Chapter 34

When Nick returned later that afternoon, he was both bearing gifts and he was also not alone.


He returned at the head of a procession of four rental cars, and from what Kit was told when they arrived, these were professional bodyguards and even a couple of mercenaries that had answered Nick’s call for protection for Stonebrook.  There were seven of them, and except for two of them, they were all very large, muscular, and very dangerous-looking, much like Stav and Marcus.  The two exceptions to that rule were a small, wiry marten with a nick missing from his right ear and, much to Kit’s surprise, a very slim, slender German Pinscher femme with her ears unbobbed and her tail undocked, which was unusual for any of the pinscher breeds.  Nick had specifically went out of his way to track her down and hire her, and her primary mission was to protect Jessie, in ways that only a femme could when paired with a shy client.  Sylvia was the only guard that could follow Jessie anywhere if it became needful, because Jessie would be far too shy and modest to allow a guard to follow her around or be in the room with her when she changed clothes.

Kit got an idea of how serious they were when, after Kit was introduced to them and  they all conducted a inspecting sweep of the grounds and every building on the grounds, they armed themselves openly with weapons that were illegal in the United States.  Each of them carried a different weapon, but they were all automatic weapons, submachine guns, compact weapons they could easily carry, yet also had considerable stopping power.  They also came with their own radios, which were quickly all synchronized to a common frequency.  Additional radios were immediately ordered next-day air for the guards, who used the push to talk feature of their cell phones to communicate both with the other guards and with the staff.  They even moved in and set up their own cameras around the manor, focusing on the unfenced boat dock where anyone could tie up on a boat and enter the grounds.  These furs had come loaded for bear, and they meant business.


That made Kit feel safer almost immediately.


Nick had arranged a schedule of four hour shifts for the eight of them so there were always at least two on guard and ready at all times, yet no one guard worked so long that he got tired or inattentive, then he brought everyone together, both the normal Stonebrook guards and the new temporary security, and they had a meeting where they coordinated everything and established a chain of command that ended with Nick as the commander of the operation.


The gifts he brought were for Jessie.  He had brought back a portable clay pigeon launcher and several boxes of both clay pigeons and shotgun shells, enough to last them quite a while, and he also brought his K80 over-under competition shotgun for her to inspect and play with.  Supposedly one of the best competitive shotguns made, it was worth about $8,000.  It had replaceable barrels so the shotgun could fire different gauge shells, making it highly modular, where one K80 could be changed to fire 20 gauge, 12 gauge, or .410 shells.  He had set it in front of her in a large black case, and when she opened it she found the weapon and all its different barrels, chokes, and extra parts in padded slots inside.  He taught her all about the weapon that evening, how to put it together, how to change the choke, how to take it apart and clean it, and promised to take her out and shoot trap with her in the morning so she could fire the gun and see if she liked it.


But Jessie was still Jessie.  She interrupted Nick’s lesson to make dinner, being true to her pledge to cook for them, and forcing the cooks to basically help her as she made beef stroganoff and steamed broccoli with homemade cheese sauce, with a peach cobbler for dessert.  Muffy again joined them for dinner, but Clancy also came out of his apartment to eat with them as Nick and a very, very large black bear named Adolph took their first four hour shift.  The two guards weren’t going to sit with them or follow them around, but they would always be close by as well as helping the normal guards patrol the manor both via cameras out on the grounds and patrols of the fence and river made on golf carts.  One guard would be either in the manor or nearby if they were outside, and the other would be actively patrolling or overseeing the guards.  After dinner, as Kit worked on a project that Rick had sent him, Jessie finished her lesson with Nick on his K80, then sat down with him in the master bedroom to knit.  Jessie was being a little quiet and a bit more considerate of him because she knew that while he wasn’t mad at her, he could never stay angry with her, he was still very nervous about the idea of her being in Boston.  She had her sweater about a third done, and was finished with the hard parts of the neck and shoulders and was simply knitting her way down to the tail.  She would make the sleeves separately and attach them at the end.


He finished the project and sent it to Lilly’s workstation from his laptop, then shut it down and closed it.  “I’m going down to get some tea, do you want anything?” he asked her.


“I want to watch a movie in a little bit.  Can you make some popcorn?” she asked.


“I think we have some around here,” he told her.  “Though I’m not sure.”


Kit went down to the kitchen, where Francis was chopping vegetables in preparation for tomorrow’s breakfast.  “We have any popcorn, Franny?” he asked as he reached for the pot of tea that was almost always kept available.


“We surely do, Master Kit,” she answered.  “We have instant and old-fashioned.  Which do you want?”


“Whatever,” he shrugged.  “Show me where it is.”


“Aat, we’re having enough trouble keeping your wife out of our kitchen!” she said with a smile.  “I’ll make it up for you and send it up as soon as it’s done.  Want butter with it?”


“Please, and no salt,” he answered with a thankful nod.  “Can I take this?”


“Such a silly question, Master Kit,” she smiled.  “Of course!  There should be a warmer plate up in your bedroom for a teapot.”


“I, yeah, I saw it.  Thanks, Franny.”


He took the tea back upstairs with two cups, for him and Jessie, then put the pot on the warmer plate that was on a small table near the TV over in the living area.  “Where’s the popcorn?” Jessie asked as she started a new row in her knitting.


“Franny chased me out of the kitchen, she said she’d make it,” he answered.  “Butter and no salt.”  He poured tea for both of them and set Jessie’s on the coffee table, then sat down beside her and pulled out his ATP study book from the endtable, where he’d set it.  “I should have brought my guitar,” he sighed as he turned to the bookmark and settled in to read.


“I’m sure there’s one around here somewhere.  What movie do you want to watch?”


“You choose,” he told her.


He didn’t even get through the first paragraph when Jessie took the book, set it on the coffee table, then snuggled up against him.  Kit put his arm around her and put his other paw on her very round belly, sliding it under her shirt to feel her warm, soft, furry tummy.  “I’m sorry if you’re still angry, my handsome fox, but I just can’t be apart from you,” she told him, settling her head against his shoulder.  “Remember when I went home for Thanksgiving?  I couldn’t bear feeling that way for three months.  I just couldn’t.”


“I’m not angry with you so much as I’m angry you’re here,” he told her, nuzzling the top of her head.  “I love you, pretty kitty, and while I’m happy you’re here, I’m not happy that you’re in danger up here.  I’m not joking about Uncle Zach, love.  If he could find a way to do it, he would kill us.  His hatred of our marriage is that intense.  But, I can also say that if you weren’t here, I’d be utterly miserable.  Not only would I be apart from you, I’d be here, in this house, where I have nothing but bad memories.  Sometimes I think this house hates me.”


“It’s not the house, love.  When you showed me around, you knew everything about this place.  I’ll bet you know more about it than Clancy, and he’s been here almost his whole life.  And you seemed happy.”


“I was happy I’m with you.  We could be naked and penniless, and I’d be happy if I was with you, my pretty kitty.”


She sighed in contentment and snuggled a little more into his arms.  “What femme wouldn’t be happy being in the arms of the most wonderful male in the world?” she asked simply, putting her paw on his side and pulling him a little closer, and she began to purr.


Even after over six months of marriage and months of courtship before that, Kit was still utterly entranced and enthralled by her purring.  In a way, it was a way she could control and manipulate him and he knew it, but he was just powerless against it.  Anytime she purred, it induced a sense of peace and contentment into him that made everything seem alright with the world.  He just sat there and held her, listening to the most beautiful music in the world…at least until the door opened and Stanley came in, carrying a good sized bowl of popcorn.  “Your popcorn, Master Kit,” he said, setting it down on the table before them.  “Will you need anything else tonight?”


“I don’t think so.  Thank you, Stan,” Kit said without opening his eyes.


“Thanks, Stan,” Jessie mirrored, then went right back to purring.


She didn’t forget about the movie, however.  She snuggled with him for maybe five more minutes, then she got up and picked a movie from his father’s large collection of older movies.  She eventually chose All The President’s Males, and they had a nice evening munching popcorn while watching TV on a screen so large that it was almost a movie screen, and with Dolby surround sound supplied thanks to the stereo system.  They finished almost all the popcorn, drank a final cup of tea, then went to bed around 10:00, which was almost sinfully early for a Vulpan.  Except for those who worked at the shipyard, most Vulpans went to bed around dawn and got up some time after noon.


The next morning, they found a pot of tea and fresh baked scones sitting on a warming plate outside their door, on a table set up just for it.  Kit was quietly thankful that the staff was going to respect their privacy, that he wasn’t a Vulpan that wouldn’t even wake up if a servant came into the room.  “Mmm, do I smell tea?” Jessie asked as she stirred.


“Yup, it was outside the door,” he answered, pouring a cup for himself.  “Morning, pretty kitty.  Sleep well?”


“Very well,” she answered.  “What are you going to do today?”


“First thing I’ll talk to Rick.  Then I’ll pretend to be at the board meeting over the phone, then work on whatever they send me from the office, then just putter until Vil gets here.  She said she’s coming over tonight after work.  Maybe I’ll invite Suzy over as well, I’d like to see her.”


“Ooh, I can make something nice for them!” she said with sudden excitement, jumping out of bed.  Her belly was quite distended now, but wasn’t near as big as it would get…but Jessie was very pregnant now.  Despite that, she was still a sexy beast, and he would never get tired of seeing her without her clothes on.  She giggled when he intercepted her on her way to her robe, wrapping his arms around her from behind sensually.  “Now that I think of it, we haven’t kissed and made up,” he said huskily in her ear.


“Go lock the door,” she said urgently.


Jessie made him about ten minutes late for the board meeting, getting his conference call set up.  He again listened without comment as the board discussed the upcoming labor contract with Avondale, then he happily hung up when Vil called the meeting to an end.  He called Rick immediately afterward, sitting at the desk in the bedroom.  “Sorry I’m late, boss, I got…detained,” he said with a chuckle.


“That sounds like a good kind of detainin’,” Rick chuckled.


“Me and Jess were making up after our fight.”


“Yeah, that’s the good kind,” Rick laughed.  “First off, open the file I sent to your Blackberry.”


“Okay,” he said, reaching for his Blackberry.  He found the file in his inbox and opened it, which turned out to be the spreadsheet of the magazine’s finances.  “Hold a sec, I can never read it on this tiny screen,” he said, opening his laptop.  He put the phone on speaker and transferred the file to his laptop, then opened it.  “Okay, got it.  Nice!” he said as he read the bottom line.  “Where’d that extra sixteen thousand come from?”


“Actually, that came from Vil,” he said honestly.  “She wired it to our account last night.  I called her about it, and she said it was for yanking you out of the office for a while.  She said sixteen thousand was a fair compensation for losing your services for a while.”


“Pft, you’re not losing my services, I just can’t do anything face to face.”


“Well, we lost a few,” he answered.  “Besides, I’m not gonna give it back, Vil would be insulted.  And we can use it.  I’ve put out the ads for the new workers, son.  I’m hiring three more, two writers and another combo writer researcher.  When we get them settled in, we’ll do that small expansion plan you wrote up.  We should have enough capital built up by mid August.”


“Right on schedule, then,” Kit said with a nod to himself as he perused the figures.  “How’s the trip up looking?”


“We got our invites, and so far everyone’s going,” he answered.  “We’ve all decided to go as a group, so I’m gonna make thirteen plane reservations today,” he chuckled.  “The gang, Martha, and Nawa.  Vil invited Sandy too, but Jeffrey said Sandy said she can’t go.”


“School will be back in,” Kit said with a nod.  “Sheila shouldn’t be coming either, but she’ll only miss one day if you do it right.”


“She’s chartering a jet to take her up,” he grunted.   “She’s bringing Lupe, Sam, and Kevin with her, though.  Vil sent them invites as well.  She said she’s going to stop in Cincinnati and pick up Jessie’s family on the way, which will make eight.”


“Seven.  Ben has a football game the next day, he can’t go.”


“He’ll be there,” Rick told him.  “Sheila was talking about it when she visited.  Sheila’s leaving on Friday, and will pick up Jessie’s family already in good clothes.  They’ll go straight from the airport to the church, then after the reception, she’s taking them right back to Ohio.  That way Ben won’t miss his game.”


“Clever girl,” Kit mused.  “It also minimizes exposure to the family.  How does this week’s issue look?”


“Pretty good,” he answered.  “We themed the issue about the upcoming semester, so a lot of that research you did was used.  Lilly and Marty did articles about the changing social scene, Barry did an article about how the police are cracking down this semester, and Lilly did a pretty damn good piece about the burgeoning club scene going on down in San An.  We have a couple of election articles and a piece Barry did about the economy and how it’s impacting the younger furs.  Oh, and our interns for the fall semester have been picked, and one of them has already showed up at the magazine,” he chuckled.  “A very eager young ferret named Trish.  She’s cute, too.”


“If Martha hears you calling a nubile young college coed cute, she’ll neuter you,” Kit warned.


Rick laughed.  “She showed up like three weeks early, but she’s local, so I put her to work.  She’s born and raised in Austin, lives out in Lakewood.  She’s still not getting paid and nothing she does until the first day of school counts towards her internship, but she understands that.  She just showed up and said she was bored and asked to start her internship now, so I said what the hell.  We need a gopher around here.”


“Evil dingo, making her work for free,” Kit laughed.


“It’s called smart business,” he answered.  “Jeffrey wants Jessie to send her scripts, and tell her I’m waiting for that article she promised me.  And where are my pictures?”


“I haven’t taken them yet,” Kit admitted.  “I’ll take care of it today.  You want pictures of every room?”


“Every one you’re willing to show to the world,” he answered.


“Well, I guess I can leave out the torture chamber and the satanic cult room that’s painted in blood,” he mused, which made Rick sputter, then laugh helplessly.


“Remember, you need to write the articles.  Make it good, son, this is a chance to show off your manor to the common furs, and also show them something they’ve never seen before.”


“They’ve seen a rich mansion on TV before, Rick.”


“No, son, they’ll see your house.  You always say that everyone has a story.  Well, every thing also has a story.  I don’t just want the stories of the furs in the house, son, I want the story of the house itself.  So pick your articles based on the house.  Remember, they all have to relate back to the house.”


Kit sighed.  “I was hoping you didn’t mean it quite like that.  Me and this house have something of a bad relationship, Rick.”


“Think of it as your chance at therapy,” Rick told him.  “Besides, all that goth angst crap is always a popular storyline.”


Kit laughed.  “You’re an evil dingo, Rick.”


“Yeah, I know.  Remember to tell Jessie.”


“Will do.  You have the number to the manor?”


“I do.  If you don’t answer your cell, call that number, right?”


“Yup.  They’ll be able to track me down, cause I won’t be out the gate until I either come home or it’s time for Vil’s wedding.”


“Okay then.  Call if you need anythin’.”


“I will.  Later Rick.”


Kit leaned back after he ended the call, thinking.  He could do what Rick wanted, and it would probably be best to start with a history of the manor itself.  And a picture of the front gates, with the Vulpan crest on them, that would be a nice photo to lead off the article.  Stonebrook Manor, A House of Secrets he could title it.  He could even take pictures of  a couple of the secret rooms and tell the readers what they were, but not where they were…introduce an aire of mystery into the house to go along with the stories of power, betrayal, heartbreak, and discord that had infused into the very walls of the place.


He picked up one of the manor phones and clicked the push to talk.  “Jessie,” he called.


“Yes, love?” she answered almost immediately.


“I’m glad you’re carrying your phone.  Did you pack our cameras?”


“I brought the good one and our video camera.  It’s in the closet, left shelf just inside the door.”


“Thanks.  By the way, Jeffrey wants that script you promised him, and Rick’s still waiting for your article.”


“I sent the scripts,” she said in irritation.  “Oh, bother.  Is my phone up there?”


“Just use the one you’re holding, silly kitty,” he chuckled.


“I have too many phones!” she protested with a giggle.  “Oh!  Nick said he’ll have the trap launcher set up by lunch!  Want to come shoot trap with us, handsome fox?  We’re gonna give Muffy a try, and I’m going to try out Nick’s K eighty!”


“Sure, but remember that you do have work to do,” he told her.


She laughed.  “My article just needs a conclusion and you to edit it and it’s ready to go, Jeffrey should have the scripts I sent, and we’re not going to be out there all afternoon!  Besides, I have to cook dinner for Vil and Suzy!”


“Oh, okay then.  You may have fun.”


“Thank you for your permission, silly fox,” she giggled.  “You gonna take pictures for the articles?”


“Yeah.  I’m gonna start with the main gate and work my way in.  How many blank memory cards did you bring?”


“Whatever you put in the camera bag.  Two plus the one in the camera, I think.  That should be enough, cause you can just upload them to the laptop when you fill them up and keep going.”

Kit took care of the other errand, having to get Suzy’s work and personal cell numbers from Vil, and he called her using her work number.  “Susan Jenkins,” she said absently after her secretary transferred him.


“Is that any way to talk to an old friend?” Kit asked.


She gasped over the phone.  “Kit!” she squealed in delight. “I was hoping you’d call!”


“Why didn’t you call me?”


“Vil warned me not to, at least for a few days,” she answered.  “So what’s up, cutie?”


“Want to come to dinner tonight?”


“Sure!  Corey’s still in town, mind if he comes along?  Or is this a private dinner?” she teased.


Kit laughed.  “Jessie is here, Suzy,” he warned.  “So get that out of your head.”


“She is?” Suzy asked, then she laughed.  “Darn!  And here I was hoping you wanted to lure me away from Corey.”


“I wouldn’t live long if I tried,” he said dryly, which made her laugh.  “How’s the job?”


“Right now?  Bleh,” she grunted.  “The economy’s turning down.  We’ve put our expansion plans on hold and we’re shoring up.  We crunched the numbers and we’re pretty sure Yankee Bytes will survive even a depression, because we serve both the common fur and the upscale.  Our upscale business will cover for our drop in low-end merchandise sales, since the upscales take advantage of the lower prices in a recession economy.  I guess it helps to be in the right social circles, I can pitch the store to our friends,” she giggled.  “So, how’s the war?”


“It’s getting dirty,” he answered.  “Uncle Zach has started threatening the cousins with ruin if they don’t support him.”


“That’s…stupid,” she said.


“Actually, it’s typical Zach,” he answered.  “He’s too arrogant to ask for anything from someone he believes is under him.  He won’t try to win over the cousins with promises, he’ll do it with threats.”


“He’s just making it easier for Vil.”


“He seems to be utterly incapable of being nice to anyone beneath his station, Sue-Sue,” he grunted as he got up and started for the closet.  “I’m not sure when Jessie’s gonna finish dinner, so just show up after work.  I’m sure we’ll eat eventually.”

“That works for me.  I get a chance to get to know your Jessie a little better.”


“Such a liar, I know you talk to her at least once a week.”


She laughed.  “Talking to someone over the phone is different than face to face.  Why is she up here, anyway?  Isn’t that a bad idea?”

“She came up on her own and she won’t go home, no matter how much I ask, demand, beg, order, plead, or insist,” he answered with a grunt.  “I can’t make her leave outside of physically tossing her out of Stonebrook, and I’m not that stupid.”


She laughed.  “Yeah, there would be snow in Austin when you came home.”


“No doubt.  So, see you this afternoon?”


“You bet!  I’ll call Corey and tell him about it.  What are we having?”


“No idea,” he answered.  “Any requests?”


“Cincinnati style chili, I’ve never had that before.”


“Jessie,” he called over push to talk, “Suzy wants Cincinnati style chili.  That sound good?”


“Cincinnati chili it is,” she answered.


“Request granted, Sue-Sue,” he answered, which made her laugh.


“I’ll be sure to thank Her Majesty when I get there.”


“So, around six?”


“I get off at four, so around five-thirty,” she corrected.  “Traffic between here and Stonebrook is a beast in afternoon rush hour.”


“I’ll tell Jessie.”


“Sure thing, cutie.  Bye now.”


“Bye.”


He told Jessie about when Suzy planned to get there, then got to work on what Rick wanted.  He went down to the main gate and they opened it for him, then he stepped off the grounds of Stonebrook and waited for the gates to close.  “Taking pictures, Master Kit?” Oscar asked, who was one of the regular security guards for the manor…such as it was.  Their only real function was to keep the press and other unwanted visitors from lurking around the front gate, and they checked the outside walls and the back gate once a day to make sure no damage was done.  That was all they really did, and they were something of a new feature.  The little guard house by the main gate had only been put in two years ago, at the death of his father, and it was only manned from sunrise to sunset.  At least it used to be.  Now there would be a guard at that gate 24 hours a day.  There was also a guard from the local security company, Valiant Security, with a car sitting at the entrance to Stonebrook Drive.  The drive was still considered a public road and therefore the car couldn’t stop anyone from coming down the road, but their job was to call the manor and warn them that someone was coming.  Oscar was a tall, rather meaty possum who had been a driver and groundskeeper in the manor before taking up a position at the main gate, where he worked three days a week one week and two days a week the next, from sunrise to sunset.  In the winter that was easy, but in the summer that made for very long days. In the summer, the guards usually switched off after about 12 hours and covered each other so they didn’t spend 14 to 16 hours out here.  In mid-June, the sun rose at 5:00 and set nearly at 10:00, because they were so far north.  They had it set up, though, so they never worked the gate two days in a row, so the guards didn’t have to go to bed and get up and come right back out for another 14-15 hours. 

“For my magazine, my boss wants to see where I grew up.”


“Well, I guess we can’t stop the press when the press is the owner,” Oscar laughed.


“Yeah well, these pictures are going to show up in a small city magazine,” he said, centering the camera on the gates of Stonebrook, focusing on the Vulpan family crest.  He took a picture, then stepped back a bit.  “Move in, Oscar.  The articles are about the furs who live and work here as much as it is about the house.”

“Sure thing, Master Kit,” he said, edging in beside the Vulpan crest and giving a salute, which made Kit laugh.


“Hold that pose,” he said, then he took the picture.  “Thanks, Oscar.  Enjoying the new gig as a security guard?”

He laughed.  “I actually don’t mind it,” he answered.  “I still work in the garage on weekends.  Sitting here watching TV, sitting in there waiting on when you need a driver, it’s all the same.  I’d rather do something than just sit around.”


“This is doing something?” Kit asked.


“I’m keeping the press away from your front door,” he grinned.  “And I guess that means I have to chase you off!”


Kit laughed.  “Open the gate and you can chase me off so you can go back to watching your soaps.”


Oscar opened the gate for him, and Kit hurried back inside.

Using a golf cart, Kit decided to use both the video camera and the regular one to first document the grounds, and he had company.  The femme pinscher rode with him.  Kit found out her name was Sylvia, and she was originally from Germany.  She’d gotten into the security business because she’d always been more than a little bit of a tomboy as a young girl, had competed in the Olympics as a shooter and had won a gold medal with rifles and a silver medal using pistols, had been a cop after that, and there was a niche for femme bodyguards to serve certain femme clients who didn’t want male guards.  Like many Europeans, she spoke multiple languages, English, German, French, and Russian, and she had been in the bodyguard business for five years since quitting the Berlin police.  He did have one question he couldn’t resist asking as he took pictures and video of the garden.  “Why didn’t you dock your tail?” he asked as he took a picture of the rose trellis, which framed the fountain almost perfectly.  “The Pinschers I’ve known all have had their tails docked.”

“My tail’s not that long, and in Germany only boys dock their tails,” she answered in a German accent.  “Girls who dock their tails are not German.  Boys often bob their ears too, but I rather like my ears this way.  They make me look less butch.  That’s always a problem with Pinschers, you know.”


“Good reason,” Kit nodded as he got back onto the cart.  “I don’t see how anyone that looks at you would think you’re butch.  You’re cute,” he said, giving her a sidelong glance.


“I think your wife might be interested in your opinion, Herr Kit.”

“Go ahead and tell her, she knows it’s about time for me to misbehave.”


“Eh?”


“I misbehave fairly frequently so she has a reason to punish me,” he said with a wolfish grin.


“Mein gott, one of those,” she sighed, which made Kit laugh.


They took pictures and video of the grounds, the many cottages on the grounds, the boat dock and the river, and the large outdoor pool behind the house, and Sylvia helped by taking video as he took pictures.  After they were done, Sylvia dropped Kit off at the garage and parked the cart, and he went in and transferred the pictures and the video to his laptop.  He then went through the house as Jessie cooked lunch and took pictures of many of the rooms, using a digital voice recorder to make comments about each one.  He took a picture of the ballroom with its checkered floor and fluted columns near the walls, the main kitchen, several of the museum-like rooms which were almost never entered except to clean, and then took a pictures of one of the secret rooms.  “Doesn’t look like a secret, does it?  Looks like a closet.  This room was designed to hold alcohol back during Prohibition, it’s one of several secret rooms in the manor.  But Prohibition ended during construction.  However, nobody told the builders to change anything, so they built it with the secret rooms just like on the plans, and I think one of them was used to hold wine for a while.  My great-Grandfather kept the rooms secret, even after Prohibition ended, because a family like mine almost always needs a secret room to hide things.”

He finished up the photo tour with pictures of the staff, both at work and posing for the camera, then sat down and went through them with Nick over his shoulder.  “Can’t send that one,” he said, pointing at the dock.  “Can’t show folks that there’s a hole in the fence.”

“Alright.  I’ll just mention that we’re on the river and use this close-up of the dock itself, so they can’t see anything behind it.”


“Good.  I’ll make a security guru out of you yet,” he smiled.


“I hope not,” he grunted.


“So, you rode with Sylvie, eh?  Ain’t she something?”


“Sounds like a male pining there, Nick.”


He laughed.  “We all pine after Sylvie,” he admitted.  “Nice little gal, and she can put a bullet between your eyes from three hundred meters.  In our circle, that’s an attractive aspect of a gal.  Some guys like models, we like Olympic sharpshooters.  Besides, in our profession, cute girls are few and far between.”  He laughed.  “She makes a lot of money to boot, almost as much as me.”

“Why is that?”


“Some femmes who want protection don’t want males, and that’s where she fits in.  She also doesn’t look like a bodyguard.  She’s the best there is at what she does, which is wear a party dress while armed with three pistols and a bowie knife.”


“Where does she hide it all?”


“Males have died trying to find out,” he said gravely, which made Kit erupt into laughter.


With Nick screening the photos, they finished the layout, and Kit wrote up a quick description of each one, then bundled it all into a single file and sent it to the office with the promise that articles were coming.  Jessie called him down for lunch, which Muffy woke up in time to attend.  Jessie made them tuna salad sandwiches and homemade potato chips, baked rather than deep fried.  “Tuna?” Muffy asked.

“She’s a cat, expect seafood,” Kit shrugged as he took a bite.


After lunch, with Nick and Sylvia in attendance, they went down to the corner of the manicured grounds, where Nick had set up the trap launcher.  He had put it on a flat area just at the top of a gentle rise, but what was more important, there was literally a mile of forest between their downrange and the nearest inhabitation.  Birdshot of the kind used for sport shooting didn’t even go a quarter of that distance, which made it safe.  They first assured that nobody was out in the woods downrange of them by getting a headcount of the staff, then they started first by stressing to Muffy the basics of safe gun use.  Jessie had Nick’s K80 broken and in the crook of her arm, Kit was carrying the Wingmaster, and Muffy was carrying Jessie’s shotgun, also broken.  For nearly a half hour, Nick and Sylvia taught Muffy about the safe use of the shotgun, then Nick loaded the clay target launcher as Kit loaded a shell into his shotgun.  Muffy would go last so she could see how it was done.  Kit had never done this either, but at least he’d been skeet shooting before.  “Okay, how do I make the launcher work?”

“Foot switch, I’ll put it down for you,” Nick told him.  Kit helped Nick set out the foot switch, then load the trap launcher with 25 targets.  “It’s a two second delay from press to launch.  Mind that it randomly changes the trajectory of the target after each round, and after the second launch, it can randomly throw out two targets about a second apart.”

Kit nodded and pumped the shotgun to load the shell, then shouldered it.  He stepped on the foot switch and set his feet, and he heard the launcher’s motor rev.  The launcher threw out a clay target, and Kit tracked it with the shotgun and pulled the trigger.  The shotgun bucked and reported loudly, but to Kit’s delight, the clay target shattered.  “Woo, first try!” he laughed.  “You’re right, this is easier than skeet.”

“You’re only saying that because you hit the target,” Jessie teased with a giggle.


“Yeah, yeah, I’ll show you,” he said as he loaded another shell into the shotgun and pumped it.  “I’ll miss this one just to spite you.”


Kit was too competitive to miss on purpose, but he missed anyway, or at least partially.  The majority of the clay target was undamaged, but a small piece of it sailed off away from the clay, and the main clay wobbled down to the ground.  “Nicked it,” Jessie told him.  “But that counts as a hit.”

“Ja, any visible clay breakage counts as a hit,” Sylvia agreed.  “At least by Olympic rules.”


“So, not much spite left in you, is there cousin?” Muffy grinned.


“Oh, I have lots of spite for you, Muffy,” Kit said as he loaded two shells into his shotgun.


In all, the trap shooting was easier than skeet shooting to him.  He kind of liked not knowing if one or two were coming, but since he didn’t have to quickly turn his whole body or shotgun to aim at a second target, he did fairly well…for a beginner.  Out of 25 targets, he hit 12, which was almost 50%.  For his second ever day shooting at a moving target, he didn’t think that was bad.

Jessie, naturally, put him to shame.  She was using Nick’s ultra-elite competition shotgun, and she loaded it confidently and the closed it.  And she used it effectively.  She didn’t miss a single target through her whole 25 target game.  “So, you like that shotgun, dove?” Nick asked as she opened it and the two shells ejected.


“It feels nice,” she said.  “I’ve never used a thirty-four inch barrel before, but it didn’t feel front heavy at all.”


“I don’t really like that one too much, just doesn’t fit me well,” Nick said.  “That’s why I have it up for sale.”


“How much is a gun like that, Nick?” Muffy asked.


“The K eighty?  Retails for about eighty-five hundred American dollars.”


“You bought a gun you didn’t like?”


“I bought it off a mate who was selling off his collection,” he answered.  “I figured if I didn’t like it, I could resell it at a profit.  Turns out that’s what I’m gonna do.”  He and Kit began reloading the trap launcher.  “Alright, dove, your turn. Remember, never point the barrel in any direction but down range,” he reminded Muffy.


Kit felt just a little vindicated.  Muffy missed the first 19 targets, then finally scored a hit on the 20th one, and then got her second hit a second later because it was a double throw.  When she finished, she hit only 3 out of 25, which was better than his first ever attempt, but still made him feel like he didn’t totally suck at sport shooting.


“Well, did you like it, cousin?” Kit asked.


“That was fun!” she said with an honest smile.  “I’ve never done anything like this before.  I never knew girls shot guns!”


Sylvia coughed lightly, which made Kit laugh.  “They have femme’s divisions of Olympic shooting and archery events, dove,” Nick told her.   “Sylvie here has a gold medal from the two thousand four games.”


“Really?” Muffy asked in surprise.


“Ja, in fifty meter rifles,” she nodded.  “One of only fourteen gold medals for Germany.”

“That’s so cool!” Muffy said excitedly.


“It makes all the mercs swoon at her feet,” Nick grinned.  “We love a girl that can drop a hostile from fifty meters!”


“Mein gott,” she sighed, slapping Nick on the upper arm lightly, which made the ebony wolf laugh.


After their target shooting, Jessie went to finish her article, and Kit sat down to write the first article about the manor for Rick.  He didn’t have to do much research for it, since the staff could tell him almost anything he wanted to know.  He wrote about the general history of the manor, from its construction from 1933 to 1936, during the height of the Great Depression and during Prohibition, but Prohibition ended after the manor construction began.  He wrote about the expansions, such as the garage in 1942, the pool expansion in 1943, the maintenance shop in 1954, the gym and second indoor pool in 1964, the external garage for antique cars in 1975, the helipad in 1981, the systematic construction of the seven houses out on the grounds from 1989 to 2001, the second pool expansion and renovation of the entire pool area in 2003, and the gym renovation and indoor pool expansion in 2004.  After he went through the dusty facts and figures, he wrote about the essence of the place.  He pulled no punches as he described his unease in the house, describing several of the bigger fights he’d had with his father to set the tone that had been the norm in the house when he was a teenager, and then describing the oppressive weight he felt around him when he was in the house, as if the ghosts of the past Vulpans were staring at him from the walls, and they were angry with him.  He wrote about his fear for his wife, and though he wasn’t specific about why, he did explain that he brought his mixed breed wife into a nest of rabid purists.  “You don’t know what it’s like,” he wrote, sitting in the master bedroom with the windows open and a glorious breeze blowing through the room.  “To be married to not just a different breed, but to a mixed breed, in a family of rabid purists.  My wife Jessica represents everything my family detests, because not only is she a mixed breed, but she is a beautiful, intelligent, charming femme that gives no one any reason to hate her, and exposes the irrational and senseless hate my family harbors deep inside.  They cannot look at her and hate without seeing the hatred within themselves and realizing that it is hate for the sake of hate.


“That hate isn’t just a recent development.  The Vulpan family has a proud tradition of bankrolling the purist movement, and though I can’t prove it, I’m fairly certain they were part of the original PPC.  Whether they were or not isn’t as important as the fact that hatred of mixed breeds, or the mongrelization as they call it, is a cornerstone of the family’s history.  Not only did I marry a mongrel, I’m having a mongrel child, which will forever stain the purity of the family line.

“That was the magnitude of my crime against the family, that I committed the one unforgivable sin in their eyes.  I didn’t just go against the family, I went against the entire history and tradition upon which my family is built and have permanently damaged the purity of the Vulpan line and the Vulpan name.  Will my daughter have my eyes?  Who can say.  But the eyes of the Vulpan family are a sign of our breed purity, my father would always say.  They have bred true from our great-great Grandfather, Arthur Vulpan, through every single Vulpan descendent.  When my daughter is born, she will be the first ever mixed breed in the Vulpan family, and I know that my family will hate both her and her parents for what I have done.  And if she has my eyes, they will hate her even more, because they will see the one thing that defines a Vulpan in a mixed breed.  One thing is for sure, me, my wife, and my daughter will never be welcome in the family, or in Boston, for I have committed the one unforgivable sin.  I fell in love outside my breed.”

He finished up the article then sent it off, then leaned back in his chair and pondered.  It was no wonder Zach was so evisceral in his anger at Kit, but it said a hell of a lot that the entire family wasn’t so fanatical.  For Kit, the reason why was the kindness of a mixed breed when he ran away, who showed him in the flesh that everything his family had taught him was a lie, that mixed breeds were nothing what they said.  That male had listened to him when no one else ever had, had bought him a meal at McDonalds, sat down with him, and listened.  He wondered why Sheila and Muffy too weren’t purist, despite the purist mentalities of their immediate families.  Brian, well, Brian wasn’t quite so vehement in anything he did, but Sarah was a purist to the roots of her fur.  All of Sheila’s brothers and sisters were purist, so she said, but Sheila herself was not.

He didn’t get long to ponder, however, for the door opened, and Kendall poked his head in.  “Kit!” he called.  “We’re here!”


“You’re early, it’s not even four,” he mused.


“Vil finished work early and had me come to the office, and here we are,” he smiled.  “We’re down in the TV room on the first floor.”

The TV room was just that.  It had been the same as a living room of a normal family’s house when Kit was a kid, where he spent a great deal of his time.  It was between the kitchen and the ballroom, and had no windows.  But it had no windows for a reason, for there was a widescreen 72 inch plasma TV dominating the far side of the room, with a smaller 42 inch television in the far corner that was dedicated solely to console game systems.  There had been a 60 inch projection TV in that main TV spot when Kit was a kid, which had been replaced by a 54 inch plasma TV when he was a teen.  There were three couches and four chairs arrayed near the big TV so everyone could see it, with tables scattered among them so they had room for snacks, tea, and other things.  The one thing the room had that was different from many others, though, was the wet bar and refrigerator against the left wall, stocked with wines, liquors, and other drinks.  Vil was already there, sitting on the near couch with her crutches leaning against the wall, and to Kit’s shock, Sheila’s older brother, Kitstrom Samuel Vulpan, as well as Kitstrom Travis, who was Zach’s third child, both wearing suits and obviously having just come from work.  Zach had seven children, and while Bridgette had been his first, his pride was satisfied because the next five of his kids were all boys.  The three that still lived with Zach were two boys and a girl, who was his youngest.  Zach’s kids were all boys except the bookends, which were girls.  Jake was almost a reverse.  Jake had had five kids, and his first and last were boys, with three girls in the middle.  Jake also had the dubious honor of having three children in the Party Pack, Lynn, Angela, and Joy.

“Hey bro,” Vil said.  “I brought some cousins with me.  Have room at the dinner table?”

Kit gave the two older males a dark, penetrating look.  “That’s going to depend.”


“I sure as hell didn’t come here because I’m happy with my father,” Travis told him immediately.  “You should have heard what he said to me this morning.”


“What about you, Sam?” Kit asked bluntly.


“Same.  I got a very ugly phone call this morning.  Uncle Zach threatened to fire me from the shipyards if I didn’t support him.”


“So, I’m reassigning Travis and Sam to Avondale,” Vil said with a slight smile.  “They’re going to be working under Terry.”


“Working under someone younger than me,” Sam sighed.  Both Sam and Travis worked at the shipyard, as did many of the male cousins.  Unlike some of the cousins, Sam and Travis actually did real work, unlike the other old males, Steven and Patrick, who basically had do-nothing jobs where they collected a paycheck without any real responsibility.  Sam and Travis, however, wanted real responsibility, real jobs, so Vil had given them their chances.

“Well, Terry’s pretty smart, Sam,” Travis said, a bit defensively.  “He proved himself when he whipped the safety department into shape, and I’ve seen the reports coming out of Avondale.  He’s doing a good job down there.”


“So, you’re going against your own father?” Kit asked.


“Hell yes,” Travis snorted.  “If he really tried to kill Vil, then he went way too far.  He denies it up and down, but the facts speak for themselves.  Vil offered to send me to New Orleans so he can’t harass me,” he sighed.  “I’m loyal to the family, Luke, and I don’t think the family is better served with my father running it.  He’s too entrenched in the past, and the past is not the path to our future.  I love him, but he’s wrong.  He’s furious with me right now, but what else can I do?  If he takes control of the family, he’ll shatter us.  The cousins will openly rebel against him, and the family will fly apart.”  He took a sip of tea.  “I wish I could say I had company.  Steve is supporting Dad, and Louis, I dunno.  He sent Matty to England to get her and his kids out of any fighting, but I dunno if he has the balls to openly disobey Dad.”

“What about Chris?” Kit has to ask.


“Who knows?  Chris never talks to any of us,” he answered.

Kendall came in behind them, and with him were Muffy and Jessie.  Kit tensed up when he saw his wife come in and stop suddenly, looking at the two male Vulpans.  “You must be Jessie,” Sam said, standing up.  “My sister Sheila goes on and on about you.  Hi, I’m Sam,” he said, offering his paw to her.

“Nice to meet you,” she said with a slightly defensive smile, shaking his paw.


“This ugly guy here is my cousin Travis,” he said, motioning at the taller male.


“Jessie,” he said with a calm nod.


“You have to forgive him, he has an unreasoning belief that the world will explode when you deliver,” Sam said lightly.


“Sam!” Travis said in surprise.  “I can object to their marriage and still be polite!  I’m sure Jessie’s a wonderful femme.  She has to be to capture a Vulpan.”


“Kit wasn’t hard to catch,” Jessie laughed.


“I made myself very available to be captured,” he agreed dryly.


“I’m making Cincinnati style chili for dinner.  Would you like to stay?”


“You’re cooking?  You’re living in Stonebrook, and you’re cooking?” Sam asked in surprise.


“I love to cook,” she said with a smile.  “I’m about to start, so if you want to stay, let me know now.  Suzy is coming with Corey, so I have to make sure there’s enough for everyone.”


“Sure, I’ll stay.  I don’t think I’ve ever had this dish before,” Sam nodded.


“I think I’d enjoy it,” Travis agreed.


“Come on, Muffy, I’ll show you how to cook,” Jessie said.


“I’ll never use it,” she laughed.


“Everyone should know how to cook,” she said as the two of them left.


“Well, she’s very pretty,” Sam noted, giving Travis a sly look.


“She has fox markings,” Travis noted.


“She’s part fox,” Kit told him bluntly.


“She is?  Wow,” Travis said with a curious look to the door.


“I should warn Jessie to make some extra,” Vil said as Kendall sat down beside her.  “I invited a few other cousins to come over tonight.”


“Who?”


“All of them in Boston,” she answered simply.  “Bess, Mary, Steve, Louis, Pat, Chris, Will, Randy, and Duncan.”


“Mary’s still here?” Sam asked in surprise.


“She came back this afternoon,” Vil answered.


“You invited all the cousins over?” Kit asked in surprise.


“Just about,” she smiled.  “And I’m going to have Sylvia escort Jessie everywhere she goes,” she added.


“You’d better,” Kit answered.  “With her machine gun in open view.”

“Oh, come now, Kit, there’s no need for such drama,” Sam snorted.


“She’s not your wife,” Kit answered immediately.


While Kendall got to know his cousins, Kit tuned out to consider what Vil had done.  She had invited all the cousins in Boston to Stonebrook, and while that was in her right, he felt a little violated that she would so casually invite them in when he was so adamant when he told everyone that no Vulpan would set foot in Stonebrook while Jessie was here.  And yet, despite that declaration, Vil just invites the family into Stonebrook without telling him.  He didn’t much appreciate that.  And because he was angry, he stayed almost completely silent as Kendall chatted amiably with Sam and Travis, until he excused himself quietly while Kendall told them about his moving to America…but he didn’t get very far before being interrupted.  His manor phone rang, and he opened it to hear Stanley’s voice.  “Master Kit, Miss Bess is here again and wishes to come in.”

“Is she alone?”


There was a pause.  “No, Master Kit.  Your cousins Mary and Lynn are with her.”


“Naturally,” he grunted.  A good piece of the Party Pack right there.  He debated for a long moment as to whether he should let them in, then sighed and answered.  “Let them in,” he said, cursing himself for his own weakness.  He went down to the kitchen, and saw that Jessie was actually teaching the cooks a new recipe.  They’d never cooked Cincinnati style chili before, and Jessie was explaining the recipe to them as she chopped onions, Sylvia stood nearby, and the cooks listened.  “You might want to make more,” he said, in a growl.  “Vil invited every cousin in Boston to Stonebrook tonight.  There might be like twelve foxes here.”

“She did?” Muffy asked in surprise.


“That’s what she said.  Sylvia, do me a favor. Go get your submachine gun, and keep it prominent.  I want my family to have no illusions about how I feel about them being here.  Oh, and after you get back, don’t let Jessie out of your sight, even if she has to go to the bathroom.”


“Kit!” Jessie protested, her cheeks threatening to ruffle.


“Ja, Herr Kit.  I’ll be right back,” she said, then she turned and headed towards the second floor, where all the guards had rooms.


“Is that necessary?” Jessie asked him, a bit sharply, as she brushed her chopped onions into a nearby pot, and the other chefs began preparing to cook as well.


“I think it is,” he told her bluntly.  “You forget, pretty kitty, my family isn’t like Sheila and Muffy.  Most of the cousins object to our marriage.  Travis does, but at least he’s being civil about it.  Some others may not be quite so kindly.  I want Sylvia standing right beside you carrying her gun and making it very clear that you’re the most precious thing in this house, so they’d better not even think about trying anything.”


“Well, you’re being a bit silly, handsome fox,” she told him as she reached for another onion.


“You can call me silly after they all leave,” Kit told her.  “Until then, I’m just being safe.”


Sylvia returned, much faster than he expected, and she was carrying her submachine gun on a strap around her shoulder, the strap falling down between her breasts.  The weapon she carried, he’d found out, was a Heckler and Koch MP-5SD-N, a compact automatic submachine gun with a retractable buttstock and sights, capable of both semi and fully automatic firing, which was also built with an integrated suppressor to help muffle the sound of the weapon firing.  Her version, the N version, was also capable of firing with water in the barrel, making it very rugged and versatile.  It had been built for and was used by the U.S. Navy, but how Sylvia had gotten her paws on one was beyond him.  Kit had researched it and the other weapons the guards carried out of curiosity, and had discovered that the H&K MP-5 was a very popular weapon, had a lot of variants, and was both powerful and dependable. Heckler and Koch was a German firearms company.  Another of the hired guards, a nearly seven foot tall, burly Siberian tiger named Krichek, also carried an MP-5, but he carried the MP-5K, which was smaller, had no buttstock, but fired faster than other MP-5 variants.  “Thanks, Sylvia,” Kit said gratefully.

“I’ll keep her very safe, Herr Kit,” she said with a nod.  “It’s why that crazy wolf brought me here.”


Bess came into the kitchen, and behind her were two more of Kit’s cousins, Mary Grant Vulpan and Lynn Kennedy Vulpan.  Mary was very tall for a femme, even taller than Jessie and Sylvia, with a very attractive figure and very thick, lustrous fur.  Mary was the most attractive of all the female cousins, and she knew it.  Lynn was about the same size as Jessie, almost waifishly thin and with surgically enhanced breasts to go with her wide hips.  Lynn had battled bulemia when she was a teenager, and though she had recovered, she was still very thin and obsessed with her figure.  The three of them looked at him for a second, then Bess came over and held her paws out.  Almost instinctively, he took them, but then his scowl at her stopped her from kissing him on both cheeks.  “Hello, Luke,” she greeted.  “I brought Mary and Lynn like Vil wanted.”

“They’re in the TV room,” Kit said, giving his other cousins a strong stare.


“Don’t look at me that way, Luke,” Mary protested.  “And before you ride me about what happened to you, what was I supposed to do?  Get disowned just like you?  We’re not like you, Luke, I know I’d have died out on the streets.”


“Don’t call me Luke,” Kit demanded.  “My name is Kit.”


“Well, at least let me say I’m sorry for not being there,” Lynn said, coming up and putting her paw on his shoulder.  “We hated what they did to you, but…we’re just the kids.  I was too afraid to say anything.  Your dad was a heartless bastard, and we were terrified of him.”


“I’ll agree with that much, Lynn,” Kit said.  Jessie came over, wiping her paws on her apron, and Kit put his arm around her.  “Jessie, this is Lynn Kennedy Vulpan, and this Is Mary Grant Vulpan.  They’re my older cousins.”


“Hi,” she said, a bit warily, offering her paw.  To Kit’s surprise, Lynn took it.


“I see why he likes you,” she said with a slight smile.  “You have fox markings.”


“My grandfather was a fox, I got my markings from him,” she answered simply.


“You’re mixed?  Wow, it doesn’t show at all,” Mary said.


“Maybe it’s the fox in her that attracted him,” Lynn noted to Mary.


“Girls, you’re on dangerous ground,” Kit warned with a dark look.  “One word against my wife and I’ll have the guards drag you out by your whiskers.”


“I don’t have whiskers!” Mary protested indignantly, which made Bess laugh.


Muffy came up and hugged Lynn fondly, then kissed Mary on each cheek.  “I’m glad to see you guys here,” she said.  “You joining the Rebel Alliance against the evil Empire?”


Kit laughed suddenly, but the femmes gave him a curious look.  “I never knew you liked Star Wars, Muffy,” Kit told her.


Stanley came in quickly.  “Master Kit, uh, there’s someone else at the gate who wants in.”


“Who?” he asked.


“It’s Brian and Ruth Vulpan,” he said in an uncertain voice.


“What?” Kit gasped.


“He wants to come in, he said it’s urgent.”


“Absolutely not!” he declared.  “There is no way in hell I’ll allow an elder into Stonebrook!”

“T-Then maybe you should tell him, Master Kit,” Stanley said, holding out his manor phone.

Kit snatched it away and put it to his ear.  “Now listen—“


“Wait, Kit, wait,” Brian called suddenly.  “I’m here to talk.  That’s all. I even brought Ruthie and Misty,” he said in a mollifying tone.  “Just hear us out, then you can throw us out if you want.”


Kit’s emotions raged for a long moment between his fury at his uncle and his curiosity as to why he had come.  Was he here to side against his elder siblings?  Was he here to try to talk them down?  Or was he here to finally show he was no different from his older brother?


“Kit, he’s my dad,” Muffy said in a gentle, pleading voice.  “Trust me.  Let him in.”


Kit closed his eyes and his fist, so tightly that his paw trembled, a pained and angry look on his face.  Then he finally nodded, almost in defeat.


Jessie was there.  Her gentle paws slid around him, and he found himself clutching to her, feeling the new life inside her pressing against his stomach.  “It’s alright,” she told him.  “Come, let’s go sit down for a minute.”


She pulled him over to the table and sat down in his lap, just staying near him for a few minutes until he could get control of himself.  When he finally felt better, he saw his four femme cousins looking on with strange expressions on their faces.  “After you put everything you hold dear at risk, you can laugh at me for being a coward,” Kit growled at them as he stood up, taking Jessie’s paw.

“Kit, you’re the bravest fox I’ve ever known,” Muffy told him quietly.


Brian entered the kitchen, and Jessie gave a squeak when Kit’s grip on her paw became almost crushing.  Along with him were his wife, Ruth Astor Vulpan, the last female of the Astor line, with only her and her two brothers left from that legendary family.  Beside Brian was their youngest daughter, Misty, who at 13 was just starting to grow and fill out, and was wearing a pair of shorts and a surprisingly skimpy tee shirt that ended above her belly button.  She looked at Kit with curiosity.  “Mom, Dad!” Muffy said, folding her slim, handsome mother into a hug.

“Hey, baby,” Ruth said, kissing her on the muzzle.

Muffy hugged her father, the tickled Misty, making her giggle.  “Hey, squirt!” she greeted.


“I’m just here to talk, Kit,” Brian said calmly.  “To you, Vil, and any other Vulpan who shows up.  I’m on your side, Kit,” he declared.  “I don’t want Vil off the chair.  I’m against my older siblings in this matter.”


“You’re serious, Uncle Brian?” Mary asked in surprise.


“Of course I am,” he said calmly.


“The company has never done better under Vilenne,” Ruth agreed.  “And if they try to control the kids the way Lucas did, they’re just going to drive them away.  I for one do not want my daughter and sons to be afraid the rest of their lives, or under the control of a ruthless bastard,” she said, stroking her daughter’s face lightly, which made Muffy giggle.  “Have you been alright here with Kit and Jessica, little kit?”

“They taught me how to shoot a shotgun!” she said with a grin.


“That’s not very ladylike,” Ruth laughed.  “But as long as you had fun, I guess it’s okay.”


“It was very fun,” Muffy nodded.  “I sucked at it, but it was fun!”


“You must be Jessica!” Ruth said, stepping towards Jessie.  But she stopped fearfully when Kit quickly got between them, and Sylvia took hold of her MP-5.


“It’s okay, handsome fox,” Jessie said soothingly, patting him on the shoulder.  “It’s okay.  Yes, I’m Jessie.  You’re Brian’s wife?”


“Ruth,” she said, taking Jessie’s paw and shaking it.  “I’ve heard a lot about you, dear.  I’ve heard you’re quite a good cook.”


She laughed.  “My handsome fox likes my cooking, so I guess that’s all I need,” she said with a charming smile.  “And who is this pretty young girl?” she asked, bending over slightly to look down at Misty.


“I’m Misty,” she answered.  “Are you really married to my cousin?”


“Yes, I am,” she smiled at him.  “We’ve been married since December.”


“But you’re not a fox.”


“No, I’m not,” she agreed seriously.


“Baby girl,” Brian said warningly.

“You’re kinda pretty, though,” she said boldly.  “You have dark paws and a tip on your tail just like a fox.”


“My grandfather was a fox,” she told him.  “I got my fox markings from him.”


“Oh, that’s why he likes you.”


Jessie giggled.  “I hope he married me for more than this,” she said, holding up her dark-mittened paw.


“Vil is in the TV room with Travis and Sam,” Kit told them.  “You can go in there and wait for dinner.”


“It should be about an hour,” Jessie said, kissing Kit on the muzzle and patting him on the shoulder before going back to the counter.


“You’re cooking?” Brian asked in surprise.


“I love to cook,” Jessie answered as she took another onion.  “We’re having Cincinnati chili and garlic bread.”

“Well, I look forward to trying it, Jessie,” Brian told her.  “Come on, Ruthie, let’s go see Vil and talk to the boys.”


“Can I stay here?  Talks are boring,” Misty complained.


“I have an X-Box upstairs if you want to play it,” Kit told him.  “And we have a few laptops.  Didn’t you bring your Game Boy?”  Misty was a gamer girl, much like Jenny. 

“I brought my PSP,” she said, “but I’d rather stay here.”


“She can stay with me,” Jessie offered.


His relatives left the kitchen, bound for the TV room, except for Kit and Muffy.  Misty sat down at the kitchen table and pulled out her PSP, but Jessie just gave Kit a calm look.  “They need you in the TV room, handsome fox,” she told him.  “You too, Muffy.  I’m sure they’re going to make a plan, and both of you should be there.”

“I don’t want to be in there,” he told her.  “I want to be right here.”


“I’ll be right here,” she said, giving him a reassuring smile.  “Besides, you’ve made sure that I have plenty of help to keep me safe,” she said, looking at Sylvia, who simply smiled.


“She’s right,” Muffy said.  “Though I don’t know what help I’ll be.”


“Well, come on then,” he sighed.


There weren’t only Vulpans in the TV room.  Bartholomew, Dee, and Luann were attending quietly, since a Vulpan wouldn’t get up and walk five feet to get something on a counter, and Suzy and Corey arrived not long after Angela and Joy, who gladly joined the congregation.  Muffy sat down with the other members of the Party Pack, and Kit sat beside Vil.  She patted him on the knee, and just as Jessie predicted, they started talking about what was going to happen, and what they should do.  Surprisingly to Kit, Brian didn’t try to take control of the conversation.  He seemed to be serious about keeping Vil as the head of the family, and acceded to her in front of the other children.  Vil, on the other paw, wasn’t picky.  She actively engaged Mary, Lynn, Muffy, and Bess into the conversation, asked their opinions, which startled them quite badly.  They’d never had their opinions count for anything in the family before, and here was the head of the family, asking them what they thought, asked them what they thought the best thing to do was.  That seemed to surprise more than the girls.  Sam and Travis seemed honestly surprised that anyone would bother asking someone like Bess for her opinion, but what was more shocking to them was that Bess was actually a very smart young lady, who knew almost everything that was going on.

Their numbers also increased.  Sam’s younger brothers, Randy and Will, arrived at the manor about half an hour after Brian did, and Muffy’s two younger brothers, Daniel and Jonathon, arrived about five minutes later, Daniel driving his 16 year old brother in.  About five minutes after that, Angela and Joy arrived, and they had their luggage with them; they had just flown back to Boston.  The TV room was completely filled with Vulpans, but there were a few notable absences.  Christopher, Patrick, and Steven, the eldest sons of Zach, Maxine, and Jake, were absent, as were Louis, Victor, George, Bridgette and Duncan, who was Sheila’s immediate older brother, and who had not come back to Boston when Muffy made the round of calls.

Kit felt…odd.  He wasn’t enjoying being in a room filled with his cousins and his uncle and aunt, for all he could see were Vulpans who were nowhere to be seen when he was in a body cast and in so much pain it made him shudder to even think about it.  He could feel the stares when he wasn’t looking, stares that were both accusing and insulted.  They disapproved of his marriage, and though he didn’t care what they thought, it made it a very uncomfortable time for Kit to be surrounded by family members who objected to his decisions.  But, confusingly, every time he spoke, everyone listened quietly, even Brian.  Why would they listen to him when they hated what he had done?

It seemed that after only a few minutes, Jessie opened the door and came in.  The conversation stopped when she came in, and Jessie found herself confronted by a dozen Vulpan eyes.  Vil held her paw out to her, though, and kissed her on the cheek when she took it, pulling her down.  “What’s up, sis?” she asked.

“Dinner should be ready in about ten minutes,” she announced.  “I’ll let you know.”


“Why didn’t you send a servant to tell us?” Randy asked in curiosity.


“Why should I make someone else do what I can do myself?” she asked simply, then she kissed Kit on the muzzle, patted his shoulder, then scurried out.


“She’s cooking?” Joy asked in amazement.


“Jessie loves to cook,” Vil answered before Kit could.  “Her cooking for us is a way she’s welcoming us into her home.”


“Is that why Sheila wants to be a cook?” Will asked.  “She watched Luke’s wife cook?”


“Sheila wants to be a chef,” Muffy said distinctly.  “There’s a big difference.  She wants to open her own restaurant.”


“It’s demeaning,” Will said.


“Not if she truly enjoys what she does,” Brian said simply.  “If she can make a career out of it, and she’s successful, how can that be demeaning?”


“She’s doing, manual labor,” Will bristled.


“If her customers enjoy her meals, she’ll make them happy, and she’ll earn money,” Muffy said defensively.  “Isn’t that a good thing?”


“Vulpans shouldn’t serve anyone,” Will said arrogantly.


“You serve this family, Will,” Vil told him sharply.  “And I serve the family too.  Don’t ever forget that.  The only Vulpan in this family that doesn’t owe this family a thing is Kit, and that’s because this family failed him just as surely as our father did. When we failed to live up to our obligations to him, he became free of his obligations to us.”


“Then why are you here, Luke?” Sam asked.


“Because I still have one Vulpan I consider family.  My sister needs me, so I’m here for her.  And for God’s sake, stop calling me Luke!  My name is Kit.”


“It’s going to take a long time to remember that,” Sam chuckled.


“Well, there’s too many of us to eat anywhere but the formal dining room,” Vil announced.  “Help me up, Ken.”


“Sure thing, love,” he answered, standing up.


The group moved to the formal dining room, which held a table long enough to seat 34.  Ken settled Vil down at the head of the table as maids and the cooks scurried in, setting wine glasses and pouring wine and tea.  Frannie brought out baskets of garlic bread, then Jessie, Carrie, and Henri came in carrying large bowls.  Jessie set hers down and took her seat by Kit, then the maids and chefs began serving, bringing out plates already prepared with Cincinnati chili served from Jessie’s own family recipe.  Cincinnati chili was chili served over spaghetti pasta and with cheese liberally coating the top, and Jessie’s family recipe made the chili rich and flavorful and just a hint spicy, but not hot.  It was not a rich fur food, but that didn’t mean that it wasn’t excellent.

“You made this, Jessie?”


“I made about half of it, they helped with the rest, it was too much to cook too fast,” she smiled.


“So what is this?” Brian asked as a plate was set before him.


“I’ve had this before,” Ruth told him.  “When I went to that symposium in Louisville.  It’s actually pretty good.”


He mixed it a little with his fork, took a cautious bite, then his eyes widened.  “This is good!” he declared.


“It’s an old family recipe,” Jessie told him demurely.  “My mother makes it much better than me.”


Either they liked it, or they were like Kit and had learned to pretend to like something while they ate it anyway.  That was a required skill in the Vulpan family, when one ate things like cow’s tongue or sheep pancreas.  They ate dinner more or less in silence, as the maids and cooks attended them, but Kit felt distinctly unsettled, and he could tell that Jessie was a little nervous.  After dinner, after the plates were cleared and they sat the table enjoying mousse and ice cream for dessert, Vil finally breached the subject.  “Alright, so, here’s what we’re going to do,” she began, taking a bite.  “Tomorrow, we tell Zach, Jake, and Maxine to back off, and we also tell them that all of us oppose what they’re doing.  Meanwhile, boys, I’m going to assign you to Avondale tomorrow, so be ready to head out tomorrow around noon.  Girls, you’re going to Austin, so you’re in a sheltered area where they can’t get at you.  I’ll call Sheila tomorrow morning and tell her you’re coming, and I’ll make some arrangements for you so you’re put up at the nicest hotel in Austin, the Armitage.  Sheila’s lived there for quite a while, so she can show you where you can go and what there is to do…and there’s lots to do in Austin.  I think you’ll actually enjoy it.  Brian, you and me are going to have fun at work tomorrow,” she said with a grim smile.  “And will Zach be pissed.”

“What’s going to happen?” Jessie asked curiously.


“I’m going to move to have Zach removed from the board and replaced with Brian.  And when this is all over, Brian will have it.  Loyalty to the family is rewarded,” she said simply.  “And so will yours, girls.  When you come home, if you want, I’ll find you places in the company where you do real work, and have real responsibility.  One of Sheila’s biggest complaints was that nobody in the family would take her seriously. Well, I’ll take you seriously.  You’ll suffer the consequences of getting fired if you fail, but if you want to try, I’ll give you the chance.  Kit and Jessie will go back home to Austin, and everything will settle down and get back to normal.”

“What will the elders do?” Randy asked.


“Fight back, of course,” Vil said.  “But they can’t get to any of you.  Leave this work to me and Brian.  We’ll take care of it.  What I basically want is all of you is to openly take sides, then get out of Boston and let me and Brian deal with the elders.”


“You want us to hide?” Travis asked, a bit harshly.


“I want you out of the way so this doesn’t happen to you,” she said, holding up her bandaged arm.  “The more who are against him means the more targets he has to go after.  I want to minimize his options to where the only ones he can go after are the most heavily defended.  Let us take care of it, Travis.”


“But I want to help!”


“You can help by getting Avondale whipped into shape.  We need the shipyard up and running up to Vulpan standards.  Terry can get it done faster when he has three assistants down there who know our system and can get the place up and running.  You want to prove yourself?  Here’s your chance.”

Travis nodded.


“Mind, boys, I don’t have New Orleans quite as locked down as Austin, but I’m working on it.  So take some protection with you, and keep alert.  Terry’s in a gated apartment and condo combo building, I suggest you live in the same building.  If you’re all together, your security can work together with the building.”

“What about us?” Will asked.


“Just go back to school, and keep your eyes open.”


“What about the ones that side with Uncle Zach?  I don’t see Louis here, and he’s in some of my classes next semester.”


“Don’t say anything.  What’s family business is family business.  Be polite to Louis while you’re there.”

“But…” he said, glancing at Suzy.


“Don’t worry about Suzy, guys,” Vil smiled.  “She’s my best friend, as has basically known what’s going on in the family since I was fifteen.  She keeps her mouth shut.”


“I’m not stupid,” Suzy laughed.  “Besides, I’m also here to help.  Vil’s my best friend, think I’m not in her corner when she needs me?”


“I guess I could make a propaganda film against your uncles,” Corey offered, which made Vil laugh.


“I’ll keep that in mind, Corey,” she grinned at him.  “The other thing we need is communication.  So, once a day, I want all of you to call in here, and check in with Kit.  This is our headquarters, and Kit’s job is to make sure everyone’s okay, and if you need help, to make sure I know about it.  He’s not leaving this manor until he goes home, so he’ll always be here and always be available.”

“More or less.  Except for Vil’s wedding, I won’t set foot out of Stonebrook until Zach is permanently banished from here and I can go home,” Kit said.

“And I’ll be here right beside him,” Jessie declared.


“That can cause almost as many problems as it solves, Jessie,” Brian said.  “Zach is utterly livid that you’re living in this house.  He sees it as the ultimate insult, that Kit would bring his cat wife into this house, which he sees as the bastion of the family’s honor.”

“Well, it’s his fault I’m here,” she said simply.  “He’s the one that started this, so it’s his fault.  And when our daughter is born here, I hope he chokes on the news.”


“Jessie has almost a Vulpan’s sense of vindictiveness,” Vil chuckled.


“You’re having your baby here?” Joy asked.


“Right here,” Vil nodded.  “In the same room where Kit was born.  Unless they surrender early,” Vil smiled at Kit.  “If so, they’ll go home and have the baby there.”


“I hope so.  I hate being up here,” Kit growled.


“Well, I don’t hate it,” Vil smiled, patting him on the forearm.


“You’re biased.”


“So?” she asked with a grin, then pointed her fork down the table.  “When can you be ready to go, girls?” she asked.

“I guess I can pack a bag and leave in the morning,” Angela said.


“Can I stay with you, sis?” Joy asked.


“Sure, Joygirl,” Lynn answered, nudging her sister.


“I’ll call Sheila and warn her that you’re coming, but be warned, guys.  She has school coming up, and she’ll be busy with that. So give her the space she needs.”

“Sheila, being serious about school?” Lynn asked with a giggle.


“Yeah, she’s serious,” Muffy answered.


“Very serious,” Jessie agreed.  “She has her pilot’s license now, too.”


“Yeah, we heard about that,” Angela said.  “Hard to imagine, two Vulpans in the family with pilot’s licenses.”


“Jessie’s also got hers,” Kit corrected.


“Wow, really?” Joy asked.


Jessie nodded.  “When you bought Kit his plane, I loved it so much I learned how to fly it.  Thank you for that, by the way.  It was a wonderful gift, and we love it.”


“No problem, Jessie,” Brian told her.  “I’m glad you two like it.”


“We get a lot of use out of it,” Kit chuckled.


“I’m sure Zach, Jake, and Maxy would love to take it back now,” Brian laughed.


“They probably would,” Vil nodded.


“I can be ready to go tomorrow morning,” Sam announced.


“I’ll call Terry and tell him he’s getting three executive assistants.  Pack your whips, you may need them,” Vil chuckled.


“I can be a bad cop, no problem,” Travis assured her.


“I wish I wouldn’t have taken that semester off now,” Will fretted.  “I’d be graduated already and headed for New Orleans.”


“Well, think of it as your last hurrah at Harvard, little brother,” Randy told him.


“And I have three classes with Louis,” he sighed.  “Oh, that’s gonna be fun.”

“Maybe I’ll transfer to Yale,” Angela noted.


“Hey, it’s in Connecticut at least,” Muffy told her.


After dinner, they started to file out.  Randy took his brothers home, and Travis and Sam left with Lynn, Bess, and Mary.  Angela took Joy home, and Daniel, who had been totally silent the whole time, took Jonathon and Misty back to Brian’s house.  After everyone else left, Suzy and Corey sat with Vil, Kendall, Kit, Jessie, Brian, and Ruth in the TV room.  “When’s your due date, dear?” Ruth asked as Dee handed Brian a glass of wine.

“September thirtieth,” she answered, putting her paw on her belly.  “I’ll be glad to see my feet again!” she laughed.


“They’re definitely more fun outside than inside,” Ruth told her.


“I wouldn’t know that.  I hope to soon, though,” Vil said, giving Kendall a sultry look.


“Now now, we’re not even married yet, and you need to heal.”

“I’ll be healed enough soon,” she told him archly, which made nearly everyone else laugh.  “I don’t want Kit’s daughter not to have a cousin of her own for very long.”


“It’s not a race, sis, cause you’ve already lost it,” Kit teased.


“I’m not sure I like where this conversation is going,” Corey noted, which made Suzy slap him on the arm.


“I’d better be getting a little piece of hardware soon, or I’ll just have to become Kit’s mistress,” Suzy told him.


“He’d better never let me catch him with a mistress,” Jessie warned, unsheathing her small yet sharp claws and holding them in Kit’s face.  “Or I’ll peel off your hide in strips.”


“One of the dangers of marrying a cat,” Kendall noted.  “All the sharp pointy things on the ends of them.”


“How are you holding up in here, Kit?” Brian asked.


Kit fixed Brian with an icy stare at first, then he sighed and closed his eyes, shaking his head.  “It’s like living in my own private nightmare, but I’ll be alright,” he said.  “This place is nothing but bad memories for me.”


“Well, that’s sure to change after a while, once you’ve been here a bit,” he answered.


“It’ll be worth it to evict Zach,” Vil said.  “If he can never set foot in Stonebrook, it’ll be a big blow to his effort to take over the family.  This house has always been seen as the throne.”


“I just want to get this done and go home,” Kit grunted.


“What are you doing here to pass the time, Jessica?” Ruth asked Jessie.


“Oh, there’s plenty for me to do here,” she answered.  “I’m still working, writing articles and comic scripts for our magazine.  I’m also learning new recipes from the cooks, and Nick set up a little trap shooting range in the corner of the grounds, and there’s a pool and gym, and lots of books and movies, and I have my knitting, and I have my books to study for my commercial pilot’s license, and Muffy’s staying with me to keep me company.”

“Yes, we know, she told us she was,” Brian told her.

“Now much trouble will you get into with your siblings over siding against them, Brian?” Kendall asked.


“Oh, they’ll be pissed off, I’m sure,” he answered.  “I might even find myself fired and more or less banished from the family if Zach wins.  But if he takes over the family, I’ll leave regardless.  This family will disintegrate if he runs it, because he still thinks it’s the fifties and he can rule us like a dictator.  The kids all have their trust funds, and they don’t rely on the family to get by anymore.”

“That one of his own sons is siding against him should tell him something,” Ruth added.  “And Maxy and Jake’s girls should tell them something.”


“As if they’d listen,” Vil snorted darkly.  “The one who’d better listen to her kids is Sarah.  All of them are against Zach except maybe Duncan, and Jacob, but he’s too young to really have an opinion.  She needs to come down off the fence.”

“That’ll happen when she knows someone’s going to win,” Brian noted dryly.  “But, if we had Tom and Sarah on our side, it would definitely help.”


“What has Tom had to say about it?”


“He’s more interested in how Zach pushed Terry down, then tried to get him arrested to care about anything else,” Brian answered.  “You know how he feels about his kids.  Bess may not believe it, but Tom would go to the mat for her as much as Terry.  That’s why he lets her run wild, because he just wants her to be happy.”


“Tom loves his kids nearly as much as we love ours,” Ruth said, putting her arm around Muffy and kissing her on the muzzle.


“Mooom,” Muffy protested, which made them laugh.


“Well, we should get going,” Brian noted, looking up at the clock.  “No telling what Dan’s letting Jon and Misty do.”  They stood up, and the others stood up as well.


“It was nice to meet you, Jessie,” Ruth said, giving her a hug.  “If you stay here to have the baby, I’d love to come to your shower.”


“Umm, sure,” Jessie said, a bit uncertainly.


“Keep her company, sweetie,” Ruth said as she hugged Muffy.  “A girl needs company, especially when she’s pregnant.”


“I will, I promise.”


“Kit,” Brian said soberly, standing before him and offering his paw.  “I’ve told you before, but I’ll tell you again.  I’m sorry for what you went through, and I was wrong not to try to help.”

“Keep your apologies,” Kit said coldly.  “Just sticking your paw out and saying I’m sorry doesn’t come anywhere near far enough to make up for this,” he said, pointing at his half-missing ear.


“Well, then I guess I’ll just have to go far enough, Kit,” Brian told him with surprising calm and candor.  “You’ll find out that not everyone in this family is your enemy, and if I have to prove myself to you, then that’s exactly what I’ll do.”

“You’re gonna be doing it a long time,” Kit told him.

“We’re both young, Kit.  I’m sure we have time,” he said with a surprising smile.


Brian and Ruth left after kissing and hugging their way out of the room, then Kit blew out his breath and sat down.  “Way to keep them on our side there, bro,” Vil told him as Kendall sat back down beside her.

“Just because we’re on the same side doesn’t mean I’m just gonna pretend what they did to me never happened,” he said.  “I tolerated the family here and near Jessie because we need them, but I’m not going to walk paw in paw with them into the sunset.  When this is over, I’m going back home, and if I never see any of the elders again, I won’t shed a single damned tear.”


“So, you’re willing to bend a little on the cousins, eh?” Vil asked with a sly smile.


“Maybe, but you said it yourself, Vil.  I have a reason to hate them.  And so do you.”


“The ones who tried to kill me, you bet your ass I do,” she said.  “But the difference between us, bro, is I don’t blame the entire family for the acts of some.  You’re starting to see that for yourself, cause you don’t blame the younger cousins.  I think soon you’ll see that there’s only some in the family you can really blame for what happened to you.”

“As long as you don’t blame me, I’m happy,” Suzy winked at him.


Kit laughed.  “How could I blame you, Suzy?  The one vixen that came to visit me day after day?”


After Brian left, they had a very nice time just talking, for nearly three hours.  Jessie got to know Suzy and Corey better, and vice versa.  It turned out that Kendall already knew Suzy and Corey very well, since they’d come over quite a bit when he’d come over for weekends to see Vil.  They traded stories, Jessie told Suzy and Vil in detail what it was like to be pregnant, and Kendall tried to get them to talk about basketball, and promptly had pillows thrown at him.  Kit told stories about the magazine and what it was like to work with more of a family than an office, and Kendall told them about working in Brighton Industries as a PR executive, which basically meant he ran around the world telling everyone how great Brighton ships were and they should buy them.  Corey told them about the documentary he was going to shoot in Maine next month about the coastal life, how life was different in a place where there were hundreds of inhabited islands, and the coastline was such that a one hundred yard trip in a boat could take an hour by car.  “We used to spend a few weeks every summer in Maine, and it’s totally different up there,” he said.  “So we’re gonna go do a movie about the lifestyle on the islands and along the coast.  We think it’ll be pretty good.”

“Sounds nice,” Jessie said.  “I’ve never been to Maine before.”


“It’s nice up there in the summer.  In the winter, it’s about like Boston,” Corey chuckled.  “Cold.”


“Cold isn’t our problem,” Jessie giggled.  “In the winter, it’s in the fifties and sixties during the day, but sometimes it can get pretty cold at night in the winter.”

“Sixties?  That’s like summer around here,” Corey chuckled.


“We are definitely visiting them this winter,” Suzy laughed.


“You’re always welcome down in Austin, Suzy,” Kit told her.


She yawned.  “I think it’s time to go home, Corey,” she told him.  “I have to be at work in the morning.”


“I think I’d better go buy her something nice or I’m in trouble,” Corey said with a smile at her.


“You better, buster,” she winked at him.


“We should be heading home as well,” Vil said.  “Help me up, love.”

Kit and Jessie walked them back to the garage as Stanley got their cars ready for them, Vil on her crutches and the others following her.  When they got to the garage, Kit gave her a strong hug.  “Be good, sis,” he told her.  “I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”


“Sure thing.  Later, sis,” she said, hugging Vil as Kit hugged Suzy.


“Call anytime, Sue-Sue,” he told her.


“Oh, you’re using a pet name for my girl, are ya?” Corey laughed.


“He’s called me that since I was fifteen,” Suzy said, grinning at him impishly.


“Watch her, Corey, she’s a bad girl.”


“You like us bad,” she giggled.


“I’m trying to make Jessie bad, but no luck yet,” he said, smiling at her.


“I’ll make you respectable yet, handsome fox,” Jessie said, blowing him a kiss.


“See, that’s why you should never get married.  It just sucks all the fun out of life,” he sighed mournfully, then he winced and laughed when Jessie grabbed him by his good ear.


“I think someone needs to be punished,” she threatened.


“Oh baby, you know what I like,” Kit said while hunched over, which made the others erupt into helpless laughter.


The next day, it was all carried out.


Bess, Lynn, Mary, Angela, and Joy left Boston at noon, and boarded a commercial jet—first class of course—bound for Austin.  Angela and Joy were attending Harvard, so they’d be leaving Austin and coming back the day before the first day of their semester started, but the other three were there until it was over.  By 2:30, Sam, Travis, and Randy were on one of the brand new Vulpan Cessna business jets, one of three they bought and were delivered the month before, aboard a Citation CJ3 en route to their temporary duty assignment in New Orleans.  But before they left, all of them signed a letter to Uncle Zach telling them that he was wrong, that they supported Vil, and they wanted him, Jake, and Maxine to accept Vil as the family head.  Vil delivered it to Zach by means of courier, and followed that up at the board meeting by moving to remove Zach from the board permanently, demote him, and replace him with Kitstrom Brian Vulpan.  It failed, of course, because any Vulpan could veto any board proposal with just a no vote.  But it also sent the message, mainly because Vil declared that she’d be bringing the same proposal up for vote tomorrow, and the next day, and the next day, for as long as it took until it passed.

But the bigger message, by far, was the open revolt of quite a few children, and what was more damning, some of Zach, Jake, and Maxine’s own children were openly siding against them, one each from Zach and Maxine and three from Jake.  That wasn’t just them against the rest of the family, that was elements of their own immediate families siding against them.  This one fact, Vil confided to them the next afternoon, both infuriated and worried the three of them, for while they still believed they were right, they saw that their actions had divided their own families.  Travis had called his father and endured a five minute episode of being screamed at, threatened with being disowned, and even a threat to fire him from the company, to which Travis answered by hanging up on his father.

And then there was Brian.  Kit found out later the next day that Brian had gone to see Zach, Jake, and Maxine at Swan Cove and told them, flat out, that they were wrong, and he was opposing them.  For his trouble, he was nearly punched in the face, and raced through the door of the manor about five seconds ahead of an incensed Zach, who had chased him out of the house with a golf club.


Sheila and Terry were ready.  They picked up their family members at the airports and took care of them. Terry took his male cousins first to the shipyard, and then to his condo building, where they rented furnished apartments on a short term basis.  Sheila picked up the Party Pack at Bergstrom and rode with them in a limo to the Armitage, where they checked in for an extended stay.  They expected to be in Austin for about three weeks or so, for that was how long Vil expected it to take to finally wear the three elders down.

They weren’t alone, of course.  Patrick, Christopher, Steven, Victor, George, and Louis all openly supported their parents, but that was it, and there was a good chance they were supporting their parents because they were too afraid of them to rebel.  Far more youngers were siding with Vil, and there was one that was remaining silent.  Bridgette wasn’t answering any phone calls from anyone, and had vanished with her husband and children to parts unknown.


What Kit could see, sitting at the desk in the bedroom the next afternoon, that this wasn’t shaping up to just be all of them against the three elders.  Not all of the youngers were siding with Vil, either out of fear of their parents or because of honest desire to see Zach ruling the family.  He could see that Vil had to be very, very careful here, or the family would be torn apart.  If she was too rough with the elders and their kids, then the family really would shatter the way Brian feared, at least if they weren’t responsible for the attack on Vil.  If they were, though, no amount of consideration was necessary, and the family would know it.  Whoever tried to kill Vil was basically disowned, and everyone knew it.  As soon as she found out who it was, they were toast.

He should care less about it…but he couldn’t do that.  Even if he hated most of them, they were his family.  Besides, if the family was at war with itself, then nobody would be safe.  Not him, not Jessie, not his sister, not anyone.  The family had to be at peace with itself, it had to have a single ruler, and what was more important, Vil could not exact the punishments she had in mind if she came out on top, because that would alienate the rest of the family.  She could punish Zach, but couldn’t drive him out and destroy him, else his kids would want revenge on Vil, and it would start all over again.


She’d be walking a fine line, he could see.  But if anyone could do it, it was Vil.  She’d know when to use a feather, and when to use a sledgehammer.

God, did he love that wife of his.  She’d given him extra-special attention last night, which prevented him from brooding or worrying.  Then again, his family had shocked him with their behavior last night.  Not one of them made one comment about his marriage or his wife, either in his face or in private so far as he knew.  They’d been amazingly well-behaved, and a few of them had even engaged Jessie in conversation.  He’d dreaded the idea of his family being around his wife, but it seemed that he’d gotten off lucky.  No doubt it was because of Vil.  Vil’s approval of his marriage was common knowledge in the family, and her fondness for Jessie was also well known.  No doubt they were afraid to say anything about Kit’s marriage with Vil right there.

What was more disturbing, though, was how they acted towards him.  They…listened to him, even Brian.  It was almost the way they treated Vil, like they thought he was in a ruling position in the family.  That was ludicrous, because he wasn’t even a part of the family anymore.  He was up here for two reasons and two reasons only, to evict Zach from Stonebrook and to help Vil find out who tried to kill her.  When this was over, he would leave the family and go back to Austin, back to his own life, back to where he was happy.  He could never be happy up here.

Austin.  By now, his femme cousins were settling into their hotel rooms, in his city.  Why on earth did he ever suggest that they go to Austin?  Five wanton, wild Vulpans running wild through the city with large bank accounts and few inhibitions.  Well, it was a good thing that Vil owned the police, he supposed.  He had no doubt that she’d have to use her power to bail one of his cousins out of trouble within three days.


The phone rang, and when he answered it he realized he was about to find out, for it was Bess.  “Hey Luke,” she called, “we’re here and settled in.  I’m calling in for all the girls.”


“Any trouble?”


“None at all.  Sheila was here waiting for us when we got here, and she hired a limo to take us to the hotel.  This place isn’t bad.  We’ve rented the whole top floor.  That leaves one extra empty penthouse, but we rented that too to keep everyone out and keep our privacy.  My suite’s a bit small for my taste, but at least there’s enough room to feel comfy.”


“It’s a hotel, Bess,” he told her.


“Well, we’ll see. Sheila’s taking us out tonight, and I’m going to meet her.”


“You must mean Allison.”


“Yeah, she’s coming with us.”


“Just be nice, cousin,” Kit warned.  “Sheila will kick your ass if you say anything to Ally.  Then I’ll kick it when you come back up here.”


“I’ll reserve judgment until I meet her, Luke.”


“Don’t call me that,” he said wearily.


She laughed.  “Kit.  I told you, it’s gonna take me a long time to call you Kit.  Just keep hounding me until I change.”


“I’ll do that, trust me.”


“Did the boys call yet?”


“Yeah.  They’re in New Orleans and have already rented some apartments in Terry’s building.”

“Sounds better than this.”

“At least you have room service.”


“Yeah, but they can bring down servants.”


“I doubt that.  Sheila tried to get Higgins to go down to Austin for months.”


“Still, I’m not used to having to get things or do things.”


“It’s good for you,” he said dryly.  “Remember, Bess, no outrage,” he warned.  “If you get me in trouble down there, I’ll whip your tail.”

“Don’t worry, cousin, we’ll keep it quiet,” she said.  “I’m fully aware that this is your home, and we’re just visitors.”

“Remember that,” Kit said bluntly.


“Kit!” Sheila’s voice called.  “How you doing, cousin?”


“Keep them out of trouble, Sheila.”


“Oh, sure I will,” she said teasingly.


“I’ll kick your ass, Sheila,” he threatened.  “I know where you live.”


She laughed.  “And I can talk Lupe into giving me the key to your house.”


“That’s a quick way to end up back in Boston, little girl,” he retorted, which made her giggle.


“We’ll keep Sheila from getting too fancy when she tries to show off your home city, cousin,” Bess said lightly.


“You’d better, or I’ll have to come down there and send all of you home with your butts shaved and raw from the spanking.”


“Why Luke, I never knew you loved me,” Bess teased.

“You’ll find out how much I love you if I go back home to a mess I have to clean up.”


“We’ll be careful, cousin,” Bess assured him.

“Just make sure you do,” Kit told her.


“Alright, talk to you later, cousin.  Be good.”


“You’d better do the same.”


She laughed.  “Bye Luke.”


“Kit,” he corrected.


She giggled.  “Kit,” she amended.


“Bye Bess and everyone else listening,” he said dryly, then hung up.


He leaned back and sighed.  The very faint sound of a shotgun told him that Jessie had to be shooting trap again.  She was doing pretty well here so far, keeping her head and keeping herself busy, and she also did so well facing his family with both strength and kindness, and though she was a bit shy, that was just Jessie.  But she wasn’t as shy as she used to be, he realized.  Six months ago, she would have been quiet as a church when faced with his family, but instead she had been calm and gentle in interacting with his family, especially with Misty.

Jessie was growing stronger, he realized.  But as far as he was concerned, that was a good thing.  She’d been so shy when he first met her, but since getting married, she’d been growing more confident, more sure of herself.  It was nice to see, and in his family, it was something of a requirement.  If she was afraid of his family, they’d come after her like sharks.

He wanted to be with her.  He stood up and hurried out of the bedroom, heading outside to shoot trap with his wife and whoever was with her.  All these other problems could wait until tomorrow.
