fawn had started panting. 
 
    "She loves possessive lovers, too, if you hadn't noticed." Olivia snickered. 
 
    "Just like a certain puppy likes dominant ones?" he teased, looking back at Olivia again. 
 
    Wrath reached over and patted him on the knee. "I think it's safe to say all of us like a dominant and possessive man. Even our oft-times dominating little succubi in the front seat." 
 
    "One of these days, you'll have to tell me how she hooked up with the rest of you," he said. 
 
    "But not until we've made her pant like a dog again!" Fawn said, giggling. 
 
    Dan grinned. "She's right, you know!" 
 
    "She always is," the others said, laughing, and he had the sincere delight of seeing Lofn, of all people, blush all the way down to that lovely chest of hers. 
 
    "Don't you think we should be planning?" Lofn said with a cough. "I mean, if we're going there next…" 
 
    "Yes, but it's not like we get to see you blush often, hon," Wrath said. "But as for a plan? Knocking on the door and seeing if they let us in could work. It's unexpected, and everyone knows Dan is just some young, inexperienced kid who's being led around by the nose by a bunch of horny demon bitches." 
 
    "Well, you got the horny part right at least," Olivia said with a snicker. "Still, while that might work if it's him alone, they might not want to let his five heavily-armed demon bitches inside with him." 
 
    "Hmm, you have a point," Wrath said, looking thoughtful. She looked at Dan and put a finger on his lips before he could suggest anything, "And you're most definitely not going inside by yourself." 
 
    "Why not?" he asked. "It worked with your father." 
 
    "Because my father, at least, was willing to hear you out, and wasn't willing to kill you out of hand. This Dale guy isn't going to be willing to hear you out because you're his daughter's new beau. He'll only be interested in how he can use you to his best advantage. Barring that, he'll probably think about killing you out of hand so you don't become a future problem." 
 
    Dan had to nod at that. "Maybe we should drive by first and get a good look at the place." 
 
    "We can do that online," Fawn said, "and if worse comes to worst, I can fly my drone around it and see what we learn." 
 
    "But all that'll tell us is what's going on outside," Aella pointed out. "We'll still have zero idea about what's going on inside, or what this guy is like. I'm still leaning towards the whole 'knock on the door and lead a full frontal assault' idea." 
 
    "That sounds pretty risky to me." 
 
    Aella shrugged. "We did that at Weson's place, and we got out alive." 
 
    "Yeah, but we got our asses kicked." 
 
    "But we're stronger now, so I'm pretty sure we could take them if we did it again." 
 
    "Also, we know this guy is weaker than Weson," Lofn said. 
 
    "Yeah, there's that, too," Aella said, nodding in agreement. 
 
    "Besides, going up to the front door and knocking on it plays to our biggest strength!" 
 
    "And that is?" Dan asked. 
 
    "Guile, deceit, and trickery!" 
 
    All the girls snickered at that, and he had to admit, she had a point. 
 
    "Oh, I ordered you all cellphones last night," Fawn said as they got to the hotel. "They should be here in a day or two." 
 
    "What, no next day shipping?" Wrath asked, a little surprised. 
 
    "These are special ones. I ordered a new one for me as well." 
 
    "What makes them special?" 
 
    "Turns out cellphones are easy to hack and snoop on. These won't be." 
 
    "Oh? Why not?" 
 
    "'Cause they're magical ones upgraded by an enchanter I used to know." 
 
    "Do you think that's really necessary?" 
 
    "According to my stepfather, snooping on cellphone calls is a major black-market industry," Dan replied. "He kept his in a metal box, turned off, when he was in his office or private meetings." 
 
    "Guess it is, then." 
 
    "Now, let's go inside and check the mail, then you can get the guns, while I take a look at street-view online," Fawn said as she parked the van. 
 
    "I'll go with you," Olivia said. 
 
    "Let's not stay here too long," Lofn said as they got out of the van. "Remember, they know about this place now." 
 
    "Only Weson knows," Fawn said. 
 
    "That doesn't make it any less dangerous." 
 
    Fawn nodded, and they made their way into the building, Fawn and Olivia heading to the office, while the rest of them went upstairs. They'd left a lot of their stuff here last time, mostly clothing, which the girls gathered up some of. Dan only had a pair of pants and a couple of shirts, which didn't match what he now wore, so he left it. It felt kind of poignant to him that all he had these days was reduced to the clothing on his back, a ring against scrying, a mace, and his license. He didn't even have any money, as the girls were still paying for everything. 
 
    "It's not just Weson," Fawn said as she came in the door with Olivia in tow. 
 
    "Huh?" Dan said, looking up. 
 
    "This was downstairs with our mail. Manager told me some guy came in here a couple days after the terrorist attack and left this for us," she said, holding up an envelope with Dan's name on it. Or rather, Dan's name before he changed it. 
 
    "Let me see that," Lofn said, grabbing it and looking at it carefully. 
 
    "Ok, it's not magical at all." She tore the end off and examined the contents, then shook out a single folded piece of paper and read it. 
 
    "What's it say?" 
 
    "It's from Godfrey Wiles. He wants to meet with Dan to talk about dealing with a 'mutual enemy'." 
 
    "Well, that's interesting," Wrath said. 
 
    "Very," Dan agreed. 
 
    "So, do we respond? Or ignore it?" Olivia asked. 
 
    "We've ignored it for a month now, why change?" Fawn said. 
 
    "We were out of town, we weren't exactly ignoring it," Dan pointed out. 
 
    "Yeah, but he doesn't know that, does he?" 
 
    "Umm, he might," Lofn said, looking thoughtful as she sat down in one of the chairs. "Everyone at the Zoo last night thought we'd left town. I'm sure Weson thought we'd left town, as well. Now everyone knows we're back, and I'm sure that information will get around town soon enough." 
 
    "Whatever," Aella said. "We can talk about it later. Right now we need to grab our stuff and get out of here. Both Weson and Godfrey know we live here, and if they've got anyone watching the place, they'll know what we're driving around in." 
 
    "So we need to dump the van." Wrath sighed. 
 
    "Yup, good thing we bought more than one, isn't it?" Fawn said, sitting down at her computer and calling up Google. "Just give me a moment, and we're out of here." 
 
    "Let's not get rid of it just yet," Dan said, coming over to look at the monitor. 
 
    "Why not?" 
 
    "When we go to Dale's, whoever is watching it will see us. I'd rather not show up in a different van and give that away, as well." 
 
    "I'm rich, Dan, I can buy a new van every week," Fawn grumbled. 
 
    Dan put his hands on her shoulders and bent down to kiss her on the top of the head while avoiding getting poked with her horns.  
 
    "Yes, and I know that, and you know that, and everyone in this room knows that. But they don't know that. I'd rather not let them know that we know they're tracking the van." 
 
    "Umm…" 
 
    "Wow! Look at that blush!" Olivia teased. "And here we all thought Fawn was the shameless one!" 
 
    "Sex and perversion is nothing to be ashamed of!" Fawn retorted and added a raspberry. "And Dale's place is surrounded by a nice old brick wall with a split gate entryway at the front. Now, let's get out of here. We can talk in the van." 
 
    Turning off the computer, she got up, and they grabbed their stuff. Dan stuck the pistol into the special pocket in his duster, then the two spare magazines in the other one. They headed back to the van got in, and headed off, but this time Wrath was driving. 
 
    "We being followed?" he asked. 
 
    "Probably, but it'll take a while in this traffic to figure out who, and where." 
 
    "So, what do we do then?" 
 
    "Go to the Zoo, of course." 
 
    "The bar Zoo, or the real Zoo?" 
 
    "The bar," Wrath said with a chuckle. 
 
    "And that helps us, how?" 
 
    "The building the Zoo is in used to have the only boilers in town about a hundred years ago. So there are tunnels leading away from it all over that part of downtown dating from when it used to supply heat and power to everyone. All the tunnels are still there, and we can use one of them to leave unobserved." 
 
    "Okay. So, next question. Do we stop at Dale's on the way there? Or come back another day?" 
 
    "Well, we can't just go up and knock on the door; there's a gate," Fawn said. 
 
    "Door, gate, what's the difference? We park on the street, walk up to the gate so everyone can see us, then ask for a meeting. What's the worst they can do? Say no?" 
 
    "They could attack us," Wrath said. 
 
    "In broad daylight? In front of everyone?" 
 
    They mulled that for a moment. 
 
    "Godfrey is going to know why we went there if we decide to meet with him," Lofn pointed out. 
 
    "Simple, we received an invite from them, too, and as they're weaker, we figured it would be safe to meet them first." 
 
    "Also, if we get in trouble, it's likely Wiles or Weson will send their people in to attack." 
 
    "Why would they want to save us?" Fawn asked. 
 
    "More like, why would they pass up an opportunity to get rid of Dale? If it's Wiles, he'll figure he can win our support, and if it's Weson, he'll try to kill us while we're weak." 
 
    "This is going to be a complete chaotic mess, isn't it?" Fawn said with a sigh. 
 
    "Which means it plays to our strengths," Dan said with a grin. 
 
    "I guess this means we're doing it." 
 
    "Sounds like," Wrath said. "Especially since I just took the Watt Avenue exit." 
 
    "Besides, we're all demons here, I thought we weren't supposed to play it safe?" Dan teased. 
 
    "He's got a point, you know!" the others teased. 
 
    "Yeah, yeah, I know," Fawn said with a grin. 
 
    "Just remember," Wrath said with a growl, "no splitting up!" 
 
    "Definitely," he agreed and watched out the side window as they turned onto Fair Oaks. Where they were going wasn't that far from where they were. "Give me a minute to prepare a few spells," Dan told her." 
 
    "I think I see our tail," Wrath said as she turned into the neighborhood they were going to. 
 
    "Only one?" Lofn asked. 
 
    "Looks like." 
 
    "So is it Weson or Wiles?" 
 
    "Now that's a question that'll have a curious answer," Olivia said in a speculative voice. "Is the person who wants to kill us following us, or the person who wants to be our ally?" 
 
    Dan let them banter as he quickly readied three spells. One was a simple healing spell he could cast with a word. The other two were off the list of two dozen spells he'd done for Wrath's father before they'd left. One was a decent shield spell that, while it wouldn't last long, was solid for the ten seconds it lasted. The other was a bit more unorthodox—it was a slime spell. It covered a large area, falling from above, and it was both messy and gross, as well as unexpected. It didn't really do any damage, but it was slippery, and a total distraction. 
 
    Nicitel had loved it. 
 
    "We're pulling over; let's see what they do," Wrath said as she stopped just past the driveway that led to the gates. 
 
    "They're passing," Dan observed.  
 
    "So whoever it is, they've probably got eyes on the place, and know we're here," Wrath said with a shrug as she turned off the van. 
 
    "Well, it's showtime," Aella said, opening the door. "Let's see what happens." 
 
    Opening his door, Dan got out, using his mace as a walking stick to make it look like less of a weapon. He walked over to the gates blocking the driveway as the girls followed along. 
 
    "This ain't the place you're looking for," said the guy at the gate. 
 
    "Yeah, and these aren't the droids you're looking for, either," Dan said with a smile as the guard frowned at him. "We're here to see Dale Harriford." 
 
    "And why would they want to see someone like you? We don't need no pimps around here, sonny." 
 
    "And here I forgot to wear my hat with the feather, too," Dan said with a laugh. "Tell him Shannon Westridge's son—you know, the one Weson cursed to die?—is out front. If he doesn't want to talk, fine, I'm outta here." 
 
    The guy was frowning right up until the moment Dan mentioned Weson.  
 
    "Just a minute," he said, moving away from the gate. He pulled out a cellphone and called somebody as he moved out of earshot.  
 
    "He's telling them who you are and that you want to talk to them," Fawn said with a grin. "Oh, and some woman just told him to let you in." 
 
    "Did you all…?" he asked, looking around at the others, who gave a brief nod. 
 
    "You would have heard it, too, if you weren't in human form," Wrath whispered to him. 
 
    "Ah," he said as he watched the guy returning to the gate.  
 
    "Just a minute, I'll open the gates," he said, and went over to a keypad to the left of the gate, and a moment later the gates swung open.  
 
    "Go on up to the house, someone will meet you at the front door." 
 
    "Thank you," Dan said. "Come, ladies!" With a grin, he led them up the driveway towards the house a couple dozen yards away. 
 
    "We passed through a major ward," Fawn told them. "I guess opening the gate opens a path through it." 
 
    "How's the house look?" Wrath asked. 
 
    "It's warded, too. Another major ward." 
 
    As they walked up to the front door, a man came out and looked at them. 
 
    "Why are you here?" he asked when Dan came up to him. 
 
    "As I told the man by the gate, I want to discuss a few things with Dale." 
 
    "What kinds of things?" he asked with a frown. 
 
    "Are you Dale Harriford?" 
 
    "Of course not. Dale is inside." 
 
    "Then I'm not going to tell you. As I said at the gate, Dale can either speak with me, or we're leaving. I'm not in the habit of discussing business with a flunky." 
 
    Dan smiled as the expression on the man's face grew angry. 
 
    "You've got a lot of nerve coming here and saying that, kid." 
 
    "Yes, I know. Petty of me, isn't it? But then, petty seems to describe the world I now find myself inhabiting. So, do we talk to your boss? Or do we simply leave?" 
 
    "Fine!" the man growled. "You can come in, but the…women can wait outside." 
 
    Dan shook his head. "I'm just, as you said, a kid. A very mundane kid, to boot. I'm sure Dale has all sorts of bodyguards with him, so it's only fair I bring mine as well." 
 
    "Those are your bodyguards?" the man growled, eyeing the girls, and Dan wondered for a moment whether he could tell they were demons or not. 
 
    "Yes, well, there's something to be said for beauty over brawn," Dan replied with a laugh. "Which, perhaps, is why I need five of them." 
 
    "Fine," the guy replied and opened the door. 
 
    "Follow me, ladies," Dan said, and they stepped inside the house. 
 
    "A ward just dropped all around us," Fawn whispered softy. 
 
    "Break it," Wrath told her. 
 
    "It'll take a minute, this is a tough one," she whispered back. 
 
    Dan looked around the parlor they'd entered, fairly typical for many of the McMansions he'd seen over the years. There was a stairway to the left that wound up to a balcony, and that led to the rooms on the second floor. It opened to the right and left, and there was another archway straight ahead of them. The floor was made of tiled stone—he was a little surprised it wasn't marble—and there were no chairs at all. 
 
    "If you'll wait right here, Madam will be down shortly," a man who looked very much like a butler said. 
 
    Dan nodded, content to wait, as that would only give Fawn more time to work her own magic with the ward. He could actually see it now that he knew it was there. They were in an eight-foot wide bubble, and he wasn't sure he wanted to touch it.  
 
    In a lot less time than he would have expected, a woman accompanied by four men in black suits crossed the balcony and came down the stairs. She was tall and had a nice figure, the heels and long dress she was wearing showing that off quite well. She was a brunette with a stylish cut he didn't know the name of, but it was longer on one side—which wasn't really all that long—and shorter on the other. 
 
    He couldn't tell her age very well, she looked maybe thirtyish, but he suspected she was older, mainly based on her reputation, assuming of course this was Dale and not some underling.  
 
    As she came to the bottom of the stairs and walked closer, he got a better look, and it was quickly apparent she wasn't wearing a bra, the dress was very thin, and she was cold. 
 
    He smiled at her and found it interesting that she was going this route. She smiled back at him, then as her eyes moved over the others, her smile faded.  
 
    Obviously she could see they were demons. 
 
    "You know, I had no idea you were a woman," Dan started off pleasantly. "Then again, I suspect Wiles and Weson don't know that, either." 
 
    "You won't tell them, will you? I mean, a nice young man like you surely could find it in his heart to help a poor woman like me?" 
 
    "Are you applying to be a member of my harem?" Dan asked with a smile. 
 
    "Your…harem is it?" she said, and he could see she was struggling to maintain her smile. 
 
    "Yes, my harem. All these women are mine, and I can see from your manner of dress you'd have much to offer. I mean, isn't that the reason you came down here dressed to show off the goods?" 
 
    Dan almost laughed at the expressions on the four men with her, as well as the butler. Dale herself was clearly struggling to maintain the pleasant look on her face, and several of the girls were softly snickering. 
 
    "Got it," Fawn whispered. "Just say the word." 
 
    "I'm, I'm sorry if I've perhaps given you the wrong impression, Daniel. I just thought perhaps we could be, umm, friends?" She threw a minor spell at him. He wasn't sure exactly what it was, but she shifted her weight and showed a lot of leg as she did so, which made him suspect she was trying her last gambit to bring him under her sway. 
 
    Dan smiled and gave a small shake of his head. "I'm sure getting you in bed would be a very enjoyable experience, but I'd have thought, after a lifetime of being underestimated by every man you ran across, you wouldn't be so fast to do the same to me." 
 
    He watched as her eyes suddenly sharpened and her posture changed. She looked quite annoyed, and her posture went from inviting and submissive to much more dominating. 
 
    "What do you want?" she said in a much less friendly tone. 
 
    "Ah, yes, the real you. Honestly, I find this much more attractive. Then again, I have a thing for strong women, obviously." 
 
    "You mean demons," Dale growled. 
 
    "Oh, don't be so easy on yourself, I'm sure you've left quite the trail of broken and dead bodies in your wake. This is the big leagues, after all. 
 
    "Now, as to why I'm here? It's simple. You either swear allegiance to me, leave town, or…well, let's not get into threats. I think you can guess where this is going." 
 
    He watched as her expression went from annoyed to angry, and then disbelieving. 
 
    Dale laughed. "Oh? Just like that, I'm to surrender to you? I hate to tell you, sonny, the only thing you'd be doing in my bed would be your duty as my slave until I tired of you and killed you. 
 
    "But now? Now I think I'll end you and the demons you brought into my house! Didn't you even notice the ward you're standing in the middle of? That's a killing ward, you idiot, all…" 
 
    "Drop it," Wrath said, and just like that, the ward was gone. 
 
    Stepping forward, Dan spun his mace around and jabbed Dale in the guts—only to discover that her 'sheer dress' was magically armored, as all hell broke loose around him. 
 
    All four of the men in suits drew weapons as Olivia, Wrath, and Aella quickly moved to engage. He wasn't sure what Lofn was doing, but the butler was on the floor with a whip coiled around his neck, and Fawn had moved up to cover Olivia's side, all of them triggering their armor. 
 
    Dale immediately backed away from him, moving between her bodyguards, who'd spread out just enough to let her do so, then closed up.  
 
    Swearing, he triggered his shield spell, but he triggered it behind her, facing toward her, causing her to slam into it. He didn't see the look on her face since he was immediately busy trying to kill the man on his right as he released the blades on his mace. He knew he didn't have long before the shield dropped, and the last thing he wanted was for Dale to get away, or even far enough back she could lob spells into them. 
 
    The guy he was fighting was good. Not as good as Nicitel, but still better than him. Wrath and Aella were overpowering the two they were fighting, and he hoped they'd kill their guys quickly. Olivia had switched to one of the other guys when he'd been forced onto this one while chasing Dale. All of them were using short-swords and small shields, the shields appearing to be a part of their suits, which when Dan got a lucky shot in, were definitely magical armor.  
 
    He was glad that his own duster was armored as well when he got hit for his troubles, forcing him into a more defensive fight, as he'd used in many of the bouts he'd fought against Nicitel at the end of his training there. 
 
    "By the power of Grayskull, I cast two bright lights to shine into your eyes for ten seconds, from ten inches away. Shazam!" he said quickly. For a brief moment a light flickered there, allowing him a free shot at the guy. Unfortunately his spell was canceled almost immediately, and the damage he'd done was healed just as quickly by Dale, who was popping heal spells on her men to repair the damage the girls were doing. 
 
    "By the power of Grayskull, I cast ice beneath your feet! Shazam! 
 
    The guy faltered for a moment, and this time when Dan hit him, he windmilled for a moment, letting Dan get a better assessment of what was going on. The butler was down, and Dale wasn't healing him, so obviously he was of no consequence. Lofn was using the studded whip on the guy Wrath was fighting, and Dale was healing him the most. Aella was also holding her own, while Olivia and Fawn were taking the guy on the far end apart.  
 
    Someone must have told them about sheep demons, however, because they were pointedly looking away from Fawn as she danced.  
 
    The guy before him came back at him, and he was pissed at Dan, so Dan spent the next couple of seconds blocking with everything he had. 
 
    "By the power of Grayskull, I curse you to watch the dancing demon girl for ten seconds! Shazam!" he yelled, and the guy glanced over at Fawn, and even though Dan could feel it when his spell was dismissed, it was too late, and he was entranced. Winding up, he came down square on the man's head, one of the blades splitting it open and killing him.  
 
    Looking up, he realized the shield had dropped, Dale had noticed as well, and she started to flee. 
 
    "Slime!" Dan yelled and pointed above her, and just like that, fifty gallons of the stuff dropped onto her from above, and Dale went down, swearing loudly.  
 
    Turning to his side, Dan unleashed all his might in a swing into the side of the man Olivia was fighting, and he cried out in pain, then Olivia reversed her hammer and hit him in the face with the spike, driving it through his skull as he dropped his guard. 
 
    Moving away from the two Aella and Wrath were now getting the better of, since they were no longer being healed, he made a beeline for Dale, who was trying to crawl away as fast as she could, as a dozen little missiles flew by him and struck her. He didn't think they did any damage, but they undoubtedly slowed her down.  
 
    Aella's axe flew by him next, and it buried itself in her ass, causing her to scream out in pain as he finally caught up with her, sliding on the slime now himself. 
 
    "I surrender!" she cried out. 
 
    "Too late," he growled out, and winding up, he brought the mace down. 
 
    "I curs…" was all she got out before he hit her in the side of the head as she turned to look at him. Surprisingly, it didn't kill her, but it did destroy her jaw, and stopped her from talking. He was winding up for a second strike when one of Fawn's daggers buried itself to the hilt in her left eye. She shivered then, and he figured he'd rather be safe, and he smashed her head like a pumpkin with the mace. 
 
    "Now what?" Olivia asked, panting. 
 
    "Now we clear the house," Lofn said. "Dan, can you seal the door so no one gets in or out?" 
 
    "I think I can do that," Dan said and took a minute to cast a spell, doing just that. A thought occurred to him then. "What about the wards?" 
 
    "They're pretty solid ones," Fawn said. "I don't think they'll fade for weeks, if not longer." 
 
    "That's all?" 
 
    "The more powerful the ward, the more power it takes to maintain it. These are pretty hefty. She must have spent a year casting them." 
 
    Dan turned to Lofn, who had stripped the butler down to his skivvies and removed a couple of magical items in the process. 
 
    "Tell me who's in the house, and where they are," she said, obviously using her powers to ensorcell him. 
 
    They listened as he ran down the list, giving names and brief descriptions. 
 
    "Damn, now what?" Dan said as he heard the number of fighters who would be here soon enough, he was sure. 
 
    "Why, Daniel, don't you worry about a thing!" Suddenly Dale was standing where Lofn had been, wearing Lofn's clothes.  
 
    "What the hell?" he growled. 
 
    "Succubus, remember?" Dale—actually Lofn—said with a laugh. "Now dismiss that mess, and hide the bodies." 
 
    Nodding, he dismissed the slime, and the girls grabbed the bodies and stacked them against a wall as Lofn walked to the back entryway to intercept anyone coming.  
 
    "By the power of Grayskull,  I cast invisibility for an hour on these five corpses. Shazam!" 
 
    They moved to catch up with Lofn, who was calming down a bunch of men, all of whom were carrying swords, telling them that everything was fine, and they'd be all right.  
 
    "Fawn, if you would be so kind as to dance for them?" Lofn asked in Dale's voice. 
 
    Fawn smiled and did so.  
 
    "Now what?" Dan asked. 
 
    "Kill 'em, I guess," Aella whispered back. 
 
    "Why don't we just bind them all?" he suggested. 
 
    "And then what?" Aella asked, frowning at him. 
 
    "We make them swear an oath that they'll pretend Dale is still here and still in charge for the next month. Then they'll all leave town, never to come back." 
 
    "What will that do?"  
 
    "Actually," Wrath said, "I like that idea. No one will know Dale's dead, or that we killed her." 
 
    "In that case, we better round up the rest of the people," Lofn said. "Aella, Wrath, you tie them up. Dan, let's make sure nobody else wanders off." 
 
    Dan followed Lofn out of the room, and they went through the house. 
 
    "What's going on, ma'am?" one of the men working in the kitchen asked when they entered it. 
 
    "There's a lovely bovera dancing in the main room. Why don't you go watch?" Lofn-as-Dale said, extending a little bit of her influence. All three put down the work they were doing and immediately left. 
 
    "That was easy," Dan said. 
 
    "And now you know why people fear succubi," Lofn said as they moved on to the next room. 
 
    He snorted. "Maybe if people loved you more, you'd have to resort to other means less." 
 
    "If only it were that simple, Daniel. I think we're all born with a chip on our shoulders, and it's just the lucky ones that realize it and try to change." 
 
    "If anyone got lucky in this relationship, it's me," he replied, giving her a warm smile. 
 
    He smiled as 'Dale's' eyes softened. "You are truly a treasure, Daniel. I don't know what I did to deserve you." 
 
    "Oh, that's easy." 
 
    "It is?" 
 
    "Yeah, you let me love you." 
 
    Lofn laughed and shook her head. "Wrath and the others were right about you. You really are something special." 
 
    "Eh, I just got lucky," he said with a shrug, as they came into another room with another man working in it, and sent him off to the main room. Clearing the ground floor only took a few more minutes. Then they went upstairs and started on the rooms up there. 
 
    When they came into the bedroom, which was absolutely huge, a large bull bovera, probably twice the size of the one he'd killed back on the sky ship, jumped out of bed and to his feet. 
 
    "Where is my woman!" he bellowed. 
 
    "Oh, shit." Lofn said, dodging the large chair the bull had grabbed and thrown at her. 
 
    Dan immediately snatched up the mace he'd left hanging from his belt and, springing the blades, he got between the bull and Lofn, who was trying to do some sort of magic. The bull charged him immediately, and Dan was fighting for his life, and losing, badly, as the bull punched him again and again. Even with the magical armor of the duster, he was feeling it, leaving him no choice but to assume his aspect. 
 
    The bull yelled at him.  
 
    "What have you done with her, sobek! Why is that filthy succubus pretending to be her?" it yelled, while swinging at him again and again. Dan was quickly forced to resort to blocking the swings of the massive bull's thick arms with his mace, and though those blocks were opening up huge gashes along its arms, the bull wasn't slowing at all, forcing Dan to give ground. 
 
    "By the power of Grayskull, I curse you to be blinded by your rage, unable to see me! Shazam!" 
 
    The bull blinked, and Dan immediately circled around to the side and gave it a good shot to the kidney.  
 
    But that only made it roar loudly, turn to face him, and attack. For all that the bull was now blind, its nose and ears were working overtime. The only advantage Dan had gained was the swings were a little wilder now. But he was still taking hits, and he was still hurting. He was certain he had a couple of broken ribs at this point, and because he'd forgotten to put limits on the curse, he was almost out of magic, and wheezing from that drain, as well. 
 
    At least he was able to lead it in a circle around the room without getting backed into a wall or the bed. He managed to trick it into stumbling over another chair, but it recovered almost instantly, and was now using the chair as a weapon. Which it promptly shattered on his left arm, breaking the chair and his arm in the process.  
 
    "Die, you fucker!" Dan screamed in pain, and then jumped back and to the side to cast the one heal spell he'd readied. He got another shot in the same kidney before the bull turned and backhanded him, sending him flying across the room to smash into a wall. 
 
    Growling, Dan got up, and saw that Lofn had both her whips out and was standing behind the bull. The first one lashed out and curled around his legs, causing him to stumble, while the second wound around his neck, the barbs tearing into the flesh as the bull turned, grabbed the whip around his neck, gave it a heavy yank, and ripped it from Lofn's grasp. 
 
    Seeing the bull stumbling towards Lofn, who still had control of the whip tangled around its legs, he lost it.  
 
    Charging the bull, he wound his mace up, letting out a scream of rage, then jumped up and brought the mace down with all his strength and weight on the head of the bull.  
 
    Who stopped and shook his head. 
 
    Dan ducked the backhand blow as the bull turned around to swat him, then jumped up into the air and hit him on the head again, this time opening its skull. 
 
    But it still refused to go down and hit him twice, hard, once again breaking recently healed ribs. 
 
    Dan didn't even feel it as he brought the mace around and caught it hard in the side of the head, staggering it this time, as Lofn pulled on the whip around its legs with all her strength.  
 
    Dan ignored another punch that just grazed his head and hit it in the side of the head again. This time their combined attacks knocked it over, and he went to town, smashing it on the head again and again until there were brains scattered everywhere. 
 
    "I think it's dead, Daniel," Lofn said, panting. 
 
    "Are you okay?" he gasped in pain, and swayed on his feet as he dropped the mace and looked at her. 
 
    "I'm fine. You, however, look like shit." 
 
    "Oh, I'm sure shit feels way better than I do," he muttered and collapsed to his knees. 
 
    "We need to get you downstairs to the others," Lofn said, and recovering their weapons, she helped him to his feet and all but carried him downstairs to the others. 
 
    "What happened?" Wrath said, running over immediately. 
 
    "Apparently Dale had a large bull in her bedroom." 
 
    "Kinky!" Fawn said, still dancing. 
 
    "Dan killed it," Lofn said. "I need to check the rest of the upstairs; he's not dying, I'll heal his ribs when I get back." 
 
    "I think I'll lie down here and try not to bleed," he said as Wrath grabbed him, and Lofn went back upstairs. 
 
    "I'll be okay, hon," he said to Wrath. "You deal with the others." 
 
    "You sure?" 
 
    "No, but if I get any worse, I'll make sure to moan loudly in pain." 
 
    "Dork," Wrath said and helped him lay down on the floor, then returned to helping Aella and Olivia truss up Dale's henchmen. 
 
      
 
    Two hours and one more dead body later, they had everyone sworn. When Olivia slit the throat of the first man to refuse, everyone got the point, and quickly fell in line. It's not like the oath they were being asked to swear was all that onerous. Plus they'd get to keep their stuff, and Dan told them they'd still get paid. 
 
    After Lofn had healed his broken ribs, that was. 
 
    "So, off to the Zoo, and we get to lose our tails," Wrath said as they walked back to the van, the guard letting them out and acting as surly as when they'd come in. 
 
    "That is a pretty nice house," Fawn said after they got into the van and Wrath pulled away from the curb. "Sure would be a shame for it to be abandoned." 
 
    Dan sighed loudly, then gasped and put his hand to his chest. His ribs might not be broken anymore, but he was still battered and bruised, and hurt like hell.  
 
    "What did you do?" he managed to gasp out. 
 
    "Had Lofn tell the butler to put it in your name, that's all." 
 
    "Huh?" 
 
    "He handled all her accounts. She had everything in shell corporations, like a lot of older mages. I'll see which ones I can gain control of now that she's dead—he didn't have access to most those—but the house was actually in his name, surprisingly enough." 
 
    "What do you mean, older?" he asked. 
 
    "Oh, she was in her sixties." 
 
    "Really? I thought she was in her thirties!" 
 
    "Hardly. Making yourself look younger isn't that hard for the more powerful wizards. While they can't stop the march of time, they can definitely look good while slowing it down." 
 
    "Huh, good to know. But what am I going to do with a house here in town when we've already bought one in Granite Bay?" 
 
    "Make everyone think you live in it?" she suggested with a grin. 
 
    "She has a point, you know," Lofn said. 
 
    "Yeah, yeah, she always does!" He snorted with a smile. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Shifting Tides 
 
      
 
    "The Westridge kid is back in town," Terry told Godfrey as they sat down to eat dinner. 
 
    "Really?" Godfrey said, and cutting of a piece of his steak, he speared it with his fork. "Where was he seen?" 
 
    "Up at the hotel in Placerville, the one his license says he lives at." 
 
    "The one that fool Weson attacked," Carmine reminded him as he chewed on his steak. 
 
    "But that's not all," Terry continued. "Our man followed them to Dale's house." 
 
    "Really?" Godfrey said, surprised. 
 
    "Yup. They went inside, and didn't come out for almost two hours. Then they left and headed to that demon bar downtown, and they haven't been seen since." 
 
    "Hmm. Curious. Any idea where they went?" 
 
    "No, but it seems he's had a bit of a wardrobe change. He's wearing a duster now. Oh, and they came out of the hotel carrying a number of bags that looked suspiciously like they contained rifles." 
 
    "How long were they at the hotel?" 
 
    Terry shrugged. "Ten, twenty minutes." 
 
    "So they only went there to retrieve the guns, I bet." Godfrey thought a moment. "Did they take anything into Dale's?" 
 
    "Not that anyone noticed," Terry said. 
 
    "I find it interesting they even know where she lives," Carmine said as she cut another piece off her own steak. "It took us how long to find it?" 
 
    "That is curious…unless, of course, Dale invited them over to visit," Godfrey pointed out. 
 
    "Why would she do that?" 
 
    "For the same reason we have, no doubt. To help them kill Weson." 
 
    "Who will no doubt try to kill them again the first chance he gets," Terry said. 
 
    "Oh, I don't doubt that," Godfrey said with a smile. "But if they're no longer working under a curse, killing Westridge isn't going to put an end to things." 
 
    "I just want to know what went on between them and Dale." Terry sighed. "We know damn near nothing about him." 
 
    "Yes, that is a big question, isn't it?" Godfrey said thoughtfully. "Dale's the weakest of the three of us contending for the city. So if this Westridge kid was thinking of taking over after they kill Weson, it would only make sense to pick Dale off first." 
 
    "But nothing happened," Terry said. 
 
    Godfrey nodded. "So it would seem. Still, tell our people to keep watching the place. I want to know if anything has changed." 
 
    "You know," Carmine said with a grin, "maybe Dale promised to help Westridge kill Weson, and then the moment he does, Dale'll turn on him and kill him and try to take over." 
 
    "Yes, but isn't that what we were planning on doing?" Terry said. 
 
    "I think if young Mr. Westridge agrees to our request for a meeting," Godfrey said and speared another piece of meat on his plate, "it would be best for us to have it someone other than our home. Perhaps some sort of neutral territory. Someplace they would be hesitant to try anything." 
 
    "Oh?" Terry asked. 
 
    "Why?" Carmine added. 
 
    "Well, two possibilities come to mind. The first is, he believes Dale will win, and wants to be on the side of the victor." 
 
    Both Terry and Carmine snorted at that. 
 
    Godfrey smiled. "I know, but we have no idea how much Westridge actually knows about the three of us. Even our own sources on Dale are lacking. But there's a second reason." 
 
    "Which is?" 
 
    "If they ally with the weakest of the three, when the inevitable betrayal comes, they'll be in a better position to survive. Especially if we're engaging Dale to win ourselves." 
 
    Both Terry and Carmine thought about that idea while they ate. 
 
    "We really need to meet with this kid, don't we, Goff?" Terry sighed, putting down his knife and fork. 
 
    "Yes, we do," Godfrey said, nodding slowly. "We also need to find out which of those demons is really in charge." 
 
    "Probably the succubus," Carmine said. "I've put out some feelers on her. Word is, she was the succubus that caused all those deaths in Kosice in Slovakia back before the Iron Curtain fell." 
 
    "Well, that would be a curious coincidence. What one such as that would be doing here is quite the puzzle. But if so, I'd have expected to see the bodies of a lot of drained men showing up in the morgues." 
 
    "Not if she's been in a trap for the last decade." 
 
    "Are you sure she was?" 
 
    "That's what the rumor mill says. Somehow Weson betrayed and trapped each of them. Which is why they're all looking to kill him." 
 
    "How do you betray a demon?" Terry asked. 
 
    "By appealing to its greed, usually," Godfrey answered with an offhand gesture. "But yes, if it is the same succubus, that would explain why there hasn't been a spike in the death rate." 
 
    Godfrey shook his head looked at his niece and nephew in turn. "We need to meet with Mr. Westridge. Figure something out, offer them something enticing. We don't want to turn them against us." 
 
    "I'm not sure what a succubus would want, beyond victims," Carmine said, shrugging. 
 
    "No, offer something Westridge would want. We don't want them to know we believe she's in control." 
 
    "Well, why wouldn't she be?" 
 
    "Oh, I don't doubt she is, but if that's the game they wish to play, we can only stand to gain if we play along." 
 
    Carmine and Terry nodded. 
 
    "Now, I hear the apple pie here is quite good. Let's order dessert." 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    "Well, congratulations, Olivia, you know own a nightclub!" Fawn said from her computer. 
 
    "What?" Olivia said, running over. 
 
    "Yup, just got the email from my lawyers. Weson signed it over an hour ago. Apparently the zoning board is going to meet tonight and discuss my recent application, as well." 
 
    "I didn't know you'd put an application in already." 
 
    "I didn't. Weson must have found my old one and resubmitted it for me." 
 
    "What about the money?" Wrath asked from the bed, where she was giving Dan a backrub that was doing wonders for all the bruises he had. 
 
    "He's asking for a week to figure out what he owes us. You know, we could force him to turn over ten percent ownership in everything he's acquired since then." 
 
    "What's the point?" Dan replied, his voice muffled by the pillow he had his face buried in. 
 
    "Well, it'd be worth more money, to start," Fawn said. 
 
    "No it won't. We'll have killed him before the paperwork gets filed," he mumbled. "Just tell him to send you a flat amount of cash, and you'll consider the debt satisfied. He should be able to do that before he dies." 
 
    "Umm, I hadn't considered that," Fawn said in an embarrassed voice as Wrath bent down and kissed the back of his head. 
 
    "Tell him two million for each of you. Give him forty-eight hours." 
 
    "I don't know, six million is a lot of money." 
 
    "So have one of your companies loan it to him at a really low interest rate or something. I'm sure he's got the collateral to get that kind of loan." 
 
    "What good will that do?" Olivia said. "We'd just be getting our own money back." 
 
    "'Cause when he dies, the collateral he put up will be seized due to the loan default, and we end up with a lot more than six million dollars," Dan mumbled. 
 
    "I think I'm in love," Fawn said with a huge grin. 
 
    "Damn, maybe I should put Dan in charge of my finances!" Aella laughed. 
 
    "Let me run a credit check on him and see what he's got in the bank. I'll hit him up for like three times whatever that is, and when he balks, I'll tell him to get a loan. Once he calls around, I'll have my finance people get involved. Hell, I can even have them handle the 'wiring' of the money for him, so all that really changes hands are a few promissory notes. Then we he dies, the notes collapse, and we seize his holdings." 
 
    "Sounds good to me," he mumbled. 
 
    "Me, too," Olivia and Aella said, while Lofn and Wrath nodded their agreement. 
 
    "What about the power we're getting from him? Do we give that back?" 
 
    "That'll just make him harder to kill," Wrath said. 
 
    "You know he's going to push for it," Fawn said. 
 
    "Thirty days after the financial transactions are completed, he'll be released from that part of his oath. Tell him it's a poison pill," Dan said. 
 
    "Oh! I like that idea! Okay, I'll send the first proposal to him in the morning via the same messenger service we used before." 
 
    "Maybe we should drive down to Aureate's place and call him on the phone?" 
 
    "I have a better idea," Wrath said. 
 
    "Let's hear it." 
 
    "Let's go to the Zoo, have a few drinks, and ask Estaca if we can borrow her phone. Weson already knows the place exists, so it won't be giving our home or anything he doesn't already know about away." 
 
    "We need some burner phones," Fawn said. 
 
    "Yes, we do." 
 
    "Well, I have to admit, I like the sound of a few drinks. I'm still sore as hell," he admitted. 
 
    "Then Lofn can zap you with her tail and we can have a big orgy when we get back!" Aella said with a laugh. 
 
    "You know that thing's addictive, right?" Dan complained. 
 
    "No, it isn't," Lofn protested. 
 
    "Not for me," Dan said, rolling over and grinning, "for them." 
 
    He had the pleasure of watching them all blush. 
 
      
 
    They parked the new van about ten blocks away from the Zoo, as someone was probably watching their old van. 
 
    "We should have someone put it somewhere so they stop watching it," Lofn said as they walked up to the entrance. 
 
    "I'll give Estaca the keys and let her deal with it," Wrath said. "Nobody left anything inside that they want, did they?" 
 
    Everyone shook their heads. 
 
    "Great, let's go inside and get a few drinks, and Fawn can roast Weson's nuts over the fire," Aella said. 
 
    Going inside, they went down the stairs and made a beeline for their usual table. 
 
    "It's even emptier than last time," Olivia grumbled. 
 
    "It's barely past seven," Aella said. "I'm sure it'll fill up." 
 
    "Order me a beer," Fawn said, and headed to Estaca's office.  
 
    "Catch," Wrath said, and tossed Fawn the keys to the van outside. 
 
    "Oh, yeah, I'll take care of that, too," Fawn said as the rest of them got settled at the table and flagged down a waitress. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    "So, Westridge's bastard is back in town," Weson said, looking around the table at his senior staff members. "I want him and those demon bitches dead. And I want them dead as soon as possible. Everything is on the table." 
 
    "What about Godfrey?" Mika asked. "If we take the pressure off him, with the way he's been acting lately…" 
 
    Weson shook his head. "This takes precedence," he said, noticing the surprised looks around the table. "We'll still consider Godfrey to be a threat and keep an eye out for him, but unless it's life or death for one of us, we go for the kid and the demons, got it?" 
 
    "Why the ramp up?" Yvette asked. 
 
    "It turns out there was more to the curse than any of us realized," Miles said, covering for Weson. "It had to do with the way those bitches were wrapped up in it, and simply put, they've become the major threat to our operations and safety." 
 
    "Also," Weson continued, "we know they met with Harriford earlier today, and as they all came out alive. I can only assume they've come to some sort of agreement. Now if Godfrey were to become allies with them as well…" 
 
    "We'll all be in a heap of shit," Rafferty grumbled and took another drink from his glass. From the looks of it, Weson was sure it was alcoholic. 
 
    "Did we ever find out how he managed to break the curse?" Yvette asked. 
 
    "He changed his fucking name," Weson growled. "Once he discovered he was actually a bastard, he divorced himself from the family, and that was more than enough to do it." 
 
    Yvette nodded slowly, and decided it would probably be best not to remind Weson who had told the kid he was a bastard. 
 
    "Excuse me, Mr. Weson?" his new secretary asked from the doorway. 
 
    "What is it now?" He sighed. 
 
    "There's a woman on the phone, she says it's regarding a certain list you received this morning?" 
 
    "Tell her to call back tomorrow." 
 
    "I tried to, Mr. Weson, sir. But she said they were willing to accept a buy-out offer." 
 
    Weson sat up and looked around. "Excuse me a moment. I guess I should take this." 
 
    "Are you sure?" Miles asked, looking at Weson as he stood up. 
 
    "If they're being polite, it means they're desperate," Weson said with a smile. "Something must be wrong." 
 
    Leaving the room, he walked to his office and picked up the phone. 
 
    "What do you want?" he growled. 
 
    "Ah, Mr. Weson. If you haven't guessed, I'm calling on behalf of the parties to whom you owe several million dollars, if I judge correctly, along with annual payments of several hundred thousand?" 
 
    "You don't know that for sure, whoever you are." 
 
    "Oh, I'm sorry. My name is Alice," Fawn said, lying, "and I've done an in-depth analysis of your current worth, as well as it's progression since the date of the contract in question." 
 
    "Fine, go on. You said something about a one-time cash settlement?" 
 
    "Yes, that is correct. Rather than beat around the bush, as it were, my clients have told me, for the paltry sum of five point two million dollars…" 
 
    "What!" Weson yelled, outraged. 
 
    "…by Saturday, they'll consider all financial obligations terminated." 
 
    "Five million dollars! Are you crazy?"  
 
    "No, I can assure you I'm most certainly not crazy. Your debt to them is easily well past six million at this point, and considering your combined assets and holdings are in the neighborhood of twenty-five million, I see no problem for you." 
 
    Weson thought furiously about what she was saying. Five point two was actually a good deal…wait, what had she said?" 
 
    "This releases all obligations?" 
 
    "No, just the financial ones. I've been told the bar and the zoning approvals are non-negotiable. As well as something they called the 'power-drain', whatever that is." 
 
    Weson snorted. It figured they'd get a mundane lawyer. No doubt they were too afraid to call him themselves. 
 
    "Well, you can tell them no deal." 
 
    "Are you sure, Mr. Weson? Surely the bar and the zoning arrangements are not all that important?" 
 
    "I don't give a shit about them. But if the power-drain isn't part of the deal, no dice!" 
 
    "Hold on a moment, please." 
 
    Weson swore, then he heard the sound of arguing, but it was muffled, as if someone had their hand over the phone.  
 
    They were desperate!  
 
    "Are you still there, Mr. Weson?" 
 
    "Yes, I'm still here," he growled. 
 
    "They're willing to throw in the 'power-drain', with the stipulation of thirty days from the completion of the financial deal. They said to think of it as a 'poison-pill' to keep you from withholding payment." 
 
    "Fifteen," he said automatically. 
 
    "Twenty-one," she replied, "but the deal is only valid if the money is delivered as of Saturday evening. I will have a messenger come over tomorrow with the details." 
 
    "Saturday! Where in the hell am I supposed to come up with five point two million in three days!" 
 
    "That's not my problem, Mr. Weson. But a man with your holdings shouldn't have any problem finding a loan. In fact, I'll let a few of the local business banks know you're in the market to speed things up." 
 
    "Wait, what?" 
 
    "Are we agreed, Mr. Weson?" 
 
    "Yes! I'll pay the damn money!" he yelled at the phone. 
 
    "Have a good day, Mr. Weson," she said to him and hung up the phone. 
 
    Weson put the phone on the cradle and smiled, then frowned. Sure, he could borrow the money, and honestly, it'd be worth it to get his power back before anyone else discovered his problem. 
 
    Still, if he killed them by Saturday, or at least killed those three bitches, the two cats and that dammed punker mutt, he wouldn't have to pay a dime. 
 
    Then again, if he did pay them, once he found them and killed them, he might be able to get most of his money back. Or better yet, maybe he could figure out some way to cheat them?  
 
    He'd talk to Dave after the meeting. He'd dealt in high finance for decades. He probably knew a trick or two. Heading back to the staff meeting, he went inside and took his seat. 
 
    "Good new or bad?" Miles asked. 
 
    "Good. Not great, but good. Dave, we need to talk about finances after the meeting. Now, back to the matter at hand, killing those six pains in my ass. What have you come up with while I was on the phone?" 
 
    "I say we offer some bribes to the local demon population for information," Rafferty said. "Some of those bastards are downright evil and will sell out their own mates if the money's good." 
 
    Weson nodded. "I like the sound of that. What else?" 
 
      
 
    Yvette sat back and watched the meeting as it progressed. While normally she was a good source of information when it came to finding people, none of her girls dealt with demons. Still, she had a contact or two she would pursue, but she wasn't going to tell Weson about that. Something about the way he was acting bothered her. She was sure he was hiding something from her, and everyone else. Well, everyone else but Miles, and that wasn't typical. Usually it was Dave who was his confidant. 
 
    Maybe the time for her and Weson to part ways had come? She knew how to beat his ring—learning that had cost a small fortune—but she'd made a career out of knowing when to jump ship or change sides.  
 
    The only question was: whose side? 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    "How'd it go?" Dan asked as Fawn returned to the table and picked up her beer. 
 
    "Like stealing candy from a baby—lots of crying and bluster, but once I threw in the end of the drain as part of it, he folded." 
 
    "How much did you get?" Aella asked. 
 
    "Five million, two hundred K." 
 
    "That much?" 
 
    Fawn snorted. "He's sitting on like thirty million in property. Sure, it's all got mortgages on it, but anyone interested in a little creative accounting will happily loan him the money." 
 
    "Are there many of those?" he asked. 
 
    "Only one, and he's taking care of it for me for a ten percent cut. Oh, and I had to negotiate down to twenty-one days instead of the thirty." 
 
    "He won't live another ten," Dan growled. "Once the money's changed hands, I think we should attack him while his guard is down." 
 
    The girls smiled and nodded. 
 
    "Un-oh!" Olivia said. "A human just walked in!" 
 
    "Holy shit!" Fawn gasped. "That's Godfrey Wiles!"  
 
    Their heads snapped around to look. An older English gentleman in a very expensive suit had come through the door with two large men who screamed bodyguard, as well as 'we're armed to the teeth with magic'. The two men peeled off to the side to sit at a table by the door as Estaca hurried over to talk to him. 
 
    Dan saw that Godfrey had noticed them immediately, and after a brief conversation with Estaca, he walked towards their table. The entire place had gone quiet as everyone stared. 
 
    "Anybody starts anything, I swear there will be a greasy spot on the floor where you once stood. Remember, this is my place of power!" Estaca said in a voice that carried, causing everyone to look away. 
 
    "Hello, Daniel. Mind if I join you for a discussion?" Godfrey said, stopping in front of the table. 
 
    Dan shook his head. "By all means, pull up a chair. To what do we owe the honor of your presence?" 
 
    Godfrey smiled. "Oh, I'm sure you know why I'm here. We both have someone we want to see dead, and as it happens to be the same person, I thought perhaps we could help one another out?" 
 
    "I think you mean, 'perhaps I could kill Weson for you'." 
 
    Godfrey smiled. "I think we both realize killing Weson isn't going to be easy for either of us. I've been trying for several years now, and it turns out he's not the pushover I'd hoped he'd be." 
 
    "Yes, he has the home team advantage and has been digging in for years," Dan acknowledged. "So what are you offering us to help kill him?" 
 
    "Straight to the point, hmmm?" 
 
    Dan smiled. "You'll have to forgive me, in the short time I've been aware of them, all my experiences with mages and wizards have been negative ones. I'm just not the trusting young man I once was." 
 
    "Unlike, say, your experience with your friends?" Godfrey said with a nod of his head to include the others. 
 
    "I guess you could say that. So, what's your offer?" 
 
    "Well, I had originally came here hoping I could entice you to join my organization." 
 
    Dan heard a couple of the girls snort at that as he shook his own head.  
 
    "I've been given to understand that wizards don't really care much about demons, Godfrey, and my women are quite important to me." 
 
    "Yes, well, while I'd like to try to change your mind on that, I'm sure it would take much more time than either of us would care to spend, seeing as the sooner we remove Weson, the better for us all." 
 
    "There is that," Dan said with a nod, and he noticed then that Godfrey was looking at Lofn almost as much as he was looking at Dan. He hadn't noticed it at first, because she was sitting beside him. Wrapping his right leg around hers, under the table and out of sight, he urged her closer to see what Godfrey did. If he had problems with Dan's association with a succubus, the sooner they learned about it, the better. 
 
    "My next suggestion would be to attack him together, at the same time. This way we could bring an overwhelming force to bear." 
 
    Lofn slid over in her seat, pressing up against him. Dan turned and smiled at her, then turned back to Godfrey.  
 
    "Sorry, but I think there would be too many opportunities for accidents in such a scenario." 
 
    "I know," Lofn purred. "How about you tell us when and where you're going to attack, and we'll do our best to attack him someplace else at the same time?" 
 
    The look on Godfrey's face, Dan noticed, was completely unchanged as he shook his head. He didn't even smile. 
 
    "I'm afraid I don't trust you enough for that." 
 
    "And that's our problem," Dan said, "a complete lack of trust." 
 
    "Is that why you stopped by Harriford's yesterday?" 
 
    "Our business with Dale was unrelated to the matter at hand," Lofn said, surprising Dan a little. But he just nodded and went with it. 
 
    "What she said," he agreed with a smile. 
 
    "I see," Godfrey said with a smile. "I honestly hoped we could open up a dialogue and make both our lives easier." 
 
    "That would be nice," Dan agreed, "but dialogue takes time, and I don't think either one of us wants to wait that long." 
 
    "True. So perhaps we should agree to stay out of each other's way?" Godfrey said, and Dan noticed he was looking right at Lofn as he said that. 
 
    "Oh, that would be quite acceptable, right, Daniel?" Lofn purred again and leaned into him. 
 
    "Yes," Dan said with a smile. "Have a good evening, Mr. Wiles." 
 
    "And a good evening to you, too, Daniel, and Hana," Godfrey said as he got up. 
 
    "It's Lofn," Lofn said to him with a big smile. 
 
    "Oh, I'm sorry, how rude of me. Lofn. And a good evening to the rest of you, as well." 
 
    With that he turned away and walked back across the room to the exit. His two guards got up and quickly joined him as he left. 
 
    "What was that all about?" Fawn asked. 
 
    "He thinks I'm Hana, a succubus who did a lot of very bad things back in Slovakia some time back. He also thinks I'm controlling Daniel." 
 
    "Well, that explains why he was looking at you, especially at the end there," Dan observed. 
 
    Lofn smiled and shrugged. "I can't help it. If he thinks I'm in charge, he'll misjudge us." 
 
    "And what's easier to believe? That a young man is in charge of a bunch of demons, or that he's a front for a powerful succubus?" Fawn said with a nod. "Makes sense." 
 
    "That's why he suddenly drew that poker face, isn't it?" Olivia said. 
 
    "Ah, you noticed that, too," Dan said. "I was wondering as well. I thought maybe he just had a problem with succubi." 
 
    "Oh, if he believes I'm Hana, you can be sure he has a problem with me," Lofn said and sighed. 
 
    "That's his problem. Now, let's order another round of drinks, because I came here to relax and forget about how sore I am." 
 
    "And how sore we're gonna make you later tonight!" Aella said with a chuckle. 
 
    "That, too!" he said, hoisting his glass and taking a drink. 
 
    Wrath flagged down the waitress, they ordered another round, and quickly finished the one they had. 
 
    "So, don't you want to know?" Lofn asked after a couple of minutes. 
 
    "Know what?" he asked, honestly puzzled. 
 
    "Whether I'm Hana or not." 
 
    Dan leaned over and put an arm around her, then kissed her. 
 
    "There is no Hana, only Zuul…err, Lofn!" 
 
    "Dork." Wrath sighed and smacked him on the back of the head. 
 
      
 
    End Book III 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Afterword 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hello everyone and welcome to Book III in the Dan's Inferno series. As always, I'd like to thank you for purchasing and reading my story. I do hope you enjoyed it. If you did, I would also like to ask that you please review it on Amazon and hopefully give it a positive review, which is 4 or 5 stars. As an independent author, reviews are my lifeblood, and giving me a positive review helps dramatically with Amazon's promotional algorithms.  
 
    You would be shocked to know just how much of an effect it has. There are other authors out there who intentionally give 'bad' reviews to their competitors in hopes of destroying them, and a single negative review outweighs the positive effects of five or six good ones.  
 
      
 
    I'd like to apologize to everyone for this book being several weeks late. Unfortunately this hasn't been a good year for me on a number of fronts, but hopefully the worst is over and I can just get back to doing what I enjoy, and that's writing stories that you enjoy. Lately it seems there's always something and it also seems that some of the stuff going around of late is a huge time sink to deal with. 
 
    I very much want to have this short series done before the end of this year, because I have a couple of other projects that I most definitely need to devote time to. Some of them are things a lot of you have been asking me to work on, one of which got sidelined back in the summer time. 
 
    But then I think this has been a rough year for everyone out there. Hopefully next year brings better tidings. 
 
      
 
    Now! As always, Some Recommendations:  
 
    Some other people I enjoy reading in this genre, and you might, as well:  
 
    William D. Arand (aka Randi Darren)– If you haven't already, please check him out, he's good. I've been a big fan of William's since I discovered his work. It was kind of a funny moment for me when I found out he was a fan of my stuff as well. I'm honestly beginning to suspect that he can't write a bad story, because every book he writes is just so much better than the one before. You should really buy his books. 
 
    Blaise Corvin – The Delvers books are really a lot of fun and very much worth it. When I first came across his Delvers LLC books, I almost felt kind of jealous, because I was like 'why didn't I think of that?' I do think if you like my stuff, you'll like his as well, so check it out! And definitely give the Nora Hazard book a try ('Mitigating Risk' is the first one). I really enjoyed that series. 
 
    Michael-Scott Earle – Yes! Michael-Scott IS back, he's just not on Amazon anymore. If you want to find him and read his works again, please go here: 
 
    https://www.michaelscottearle.com/books-1 
 
    Michael is a great guy and he's always been quick with advice when I've needed some.  
 
    Hondo Jinx - I'm a big fan of 'Power Mage'. Lots of action, lots of fun. I love that his main character is a former Bull Rider. Those guys are crazy! 
 
    Daniel Schinhofen - another great author you should consider checking out as well. 
 
      
 
    They're all good people and great writers. 
 
    If you're into 'Harem' type fiction, you may also want to check out this group on Facebook to see who else is writing it that you might like: 
 
    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/ 
 
    Mailing List: 
 
    http://vanstry.net/vanstry/maillist.html 
 
    (The stuff written under my real name - check it out, you might like it too!) 
 
    John Van Stry website at:  
 
    http://www.vanstry.net/ 
 
    Email: 
 
    stryvant@gmail.com 
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