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      I don’t usually do these “Author’s Notes” kind of things. It’s not really my style, and I feel like they kinda yank you out of the world you got yourself ready for. But this is a different little book than what I usually do in the Harker series, so I wanted to tell you what’s going on.


      Histories is a story collection. These are the back stories of Harker’s days before he started hunting bad guys in Charlotte. They’re also the back stories, in this case the origin story, of the Shadow Council folks. These little stories come from different places. Some I write for my Patreon patrons once a month. Some I write for anthologies. Some I just write for the hell of it, and some I write because y’all ask me “what happened,” and it gets all wormed around in my head until I write it down.


      So that’s what you have here. There are two short stories and one novella, which I thought was going to be a short story until I passed 12,000 words and wasn’t even into the meat of it.


      There will likely be more of these volumes. I don’t really know how often, it just depends on whenever I get time to write shorts and collect them. But I hope they flesh out the world a little bit for you, and I hope you enjoy them. Thanks for hanging out with me for a little while.


      JGH
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            Jazz City Blues


          


        


      


    


    

      I pried my eyes open through a crusty film and found myself face-to-face with a concrete curb. Facedown in the gutter again. My life is starting to resemble a country song. Starting to smell like one, too. I heaved myself over and flopped onto my back, the bright sunlight stabbing into my head like icepicks through my eyes.


      “Fuuuuuuck,” I groaned, struggling to an upright position. I looked around, taking stock of my situation. I was lying in the gutter on a city street. Cobbled brick sidewalks meant an old city. Beat up streets. No traffic to speak of, which was good for me since my long legs were now sticking out into the road. I wiped the sleep from my eyes and looked up, regretting as more sunlight daggers poked me in the retinas. Wrought-iron balconies. Lots of plants. Jewel-tone buildings. Smelled like stale beer and piss, with just the slightest hint of vomit on the wind. A steady stream of water ran under my ass, and I felt something fetch up against my hips. I felt around behind me and pulled up a stream of rainbow-colored beads, the cheap ones that drunken guys throw down to even drunker girls in hopes of seeing a flash of boob in…


      “New Orleans?” I croaked.


      “New Orleans,” a voice behind me said.


      I’d like to say that I leapt to my feet, ready to meet whatever threat loomed over me, but that would be bullshit. I kinda half-turned, half-rolled around until I saw the trim black woman sitting on the stoop of the shop directly behind me. She had a spectacular afro shot through with white and wore a flowing robe of bright oranges, reds, and purples. Gold and silver bangles festooned her wrists, and a pile of necklaces that Mr. T would envy encircled her neck and cascaded down her chest. She sat on the concrete step, her feet pulled up under her and elbows on her knees, clutching a black coffee mug in the shape of a skull. She looked like a cross between a kindly grandmother and a voodoo priestess.


      She was the second.


      “Good morning, Madison.”


      “Good morning, Quincy. Why are you lying in the street in front of my shop at eight in the morning?”


      “I’ll do you one better. Why am I in New Orleans?”


      “Have you been drinking again, Quincy?”


      “Apparently, I have not been drinking enough, Madison, because I find myself talking to you in an unpleasant state, which is to say stone fucking sober. Do you have anything that can remedy that for me?”


      “I do, but I am more likely to give you a hangover remedy and a place to recuperate than to give you another drink right now.”


      I struggled to my feet, finding it difficult since this chunk of Bourbon Street decided to buck and roil like the Pacific Ocean under me, but after a few stumbles and the assistance of a very kind lamppost, I managed to stabilize. “While I appreciate the offer, I believe I will be better served by continuing my quest for perpetual inebriation. After all, the perpetual inebriation machine has been one of mankind’s great quests since the dawn of the Industrial Revolution, has it not?”


      I leaned in toward the genteel black woman. “And if we’re being honest, hasn’t that revolution won yet? I mean, really?”


      Madison looked at me, pity in her eyes. “Luke told me it was bad. I didn’t realize he meant it was this bad. I’m sorry for your loss, Quincy, but you need to pull yourself together. The girl died six months ago, and you barely knew her.”


      Anger rushed through like a wildfire, burning the last vestiges of drunkenness from me, and I glared at Madison. “You don’t get to tell me who I knew. She was everything that was left of Anna in this world, and now she’s gone. No children, no grandchildren, just some octogenarian cousins in Switzerland who can’t remember her face. I can’t remember her face! I can hear her voice, still right there in my head every night, but I can’t remember her face…”


      And that was it. I dropped to my knees in the street, ruining a pair of jeans that was, if I’m being honest about it, already pretty well fucked, and curling up into a little ball at the foot of a streetlight in the Louisiana morning sun. New Orleans, that regal old bitch that she is, just looked down on my tears in the same stoic silence she gave to everything that happened in the city of jazz. Madison was better, though. After I got the most gut-wrenching sobs out of me, and when I was at least somewhat less likely to blast anyone who touched me with eldritch power, she wrapped an arm around me and helped me to my feet.


      I stood, still trembling with barely contained sobs, and she led me up the chipped steps into the narrow entrance of her voodoo shop. “Be careful,” she said. “It’s tight quarters in here. Go straight on to the back and strip. I’ll put some fresh coffee on while you get yourself wrapped up in one of the clean robes back there.”


      I opened my mouth to argue, and she grabbed my jaw. Madison wasn’t a young woman anymore. Not as old as me, but no spring chicken. But when she latched onto my face and spun me around, her grip was iron. “Do not argue with me, John Abraham Quincy Holmwood Harker. I have known you and your uncle far too long to take any shit from you at this hour of the morning. Now we are going to wash those clothes, and what can’t be salvaged, we’re going to send out to the swamp for alligator bait. You are going to get yourself a quick little whore’s bath in the sink back yonder, and you’re going to put on that silly robe I wear when I read cards or cast the bones for tourists. Don’t worry, I don’t ever wear it when I’m doing any kind of real working, so there won’t be any residual energy in the hems. You don’t have the defenses right now to protect from any of that. While you do that, I’m going to call my nephew Joseph and get him to send his boy Alexander over to Cafe du Monde for some beignets. Then we gonna sit down in my back office and make us a plan.”


      “A plan for what?” The words came out jagged, through the ruin of my throat. It sounded like I hadn’t spoken to anyone in days, maybe weeks. For all I could remember, I hadn’t. My last memory was of being in Arizona, getting a phone call I expected but still wasn’t prepared for. Then I woke up in the gutter in front of Marie Laveau’s House of Voodoo. I idly wondered what day it was, then what month. The last time I lost myself, it took four years and Luke’s intervention to pull me out. This didn’t feel that bad, but it wasn’t good, either.


      “A plan for how we going to put Quincy Harker back together, and how you going to help me get rid of all these damn zombies in New Orleans, boy. I figure if you here, and in this kind of shape, somebody up there must have seen that we need one another, and I ain’t one to ignore divine intervention.” She grabbed one of her necklaces without looking, a silver crucifix, and brought it to her lips.


      “Now go get changed, and tie up the garage bag you put them clothes in. Come to think of it, throw the washrag in there, too. You stink, boy.”
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        * * *


      


      Fifteen minutes later, I hovered over a steaming cup of Cafe du Monde’s finest coffee with white powdered sugar coating my fingers and face. “Thank you. Madison. I needed that. Now, do you have any Irish whiskey to put in this coffee? I’ll settle for bourbon, if that’s all you have.” I held out the cup to her, but she just shook her head.


      “Luke told me you were well off the reservation, Quincy, but this is ridiculous. You have work to do, boy. Get your ass together and do it.”


      “Boy? I’m older than you, old woman,” I growled.


      “Call me old woman again, and you won’t get any older, boy. Now if you so damned old, why don’t you quit acting like a baby and pull yourself together. I know full well that you lost your lady love, but I know it was also forty years ago, across an ocean, and a lot of bad people were doing terrible things then, and you did some pretty terrible things yourself when that happened. And I know that this woman you are mourning was the cousin of the woman you loved and that she died half a year and half a continent away from here. And I know that you spoke to that woman maybe half a dozen times since she moved to the United States and never mentioned that you knew Anna or that she meant anything to you.”


      She knew a lot. Seemed Uncle Luke had been telling tales out of school again. I figured he and I would chat about that the next time we saw each other. But Madison wasn’t finished raking me over the coals, apparently. “But what I know now is that you are needed here, and you are needed whole and sober. At least a little bit.”


      “I suppose I could stand with a day or two of sobriety, just to remind my liver what it feels like,” I said. “What’s going on?”


      “We got a zombie problem,” Madison said, taking a bite of beignet without getting powdered sugar all over her face. After all these decades, I’ve met two people who can manage that feat. One of them is my uncle Luke, who also happens to be the most famous vampire in history. The other is Madison. I’m not sure which one of them is more unnatural—Dracula or the voodoo priestess who eats beignets without making a mess. “We’ve always had our fair share of the walking dead, but most of them are raised for a purpose, and the priests tend to put them back where they found them when they’re done.”


      “Or else,” I muttered.


      “Well, I have been forced to give a little persuasion from time to time,” Madison agreed. “But this…infestation seems to be coming from a new player. Someone not interested in playing by the rules.”


      “That’s pretty rare, isn’t it? How long has it been since a new player came to town?”


      “Sister Evangeline was the last, and that’s been no small number of years. And I think I was the newcomer before her, so that takes us back more years than I care to reveal.”


      “And Evie’s been here for twenty years at least,” I said. “Are they voodoo or necromantic zombies?”


      Madison laughed, a rich, honey-coated sound that wrapped around me and warmed me rather than made me feel ridiculed. “Oh, child, I know you are old, but sometimes you sound like such a babe. Voodoo is necromancy. Your spells and Latin and circles are just a different way to focus the power. It’s all the same thing. But to answer the real question, which is if I have any idea who is raising the dead, I have no idea.”


      The bell over the front door dinged, and I heard Alexander greet the newcomer. He stuck his head through the beaded curtain into the back room where we sat. “Gran, we got a customer. She say she here for her reading.”


      Madison smiled. “Yes, baby, that’ll be Miss Cheryl.” She turned to me. “Cheryl comes in here every Thursday morning and has me read the cards for her weekend. She’s convinced that a husband is going to come through the front door of Big Daddy’s one night and sweep her off her giant high heels and into a lap of luxury. Every Thursday I tell her she ought to save her money for community college instead of getting her cards read because if she gets off that pole, she’s gonna have a lot better chance of finding the lap of luxury.”


      “As opposed to just a lap dance,” I said.


      “Exactly. But she don’t listen. None of you children ever do. Now get your butt back over yonder and wait in my office while I do a reading for this girl. It won’t take but about fifteen minutes. Then we’ll see about sending Alexander out to get you some fresh clothes, and you can see about helping me with my zombie problem.”


      I did as I was told and settled into Madison’s desk chair, putting my feet up on the desk just long enough to hear her yell, “Get your feet off my desk, Quincy!” I grumbled, but I did as she asked. I try not to really piss off the few friends I have left by being rude.


      I heard the clump-clump of heavy heels and the slight rattle as someone pushed aside the beaded curtain. Madison’s chair scraped across the worn hardwoods, and I assumed she stood up to greet her customer. “Hello, sweetie. How you doin’ dis mornin’?” Madison was deep into her “customer voice,” ramping up the Cajun accent and pouring molasses over every word as she spoke.


      “I’m fine, Maddie, thank you. I…I ain’t here for a reading. I just stopped by to tell you I probably ain’t gonna be coming around anymore.” The woman’s nasally voice quivered with fear or excitement. I couldn’t tell which through the wall, but I leaned forward, pushing my heightened hearing so I didn’t miss anything.


      “What’s wrong, Cheryl, sweetie? What done happened?” Madison’s voice had a hint of steel in it. I recognized that protective tone. She cared for this girl and was going to rain down hellfire on anyone who hurt her. Maybe literally. I didn’t know the full extent of Madison’s abilities, but she was no slouch as a medium and probably had more than a few tricks up those billowy silk sleeves of hers.


      The newcomer laughed. “Oh no, Maddie, it ain’t nothing like that. I done found myself a good one. He come into the club a few nights ago, and he’s been back every night since, asking just for me. Look at all this!” I heard a zipper, then a thump as something soft and heavy dropped onto the cloth-covered reading table.


      “That is a pile of money, baby girl, that I can see.”


      “He gave me all this just in three nights, Maddie. It’s almost enough to get me that cherry-red Ninja motorcycle I been wanting, with a matching helmet and some sexy riding leathers. And Maddie, he wants me to come over to his place tonight! He says he’s having a private party and wants me to entertain. Says I can make ten grand, and I don’t even gotta fuck nobody.”


      “Sweetie, are you sure you trust this guy enough to go to his house? You want me to send Alexander with you? He ain’t real tough, but he’s big, and he’s black. That’s enough to keep most white boys in line.” The women laughed, and I had to smile. Even in the relatively progressive nineties, she was right. Most white people in the South wouldn’t try anything with Alexander in the room because they’d just see a six-foot man with dark skin. They wouldn’t notice the soft hands or the posture that said he never expected to have to be in a fight.


      “Oh, Maddie, it’ll be fine. There’s gonna be three more girls from a couple other clubs there. Nobody would try to hurt us with a bunch of people around.” I could almost hear Madison sigh through the wall. Usually by the time they’ve been at it for a while, strippers have a very clear understanding about humanity. This girl, however, was the Pollyanna of pole dancers. She had no idea how much trouble she could wander into.


      “Okay, darling. I reckon you knows best, after all,” Madison said, and I felt a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach. Madison was not the type to give up easily, and if she did, it was because she had another plan. I had the distinct feeling I was the other plan.


      “Well, I just wanted to stop by and give you this. Since I’m probably going to be riding out of the Big Easy on my new red Ninja in a couple weeks, I won’t need little Jude anymore. So maybe you keep it and give it to somebody else that needs guidance from the Other Side.”


      “Oh, baby girl, I will make sure this goes to the person who needs it the most. Now you come over here and give Aunt Maddie a hug.” I heard the clump-clump of those shoes again and Madison’s chair scrape.


      “Thanks, Maddie,” the girl said, then I heard the rattle of beads. A few seconds later, the bell over the door dinged, and I heard Madison call for me.


      “Come on in here, Quincy. I know you heard every word.”


      I stood up, smoothing down the wrinkles in my robe and gave a fleeting thought to the timeline for getting me some pants. I didn’t relish the thought of me going around New Orleans after dark in this rainbow robe. I sat down in the chair opposite Madison, who had both elbows on the table and a medallion dangling from her right hand. “Saint Jude?” I asked.


      “Patron Saint of Lost Causes,” Madison replied, passing the silver necklace over to me. “I need you to—”


      “Track the girl using the medal, make sure this sugar daddy is on the up and up, and beat his ass if he isn’t. That pretty much cover it?”


      “Pretty much, but be careful, Harker. This one feels bad. It feels bad in my bones.”
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        * * *


      


      When the closest thing you have to family is the world’s oldest and most famous monster, you’re pretty well-connected to the criminal underworld in every major city in the world. With New Orleans holding one of the top spots for murder in the late nineties, Luke knew everybody who was anybody in the city. That meant that it was ridiculously easy for me to walk around the French Quarter less than twelve hours after waking up drunk in the gutter with a fully restocked wallet, a new set of fake identification, and a nice Colt 1911 pistol in a holster under my arm. The only thing missing in my equipment was the serial numbers on the pistol. Funny how those have a tendency to vanish around Uncle Luke’s associates.


      I stopped at a beer stand wedged between two buildings and grabbed an almost-cold Budweiser. It tasted like horse piss, but carrying something around made me look a little less conspicuous. I was decked out in thrift store jeans, a pair of ill-fitting Air Force surplus boots, a New Orleans Saints t-shirt under a light denim jacket, and a black baseball cap with some sort of athletic logo on it. Cheryl’s Saint Jude medal was in my jacket pocket, close to my left hand, the tracking spell I cast on it making a steady tug in one direction. I parked myself at a table by the window at The Famous Door across the street from Big Daddy’s Topless & Bottomless and kept an eye on the entrance.


      Madison gave me a rough description of Cheryl, but it was hard to narrow the stream of skinny white girls with big boobs down to just the one that I was looking for. But as one particular girl stepped out into the neon glow of the night, the medal in my pocket gave a harder tug than normal. This must be her. I fixed her in my memory, making sure I could find this stripper in the Bourbon Street crowd. She was tall and that special kind of skinny that speaks of a little too much indulgence in Bolivian Marching Powder. Her hair was a platinum blond, and I was impressed at the attention to detail she used to make sure that her roots were dyed a nice deep brown. She’d traded in the clunky heels she wore into Madison’s shop for a pair of white Keds, but I would have put money on there being shoes with Lucite platform heels in the duffel bag she had slung over one shoulder.


      Cheryl wiped her nose and turned left toward Canal Street, and I got up to go follow. My path was blocked by a wall wearing a black t-shirt, who put a hand on my chest and growled, “Two drink minimum, asshole. You owe ten bucks for the rent on the stool.”


      I looked up at the goon, who had a thick Magnum P.I. mustache, despite Tom Selleck being off the air for a decade, and more muscles than sense. I do not have time for this shit. “Here’s a ten. Have a nice life.” I peeled a bill off the roll in my pocket and stuffed it into the neck of his skintight t-shirt.


      His hand didn’t move, but his eyebrows lifted at the sight of the roll of cash on me. “I said fifty.”


      “You said ten,” I said, scowling. I needed to hurry, but this guy was quickly pushing me past the point of discretion.


      “Now it’s fifty.”


      “Now you can go fuck yourself.” I took a step back, making sure to give him room to swing. I was happy to give him one free shot. I could take it, and if I couldn’t, I heal fast. But I didn’t want to get in a wrestling match with some jackass the size of a grizzly bear.


      He obliged and punched me in the jaw, spinning me around and dropping me to one knee. I concentrated as much as I could with stars exploding across my vision, and muttered, “Ferrum.” My fist flashed white, then reddish-brown as the flesh on my hand turned to solid iron. I spun around and landed a punch of my own, right on the point of Magnum’s jaw. He dropped like a sack of potatoes, and the band on stage froze at the crack that rang out through the bar.


      I dispelled the magic wrapping my hand and turned to the room. “Y’all saw it, right? He hit me first. Now I’m leaving. But you might need to call a doctor for Mr. Glassjaw here.” I stepped over the unconscious extortionate bouncer onto the sidewalk, letting the tide of insanity that is Bourbon Street envelop me and carry me along. I dodged beads, breasts, and spilled beer as I wove through the crown toward Canal Street, following the insistent tug of the necklace in my pocket. I moved through the crowd almost unnoticed, using my unnatural speed and grace to navigate the sea of humanity. I reached the mouth of Bourbon Street just in time to see Cheryl get into the back seat of a waiting Town Car and pull out into traffic heading away from the crowds and north into the night.


      “Shit,” I muttered, then flagged down a taxi. I slid into the back seat, wrinkling my nose at the smell of stale sweat and barely-cleaned vomit. “Follow that Town Car,” I said.


      The driver, a black dude with short dreads, looked back at me and grinned. “You joking, right, man? Where you really want to go?”


      I shoved a hundred-dollar bill in his face and said, “I want you to follow that goddamn Town Car and not let it out of your sight. If you can stay on it, there’s another hundred for you whenever it stops. My girlfriend is in that car, and I think she’s cheating on me. I want to beat the shit out of the guy who’s screwing her, and then I’m gonna win my girl back. Now drive!” Somehow, he bought that line of shit. Or he just didn’t give a fuck and took the hundred. I didn’t care which; I just cared that he put the cab in drive and peeled out after the black Lincoln.


      We drove north for several miles, then turned right on Jefferson David Parkway back into the heart of the city. A couple more twists and turns later, and the Town Car pulled up to the back gates of St. Louis No. 3 Cemetery. The driver cut the lights and pulled over, turning back to me. “You sure she’s meeting a guy here? ‘Cause that’s some kinky shit, man. I don’t know if I want a chick so freaky she wants to fuck in a cemetery.”


      I handed him another hundred dollars and opened the door, saying, “I don’t want a woman who doesn’t want to fuck in a cemetery.” Then I slid out of the cab and pushed the door closed slowly so as to muffle the sound. Ahead of me, Cheryl stepped out of the Lincoln, flanked by two no-neck goons in double-breasted suits. They each took an elbow and guided her to a section of fence that swung open at a touch from one of the men. I followed, but the fence locked behind them, and I had to jump to the top of the fence, then spring over to the top of the nearest crypt. Jumping from tomb to tomb made it easy enough to follow Cheryl and the goons through the graveyard without being seen, and it also gave me a good vantage point to see what was coming up ahead of me.


      I did not like what I saw ahead of me.


      A man stood in front of a huge family crypt, in a circle with candles at the five points of the pentacle. And, of course, this guy was facing away from the top of the circle and working widdershins, sprinkling a dark liquid around the circle counter-clockwise as he turned and chanted. I strained to hear him, but just a few words of Latin drifted to my ears. Nothing specific sounded familiar, just some gibberish about doors, portals, and breaches. Yeah, that sounds pretty much awful. I can’t think of any time some asshole in a long black bathrobe in a cemetery has ever said something about breaching portals, and it’s turned out good for anybody.


      I hopped to the roof of a nearby crypt, then leapt into the lowest-hanging branches of an old live oak and scurried high into the tree. Inching out over the walkways gave me a better vantage point on the proceedings and provided better cover against discovery on the off chance that somebody decided to look up. Bathrobe looked over to where Goon 1 and Goon 2 stood with Cheryl between them and drew back his hood.


      “Hello, darling. I trust you are well this evening?”


      The worried look Cheryl wore vanished at the sight of his face, and her broad smile lit up the walkway. Dammit. She actually likes this douche. “Babycakes! I was getting scared out here. I don’t like creepy stuff like cemeteries, and these goobers you sent to give me a ride wouldn’t tell me where we was going or nothing.” She took a step toward Bathrobe, but Goon 1 grabbed her arm and held her in place. I could see the pain flash across her face as he yanked her back, but she wiped it away with the practice of a woman who’s spent a long time pretending not to be hurt. “Hey, asshole! Let me go. I want to go lay some lovin’ on my man. Or does that make you jealous?”


      Bathrobe spoke again, and his oily voice matched the greasy dark hair that he wore slicked back from his receding crown. “Cheryl, my love. I am so happy that you could join us for this, the finest night of my ascension. I only regret that you will not be able to share its completion with me. But fear not, my sweet. You shall play a crucial role in our festivities.”


      “What are you talking about, babe? I thought we was leaving town tonight. And where’s the party? There was supposed to be other girls and a bunch of rich dudes. And ten grand…” Cheryl pulled against Goon 1’s grip, but he didn’t even have to work at keeping her still. Cheryl was maybe a buck-fifty soaking wet, and both of these goons were double that if they were an ounce. I kept my attention on Bathrobe but tried to scoot along the branch so that I’d land on one of the goons if I dropped out of the tree.


      “Oh, you are, my love. You are most definitely leaving tonight.” Bathrobe reached behind him and drew a silver kris, a wavy knife that magical wannabes like to use in their faux rituals. Real practitioners use a nice little athame, or just whatever’s handy. It’s the blood that’s important. The knife very seldom matters, unless it has some residue from the last person to bleed on it. Me, I usually just use my pocketknife. I try not to use blood magic, but when I do, it’s my own blood. Bathrobe very obviously had other plans.


      Cheryl started to struggle in earnest when she saw the blade. “Nah, Victor. I done told you, I ain’t into all that kinky stuff. A little bondage is fine, especially the silk scarves, I kinda like that. But no blood stuff and no wax. That stuff got in my hair last time, and I had to melt it to get it out. I almost burned my scalp off! So, I’m sorry, baby, but if this is the way you wanna roll, I’m going to have to go back to Big Daddy’s. This whole scene is starting to creep me out, anyway.” She yanked against the goon’s grip, and after the third hard pull, she reared back and kicked him right in the shin. That’s when I noticed she had changed shoes into the big clunky heels I heard at Madison’s shop earlier. Goon 1 let go of her arm and jumped back, cursing, and Cheryl bolted off into the cemetery, wobbling on her platform shoes but making pretty good time. Goon 2 took off after her, with Goon 1 limping along behind.


      Bathrobe watched them go, shaking his head. I couldn’t help myself. I laughed. Bathrobe’s head snapped up, and he clapped his hands together with a shouted, “Illuminus!”


      The branch I was sitting on burst into a brilliant white, throwing everything in our part of the cemetery into stark daylight. I winced at the onslaught of painful brilliance, then hopped down. I bent my legs to take the impact of the twelve-foot drop, but otherwise didn’t do anything to show that it had been any big deal. The very minor levitation spell I cast as I jumped insured that it wasn’t a big deal at all. “Hi there,” I said, looking at Bathrobe. “Quincy Harker. You are?”


      The skinny man looked completely flummoxed at the sight of a man dropping nearly two stories to land in front of him in what I’m sure he thought was a deserted cemetery, except, of course, for him and his folks. His brown eyes were wide in his pale face, making his thin beard look even patchier along his waxy skin. “Who the hell are you?” he asked.


      “I think I just mentioned that. Quincy Harker—magician, problem-solver, all-purpose badass. And once again, you are…?”


      “I’m Maeve the Mighty!” He puffed out his skinny chest and put his fists on his hips.


      “I thought your name was Victor. And isn’t Maeve a woman’s name?” I asked, as much to see his chest deflate as anything else. He didn’t disappoint.


      He shrank in on himself, and his face reddened. “Do you think I would tell that harlot my true name? I am indeed the legendary Maeve the Mighty!” This time the pose didn’t seem quite as heroic. More pitiful, really.


      “Never heard of you,” I said. “But whatever. What are you doing with the nice young lady? She thought you were whisking her away to be married. I’m guessing that isn’t the case, what with all the trappings for dark magic and all.”


      Trappings was being generous, frankly. Now that I was close enough to see the details, his candles weren’t black—they were white pillar candles that somebody, I assume Maeve the Ridiculous, had spray-painted. Melting spray paint stinks to high heaven, by the way. His circle was also broken in two places by a crack in the concrete sidewalk, and the Enochian runes were almost all upside down. And they didn’t say anything. It looked a lot more like he’d copied symbols off of Led Zeppelin and Slayer albums trying to cast a spell.


      “I am going to summon a zombie horde the likes of which this city has never seen! They will all tremble before the coming zombie apocalypse, and only my magic will be able to save New Orleans from the tide of undeath that is coming!”


      I managed to stop myself before I asked him how long he rehearsed that little speech. Instead, I said, “So you’re responsible for the increase in zombies lately? Good to know. What does Cheryl have to do with all that? She’s missing one critical part of zombie-ism. She’s not dead.”


      “Oh, but she will be,” Maeve said with what I’m sure he practiced as his evil mastermind grin. Really, it just looked like a shitty preteen ogling his dad’s Sports Illustrated Swimsuit Issue. “She shall be the final sacrifice to raise my army of the undead! All my efforts up to now have been but minor workings, using the life force of animals to raise a few of the creatures. But with Cheryl’s energy, the life force of a virgin sacrificed under the new moon, will…what?” His monologue trailed off, and he glared at me.


      It took me a minute, but I wiped my eyes and managed to stop laughing. “What was that about her being a virgin? How the fuck do you figure that? Son, she is a thirty-year-old stripper in New Orleans. You’re going to have a better chance finding a virgin at a Tulane frat party than you will on Bourbon Street. That girl is no more a virgin than I am a teetotaler, or you are a wizard. So let’s just end this charade now. You quit fucking around with magic you don’t understand, leave the goddamn neighborhood cats alone, and go back to whatever kind of bullshit you do for money. That way I don’t have to rip off any pieces of you that you might want to use later.”


      “Do you have any idea who you’re speaking to, you piece of worthless English trash?”


      Now, I’ll admit, my accent does come out more when I’ve been drinking, and by the best of my reckoning, this was the first sober night I’d spent in six months, so I could handle the “English” bit. But my family was pretty solidly middle class, maybe even a little better, and for the past seventy years or so, I’d been hanging out with Luke, who is a legitimate Count, so I was not going to stand for being called trash by some asshole in his father’s bathrobe. I walked toward him, my pace even, slow, and very predatory. “I don’t know who you are. I don’t care who you are. I don’t give a fuck if you’re Prince Charles or the grandson of John F. Kennedy. Right now, you’re just another fuckwit magician with a spellbook he can’t read, a circle he can’t scribe, and the barest hint of power he can’t direct. So if you don’t want to learn what it means to fuck with Quincy Goddamn Harker, you’d better change your name to Vanished.” I walked right up to the outer edge of his ten-foot casting barrier and stopped.


      He stood in his circle, his half-drawn chalk circle with its fucked up symbology, and glared at me with his arms folded across his chest. “You cannot breach my magical wards, fool. I am protected inside this circle from all threats, be they physical or metaphysical.”


      “I don’t need to get metaphysical with you, jackass. I’ll stick to the physical and just beat your ass.” Then I reached out, grabbed him by the front of his robe, and dragged him out of the circle. His feet dragged, making even bigger breaks in the ward, and the tiny bit of energy he had dancing across the half-assed barricade flickered out.


      “How? You can’t do that! The books—”


      He stopped talking when my fist connected with his nose. I turned his pointy little snoot into a flattened mass of blood and cartilage with three quick punches, then I flung him six feet to sprawl across the concrete. He rolled to a stop right at the feet of Goon 2, who looked down at his unconscious boss, eyes wide.


      “What did you do to Melvin?” the goon asked.


      “Melvin?”


      “Yeah, Melvin de la Rocque. His dad’s Marvin de la Rocque, the businessman,” Goon replied.


      “Businessman,” I repeated. That was a good word for it. Marvin “The Rock” de la Rocque controlled all the hookers and drugs in the Quarter. Not the weed because that was purely the domain of Papa Greenleaf, a witch doctor and marijuana dealer who had been known to imbue his crops with some “special encouragement” from time to time. Papa’s weed was the best shit I’d ever laid my eyes on, and I’m been almost everywhere on the planet.


      “Yeah, he’s a totally legitimate businessman,” Goon 1 said, stepping back into the light from behind a crypt. He had Cheryl slung over one shoulder, unconscious.


      “Well, his totally not legitimate half-baked wizard son has been murdering pets to make zombies. Tonight, he planned to kill that woman to raise a zombie army.”


      “I know,” came a new voice. A man stepped out from behind Goon 1. He moved like money and power crammed into a double-breasted suit. He had the same nose as Maeve, or Melvin, and the same hairstyle, but on him, it looked classy and styled, while on his kid, it just looked greasy. “Melvin has been getting more and more involved with the occult lately and neglecting his duty to the family. I am very disappointed in him.”


      “If he’d managed to raise a fuckton of zombies tonight, I think we’d all be a lot more than disappointed,” I said.


      “With that spell? With those workings? Come on, Mr. Harker. You and I both know he would have been lucky to raise three half-crazed ghouls with this magic. The city was never in any danger.”


      “Cheryl was.” My voice was low, and from the glint in de la Rocque’s eyes, I could see he knew I was pissed. I don’t like powerful people using normal people and throwing them away. It bothers me.


      “She was,” Melvin’s dad agreed. “That is why I sent Gog and Magog here to look after her. They were under strict orders to step in should Melvin fail to come to his senses before he harmed the girl. She was in no danger, and when she awakens, she will be at home, in her bed, with a note of apology from me and double the money she expected to receive tonight in cash on her dresser.”


      “Gog and Magog? Really?”


      “An affectation, yes, but convenient. After all, can you tell them apart?”


      “I’ll give you that. So you knew what your kid was up to, and you sent Heckle and Jeckle here to make sure he didn’t kill anybody, but now what? You’re just going to take him home and pretend this never happened? He’s played with power, and he knows it’s real. He’s either got to be trained, burned out, or killed. That’s the deal. Otherwise, he’s just going to go back into the same shit.”


      De la Rocque stepped up to me, his jaw set. “Are you going to kill my only son, Mr. Harker?” He wasn’t a big man, but I could feel the power coming off him. Not just magic, even though there was some of that. No, most of what he exuded was authority. This was not a man accustomed to being fucked with.


      “Not tonight, Mr. de la Rocque. Not tonight. But if I hear of any random zombies popping up around New Orleans, I’m going to come back down here. And if I come back down here, whoever is causing trouble is going to die. If that’s Melvin, so be it. If it’s you…”


      “It it’s me, what?” de la Rocque asked, his voice almost a whisper.


      “Then so fucking be it,” I whispered back. “Clean up your house, Mr. de la Rocque. Because if I have to clean it up, you aren’t going to like what I do with the trash.” I turned to Goon 1. “You so much as cop a feel on that girl while she’s knocked out, and I will cast a spell that will make your balls shrivel up and fall off. You got me?”


      The big man nodded and took a step back. I looked around at the bunch—the crime lord, the ineffectual wizard, the bodyguards, and the stripper. I wondered, not for the first time, if I was doing the right thing even saving them. Then I saw the face of a young Jewish woman, her pale skin in stark contrast to the dark brown hair that framed her face and made her hazel eyes stand out. I saw Anna’s face in my memory, and for the first time in nearly fifty years, I didn’t break down in tears at the thought of her. That’s when I knew that no matter how broken, stupid, or pitiful these people were, they were my broken, stupid, pitiful people to save, just like Anna had once saved me. She died for saving me, and if that’s what it cost me to save all these idiots, then I guess I’d be tilting windmills ‘til Sancho rode his last.


      I turned and walked back to the entrance of St. Louis Cemetery No. 3 having been reminded in that place of death exactly why I was alive.


    


  




  

    

      

        

          

            II


          


        


      


    


  


  

    

      

        

          

            Hammer Time


          


          Phoenix, 2001


        


      


    


    
    


  




  

    

      

        

          

            1


          


          

            Hammer Time


          


        


      


    


    

      She looked down at the gaily wrapped gift, which could only be one thing. “I told you I don’t want that hammer,” Joanna said to her mother.


      “And I told you that you were getting that hammer when you graduated from college, whether you want it or not. I am not going to look at that thing in my home one more minute,” Cassandra Harrison said.


      “Then get rid of it!” Jo said, snatching the nine-pound maul up by the gift-wrapped handle. She stripped the paper from the haft, pulled the ribbon from the head, and tore the rest of the wrapping away. She looked down at the hammer, her Great-Grandfather’s “legacy” with a sneer.


      “I don’t want this thing, Mama. I don’t want to use it, I don’t want to own it, I don’t want to see it.”


      Cassandra Skyler Harrison looked at her daughter, a fierce woman of twenty-two with her father’s strong shoulders and her own dark eyes and high cheekbones. “I know, baby. I know you hate that nasty hunk of iron and wood as much as I do. But it’s yours. Your daddy got it when his parents died, and they got it when your Great-Granddaddy died. It’s got to be passed down.”


      “But it don’t have to be took up,” Jo said, letting the handle slide through her fingers ’til the head thunked down to the floor. “And I’m not going to. I’m not going out there hunting fairytale monsters and getting myself cut to ribbons by some damn junkie like Daddy.”


      Cassandra’s face knit, and Jo didn’t miss the expression. “What?”


      Her mother didn’t reply.


      “What is it, Mama?”


      The older woman reached out and took the hammer’s handle from her daughter. Leaning it against a wall, she took her daughter by an elbow and led her to the sofa in their small living room. The den was clean and neat, if simply furnished. A sofa, two armchairs, and a coffee table in front of the television, it was the All-American family room, centered around the “idiot box,” as Cassandra called it. Both end tables were piled high with biographies and romance novels, with art books and hardcover thrillers from the library littering the coffee table. The room was cozy, lit with table lamps situated for the reading that the two women did much more often than they watched TV.


      Depositing Jo on the sofa, Cassandra sat in an armchair, idly picking at a frayed spot a long-dead cat left. “I need to tell you something about your daddy, sweetheart. He made me promise not to tell you until you were ready to take up his hammer, and I’ve respected his wishes all these years, no matter how much it pained me.”


      Jo scooted forward to the edge of the couch and leaned forward, her elbows on her knees. “What is it, Mama?”


      “A junkie didn’t kill your daddy, baby. And he wasn’t hunting fairytales. He died fighting a werewolf.”


      Joanna looked at her mother, one eyebrow arching so high it looked like it was making a break for it. “Mama, are you crazy? Has your Alzheimer’s finally started? Werewolves ain’t real.”


      Cassandra didn’t crack a smile, just sat there watching her daughter. “They’re real, they’re mean as hell, and one of them killed your daddy. I know, because I was there and I watched that thing rip him apart.”


      “No, you were with me when he died. I was with you when the police came to tell us.”


      “I was with you when the police came, because I came home to be with you while somebody else cleaned up the scene. I couldn’t hurt a werewolf, and there was nothing I could do for Alex, but I could be with my baby. So I came home, and tried to think about what I was going to do, and how I was going to act, and when they knocked on my door, I just…fell apart.”


      “I remember.” The scene flooded back to Jo, still burned into her memory after nearly fifteen years. It was late, and the knock on the door roused her from sleep. She padded down the hall, stood at the top of the stairs. Daddy hadn’t been home when she went to bed, but she knew he’d run up the stairs and shower her with kisses now that he was home.


      But it wasn’t Daddy. Daddy wouldn’t knock. There was Mama at the door in her robe, and when she opened it, there were two policemen out there. One was a big white man, and a skinny white policeman stood behind him. Jo couldn’t hear what they said, but the sound that her mother made never left her, even after all this time. She let out a howl like a wounded animal, a cry of such pain and loss that Jo knew something really bad had happened, and that nothing would be the same ever again.


      “I saw you!” Jo snapped at her mother. “I watched those policemen tell you about Daddy, and you just…crumpled. You’re telling me now that you knew all along?”


      “I did,” Cassandra said, only the tremble in her chin betraying the strain of keeping herself under control. “I knew what they were going to say, but I’d been trying to deny it. I’d spent the whole time since I left your daddy laying in the alley covered in his own blood hoping and praying that I was wrong, that there was some way he could be alright, but he wasn’t. He was gone, and I had left him there to die.”


      “You left him…to come home to me.”


      Cassandra looked her daughter in the eye, and Jo saw the steel eyes she’d grown up under. “Alex had his responsibilities, and I had mine. His killed him, and it was on me to make sure they didn’t kill you, too.”


      “Why haven’t you told me this before? You just let me believe…for years.”


      “I let you believe that the world was normal for a little while longer. I always thought that as long as you didn’t have that hammer in your hand, that maybe the world would turn normal before you had to learn about all this.”


      “Well, you can just turn it back normal for all I care. I ain’t swinging this hammer, Mama. I ain’t carrying this hammer and I ain’t gonna take it up to fight no make-believe monsters. I’ve got a college degree, a teaching job starting in the fall, and a cute-ass boy to meet at the Crimson Rosebud tomorrow night. It’s Jazz Night, and he says he loves Coltrane.”


      “You found a boy that likes Jazz? In Phoenix?” Cassandra mimicked her daughter’s incredulous eyebrow.


      Jo laughed, and as she did, she felt a door close on her past. “I don’t think he knows Coltrane from Night Train, but he’s got a degree in engineering, and blue eyes that will make you tingle in all the right places.”


      “You think he’s Mr. Right, baby?”


      “Mama, I think he’s gonna be lucky if he’s Mr. Right Now, but I’m gonna give it a shot. Worst case, I’ll listen to jazz and have a pretty boy buy my drinks all night.”


      “Well, don’t give away nothing you can’t ever get back,” Cassandra said, pursing her lips.


      Jo’s laughed ricocheted off the walls. “Oh Mama, I ain’t had that to give since my junior prom! Now take this antique, hang it back up over your fireplace, and give me a hug. I’m going home, gonna fix me a big stiff drink, and forget you ever told me any crazy stories about werewolves, and forget I ever laid hands on this hammer.”


      “It’s yours, Joanna,” her mother said, her voice sharp. “You don’t want it, you don’t have to keep it. But you have to take it out of here. I am finally shed of the thing that got your daddy killed, and I am not having it under my roof one more minute. Now pick up your present and give me a kiss.”


      Jo did as she was told, albeit with a scowl as she hefted the hammer. She kissed her mother on the cheek, picked up her car keys, and stopped by the front door. “Don’t look too close in the bottom of your trash can and it’ll all be fine, Mama.”


      “You put that thing in my trash can and I’ll tan your hide. You take it out of here, girl!"


      “Yes ma’am.” Jo laughed and walked out into the night, the hammer slung over one shoulder like one of the cartoon dwarves headed off to the mines with their pickaxes. She opened the back seat of her Toyota Corolla, tossed the heavy implement onto the back seat, and slid behind the wheel.


      She cranked the car and backed out of her mother’s driveway, muttering “Werewolves…I swear that old woman’s getting senile” as she drove off toward her apartment. She never saw the dark form of the man who stepped out of the shadows by her mother’s small house, watching her as she drove away.
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        * * *


      


      Joanna pulled up into the reserved parking space for her apartment building, scowling as she saw an unfamiliar car parked in the other reserved spot. Her roommate was gone for the weekend, visiting her boyfriend in San Diego, and nobody should be in that space. “Whatever,” she muttered, getting out of the car with her purse in one hand and her keys in the other. “Long as they’re gone before Tia gets home Sunday night, I don’t care.”


      She closed the driver’s door, turned to head up the sidewalk to her second-floor apartment, then groaned. “That damn hammer.” She slung her purse across her body, opened the back door, and dragged the heavy tool out of the back seat. As she stepped back to close the door, a rush of wind was the only warning she had before something huge slammed into her.


      Jo crashed to the pavement, her keys flying across the sidewalk to land in the grass, and the hammer clanging off the asphalt. She hit the ground with a heavy thud and tried to roll, crawl, or scramble away from whoever, whatever, tackled her. But she was smothered in hair, and snarling body.


      It’s a dog. The biggest damn dog I’ve ever seen, though. She found the beast’s mouth, snapping toward her face suddenly, and slammed an elbow into its nose. The hound drew back with a yelp, and Jo broke free enough to gain a second’s separation. She clambered to her feet, looking around the parking lot for anyone walking by who could help.


      Her reprieve was too brief to do more than catch her breath and glance around, then the dog was on her again. It leapt straight at her throat, barreling her to the ground again and driving the air from her lungs. Jo had barely half a second to process, then instinct kicked in and she rolled over, pinning the giant dog between her body and the front tire of the car beside her. Glad for the light leather jacket she wore, she scrabbled free enough to drive her fist into the crazed dog’s soft underbelly. It yelped in her ear, then snapped at her, closing its teeth on her forearm as she wedged her lightly protected arm into its mouth.


      “Get off me!” she panted, and jabbed a thumb into the dog’s eye. That did the trick, and the beast kicked at her to get free. Jo flung her arms wide, trying to get separation from the animal, and as it broke free of her, she scooted back onto her rump, then used the still-open door of the car to pull herself to her feet.


      “What the fuck?” she said, her breath coming in great gasps as she got her first good look at the dog. No, wolf, she corrected, because that was no dog. Or if it was, it was the biggest damn dog she’d ever seen. That thing was taller than her waist at its shoulder and must have weighed two hundred pounds. No wonder it knocked me on my ass.


      “What do you want, pooch? Do I smell like kibble to you? No, don’t answer that, just get the hell out of here.” She kept her eyes on the massive canine in the sparse light of her apartment’s parking lot. The property manager couldn’t be bothered to replace all the broken streetlights, and that made for a lot of dark pools and shadows, but this thing was way too big to hide in those. “Go on, go!” she shouted at the dog, half hoping to drive it away, half hoping if she made enough racket, the nosy bitch in 2-C would call the police on her. “Get out! Get!”


      The wolf cocked its head to the side and huffed at her. If she didn’t know better, Jo would swear it was laughing at her. Then it ran at her again, and nothing was funny at all. The wolf came fast, and Jo barely managed to swing the driver’s door open and slam it into the beast’s face before she was knocked to the ground again. As it was, the impact knocked her back and shut the car door forcefully, a new wolf-sized dent in the body.


      Jo reached behind her to push off of the asphalt and felt wood under her right hand. She turned her head, and old John Henry’s hammer was right there next to her. She looked at the dazed wolf getting to its feet, then at the hammer, and a vicious grin split her face. Jo got to her feet, hefting the nine-pound hammer into both hands. She looked at the wolf, which looked a lot less certain about attacking her now that she had slammed a car door into its head and was armed besides.


      Jo didn’t even bother thinking about the fact that she was attributing human intelligence to an animal, she just grinned at it and said, “come on, asshole. I’ve got something for you, now.”


      As she stood, her bloodied hands slipped a little on the hammer’s handle. Jo wiped her hands on her jeans one at a time, then hefted the weapon before her. She backed away from the wolf, sliding between her car and the one next to it until she was in the middle of the parking lot, standing in the cone of orange light cast by a rare functioning streetlamp. “Come on!” She yelled, and this time she saw lights flicker on in a couple of the apartments near hers. Yeah, now you assholes wake up, she thought.


      The wolf stalked her, weaving from side to side, its gait almost hypnotic as it approached. It stopped just past the taillights of her car, then reared back onto it haunches. Jo felt her grip on the hammer loosen, and she forced herself to hold on as the sight before her became more unbelievable.


      The wolf, for now there was no question that it was an overgrown dog, began to change. Its nose shrank, its forelegs stretched, and its back paws lengthened into what almost looked like feet. Jo stared, her eyes bugging nearly out of her skull as the relatively normal-looking, if smarter than the average canine, wolf began to morph into something between dog and human, some kind of horror movie vision of a…werewolf???


      “What. The. Fuck?” Jo stood there, stock still, and her jaw dropped as the creature advanced on her. It tromped across the asphalt, standing on two legs, its forelegs now as long as a person’s arms and tipped with skeletal fingers ending in vicious claws. A nasty grin spread across the beast’s mouth as it approached almost within arm’s reach. It reared back one terrible arm to strike her down, and Jo closed her eyes, wishing she’d given her mother’s words a little more credence as she knew she was about to be struck down just like her father—by a werewolf. A real live, about to rip her heart out in the parking lot, werewolf.


      “I don’t think so, fuzzy.” The voice was deep, a little raspy, with a hint of an accent. It came from behind the wolf-man, and the creature whirled around to face its source. Joanna couldn’t see the speaker, but she knew she couldn’t let this idiot Good Samaritan die on her behalf.


      She raised the hammer high overhead and charged, letting out a bloodcurdling shriek as she sprinted across the ten yards separating her and the werewolf.


      “Joanna, no!” the voice shouted, but Jo was committed. She ran right at the werewolf, stopping less than three feet from the monster, and swung her Great-Grandfather’s hammer like she was Hank Aaron. The black and pitted iron of the hammer crashed into the wolf’s left arm and shoulder with a sickening crunch of pulverized bone and shredded cartilage, and the wolf let out a howl that made Jo’s head feel as though it were going to split right down the middle.


      But it didn’t go down. It screamed in pain, but it didn’t fall, and Jo barely had time to pull her hammer back before it lashed out at her with its right hand. Hand? Paw? Whatever, she thought, bringing the hammer’s handle up to block the slash of talons coming for her face.


      Every self-defense clash and kung fu movie she’d ever sat through came rushing back to her, and she remembered, in a spark of memory that would make her laugh later, words of wisdom from Sam Elliott in Roadhouse. “It don’t matter how big a man is, you smash his knee, he’s going to go down.” So she ripped the hammer free of the monster’s claws and spun the big head around into the side of the werewolf’s knee. It sounded like Rice Krispies as she splintered the tips of the beast’s femur, and the big monster went down.


      “Get out of the way!” the mystery voice yelled at her, and she looked up to see who was yelling. A slender man with short dark hair and a week’s worth of stubble stood ten feet away, his hands glowing with purple light. Jo danced back from the screaming wolf’s claws, holding her hammer in front of her like a shield.


      The trim man raised his hands over his head, clenched them into fists, and shouted “Draco Ignis!” His fists flared red, and fire shot from his hands to engulf the wolf. The monster shrieked even louder, but the man didn’t let up. He stalked forward, his unwavering gaze locked on the burning creature before him. The wolf writhed and shrieked, but the man never flinched. Finally, he stood directly over the guttering remnants of the beast as the last scraps of its flesh and bones were incinerated. Then, and only then, did he unclench his fists. The purple light winked out, and he looked at Jo with a little half-smile that made her stomach flip over and other parts of her suddenly come to the forefront and demand attention.


      He held out a now glow-free hand, “Quincy Harker, at your service.”


      Jo shook his hand, opened her mouth to speak, and the enormity of everything she’d just gone through hit her like a tidal wave. “That…that was a…that was a fucking werewolf!”


      Harker chuckled, and hit her with that nerve-wracking smile again. “Yes, yes it was.”


      “That can’t happen. Werewolves aren’t real.”


      “Tell that to your car.” He pointed behind him to the huge dent in the driver’s door, then spun around to catch a falling Joanna as she fainted dead away.
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        * * *


      


      Joanna woke up confused and rolled over onto her side, then froze as a voice came from behind her. “I wouldn’t do that.”


      A quick check of her surroundings clued her in that she was lying on her sofa, so she spun around and got to her feet, looking around for something to throw at the intruder.  A dark-haired man sat in an armchair just a few feet away, and there was nothing close at hand, so Jo hopped over the back of the couch to put something more substantial than a coffee table between her and the intruder.


      “Who the fuck are you?” she asked. Her eyes darted around for her cell phone, but she didn’t see it anywhere. She sprinted to the kitchen and grabbed the cordless off the counter. She pressed the TALK button, then quickly dialed 911. She put the handset to her ear, but lowered it back to the counter when no dial tone came to her ear.


      “It’s unplugged, love,” the man said, holding up the grey telephone cord. “We need to talk. Now we can do that here, like civilized people, or we can do it out there in the wide world whenever something comes to kill you again. Your choice.” He took a sip from a mug labeled “#1 Daughter” and looked at her over the rim.


      The rich smell from the counter hit Jo, strangely shaking her fear away. “You made coffee?”


      “I’m one of the good guys. I figured if I was going to break into your house I should at least have a cup of coffee waiting for you when you wake up. Establish my good guy bona fides a little.”


      Who the hell is this guy?  But he had a point, Jo mused. A thief, or worse, would have just done his business while she was out cold and been gone before she woke up. And after all, he did kinda safe her from the… “Was that a werewolf we fought?”


      The man stood up and walked past her into the tiny kitchen. He opened the cabinet, pulled down a mug, rinsed it in the sink, and poured a cup of coffee. Then he pulled a battered flask from his jacket pocket and poured a healthy slug of whiskey into the mug. “You’re gonna want more than black coffee if we’re jumping right in. I find that it’s best to properly lubricate the mind before we begin discussion the supernatural for the first time.”


      He set the flask down next to the Irish Coffee and walked back over to the chair. Jo watched him go, astonished at this skinny Englishman who just waltzed into her life like he owned the place. He was ballsy, she had to give him that at least. But he also had a point. She picked up the flask and mug and walked back into the den. “You forgot your flask,” she said, holding it out to him.


      “You hang on to it. Depending on how this talk goes, you’re going to need it more than I do. You might want a few aspirin, too. You took a couple of pretty good tumbles out there. I cleaned your cuts and scrapes best I could without taking your clothes off, but you’re out of hydrogen peroxide.”


      “I don’t…” she stopped. He didn’t need to know that she didn’t even keep hydrogen peroxide in the apartment. She was a college student, for Christ’s sake. Why would she keep that stuff around?


      “So use this,” he said, gesturing to a white plastic box on her coffee table. She hadn’t noticed the first aid kit before, but now that she saw it, everything about her started to throb.


      Jo tore into the generic plastic kit and found some little packs of ibuprofen. She washed them down with the strong whiskey-laden coffee and sat back on the couch. “Talk. Who are you, what was that thing, and what the hell were you doing with your hands?”


      “Usually when a woman asks me something like that, it’s in much more pleasant circumstances,” he said, that rakish grin making her stomach do flip-flops. This was a man used to using his charm to disarm people, but Jo was determined not to let him off the hook without a full explanation.”


      “My name is Quincy Harker. I’m a…let’s call it a supernatural troubleshooter. Things like what attacked you cause trouble, and I shoot them.”


      “Okay, Mr. Harker—”


      “Just Harker. Or Quincy, if you prefer.” That damn smile again. He was working it, but he was a little old for Jo’s tastes. He looked to be mid-thirties at least, maybe even forty. Way too old for a brand-new college graduate.


      “Okay. Harker, then. What was that thing? And no bullshit about werewolves, because there’s no such thing as werewolves.”


      “I guess there’s no such thing as wizards, either?” He asked, his hands flaring with that same purple light she’d seen in the parking lot.


      Jo pushed herself back into the couch but didn’t bolt for the door. “How are you doing that? What’s the trick?”


      “Well, if you want all the details it’ll take a while, but basically I’m harnessing my personal life force into focal points for the magic that exists in all living things, using my hands to direct the elemental energies of the world in ways that I desire. Those ways usually defy one or more laws of physics, so it’s better to just call it magic. I have banding spells tattooed on my wrists that help focus my energy, then I can do things with it like set werewolves on fire and rescue damsels in distress.” The glow around his hands winked out, and he gave her a very self-satisfied smirk.


      “You get laid a lot with that trick, don’t you?”


      “I’ve certainly had less effective pickup lines.”


      “Well, Quincy, you aren’t getting laid tonight, so wipe that stupid grin off your face and tell me what the fuck is going on in my life.” She fixed him with her best man-wilting glare, the same look that earned her the nickname “Steel Bitch” around Fraternity Row, and waited for his answer.


      His laugh stunned her. That was not the reaction Jo expected. “Oh, sweet Jesus, you are Cassandra Harrison’s baby girl, there is no fucking question about that! You are your mother made over, girl, and I can’t wait until Luke gets a load of you.”


      “I don’t give a shit about Luke, whoever he is. All I give a shit about is getting you out of my apartment, getting my car fixed, and getting my life back to normal. So start talking.”


      “Oh, I’ll talk, don’t worry about that. But as far as your car, it’s pretty well fucked. And normal? Yeah, that ship sailed the second you picked up that hammer.”


      Jo looked around, realizing that she had no idea where the hammer was, and was strangely relieved to see the big ugly thing leaning against the wall beside the front door. “What does my great-grandfather’s hammer have to do with a werewolf attacking me in the parking lot?”


      Harker finally dropped the infuriating grin. Apparently, whatever the hammer had to do with, it was serious enough for him to stop flirting. “Unfinished business. Did Cassie tell you what really happened with your father?”


      Cassie? Jo shoved aside the million questions him having a nickname for her mother raised and just said, “Yeah. She told me a werewolf killed him. I didn’t believe her, of course. Werewolves…well, a couple hours ago I didn’t know werewolves existed.”


      “Good,” Harker said with a nod. “That’s a good adjustment, and quick enough. Maybe you will be okay. I’ll give Cassie a call, let her know you’re okay, and to stay clear for a day or so. Shouldn’t take us much longer than that to take care of one wolf, unless he’s a lot stronger than Alex thought, or has taken up with a pack since he died.”


      “You talk about my dad like you knew him, and you call my mother Cassie. Nobody calls her Cassie.”


      “I knew your dad. Fought beside him more than once. He was a good man. Strong as an ox, with a pure heart. Can’t say that about many people.”


      “But you aren’t much more than ten years older than me, maybe fifteen. How would you—”


      He waved a hand. “I’m older than I look. Let’s leave it at that, lest I blow your mind more than it’s already been blown today. We’ve got bigger fish to fry. If we can kill this wolf, and you still want to know, I’ll explain everything, including the relationship between me and your parents.”


      “Okay, how do we do that? You said everything triggered when I picked up the hammer.”


      “Oh yeah,” he replied, taking a slug from his flask. “It rang like a bell. I’d be willing to be every Tarot card reader and medium worth their crystal balls within a hundred miles is lying in bed with a migraine right about now. No question the wolf who killed your dad felt it. That’s how he knew to send his dog after you.”


      “You keep calling it a wolf, now a dog. What’s that about?”


      “I’m being a dick,” his grin reappeared for a second. “Werewolves consider themselves way higher on the evolutionary ladder than regular canines, or regular humans for that matter. So calling one a dog is a pretty serious insult. And I’ve found through years of experience that the more you irritate an enemy, the more likely they are to make mistakes.”


      “As long as you can capitalize on those mistakes before they rip your head off, that’s fine. So this boss werewolf sent his minion werewolf to kill me. But you burned up the minion. Now what?”


      “Well, we can either wait for the Big Bad Wolf to send another wolf, then another, then another, until either one gets lucky and kills us, or we’re overwhelmed and die.”


      “Or…?”


      “Or what?” The innocent look on his face didn’t fool Jo for a second.


      “Or whatever you have planned that you expect me to say no to because it’s obviously ludicrous, so you’re making it look more appealing by presenting a bunch of really shitty alternatives, to make your idea look less shitty by comparison.”


      “Smart women are a pain in the ass,” he said.


      “So I’m right?”


      “Yeah, you’re right,” he admitted. “The other plan is to find a nice deserted location that looks good and defensible, then have you take up the hammer again, this time for real. Once you’re bonded to the hammer, the noise that makes should be irresistible to the world, and hopefully he’ll come out of hiding to face you on his own.”


      “There’s a lot of should be and hopefully in that plan,” Jo pointed out.


      “It does have a couple of holes,” Harker admitted.


      “What about we wait for the next werewolf to attack, and this time instead of incinerating it, we interrogate it. Then we go attack the boss wolf in his lair, instead of waiting for him to come to us.”


      He looked thoughtful, then nodded. “That does sound better. I don’t love the idea of going into the Big Bad Wolf’s den to fight him on his turf, but if we get the drop on him, that oughta even the odds.”


      “So now we just sit here and wait on a werewolf to come knocking on the door? How do we know one will show up?” Jo asked.


      “We don’t. But we know that he knows where you live, so it kinda stands to reason that he’ll…oh shit.” His face went pale and he sprang out of the chair, his cell phone in his hand.


      “What? What is it?”


      He held up a hand to her, the incredibly infuriating symbol for “hold on” while he dialed. After a few seconds, he snapped the phone closed, a scowl on his face. “ShitshitshitshitSHIT!” He turned back to Jo. “How are you feeling?”


      “Like I was hit by a truck, then run over by a steamroller. Why?”


      “You mother isn’t answering her phone.”


      A cold weight settled into the pit of Jo’s stomach. “You think he took my mother?”


      “It makes sense. She’s your only living relative. He knows that you’d do anything for her. And if he thinks me or Luke are involved, he knows that we’d never let anything happen to Cassie. Goddammit! I should have brought him along. Or Adam, maybe. Shit!”


      “Kick your own ass later,” Jo said. “For now, get yourself together and give me your keys.”


      “Why would I give you my keys?”


      “Because I know the back roads, and my car is trashed. So we’re taking your car, and I’m driving.” She started for the door but hesitated before she grabbed the knob. “Should I take the hammer? I mean, is it going to be bad for me to touch it again?”


      “Nah,” he said. “That bell is well rung. And it’s the best weapon for the job. Your father almost killed this bastard on his own swinging that hammer. Between the two of us, I bet we can use it to pound this son of a bitch into paste.”


      The pair walked out of Jo’s apartment, then she stopped dead in the doorway. “How are we going to find him?”


      Harker turned around. “What?”


      “He won’t be at Mom’s house. And since I’ve never laid eyes on this asshole before, I have no idea where he might be. Since you want to kill him, and haven’t yet, I’m guessing you don’t either. So how are we going to find him?”


      “Magic.”


      “What?”


      He gave her a look that most people reserve for toddlers or exceptionally stupid people. In this case, Jo knew exactly where on that scale she fell. “I’m going to cast a spell. The werewolf I crisped probably left some blood and hair when he slammed into your door. I can use that to trace back to the source of the magic that turned him, for example his maker. I think I’m pretty safe assuming that his maker is the asshole that has Cassie, so that should get us there.


      He turned and walked down the steps to the sidewalk. Jo locked the deadbolt, slipped her keys in her pocket, and went down the stairs after the infuriating wizard. He was already at her car, with a knife out scraping at her car door. She caught up to him just as he laid the knife down on the pavement, knelt down, and started to mutter over it.


      He repeated a string of words, probably Latin, but he spoke too low for Jo to hear. After a few moments, the tip of the knife began to glow with a faint white light, and the knife levitated off the ground. The double-edged weapon spun slowly in the air, the light at its tip pulsing as it rotated. Around and around it whirled, the glow growing brighter and its spin growing slower with every revolution, until finally it hovered about a foot off the ground, its tip wavering but pointing in a steady direction, the glow brighter than a flashlight.


      “Okay,” Harker said, getting to his feet and turning to Jo. “We go that way. Bring the knife.” He spun on his heels and strode off toward the far end of the parking lot, not at all in the direction the knife pointed. Jo looked from the knife to the retreating back of the wizard, then back to the knife, finally reaching down to grab the glowing weapon by the hilt and taking off after Harker across the parking lot.


      “Where are you going? The knife is pointing the other way.” She said as she rushed to catch up with his long stride. Jo was a tall woman, but Harker was moving fast and had a head start, so she almost had to jog to catch him.


      “I saw that. But my car is this way.” He pulled out a set of keys and walked over to a grey Hyundai sedan. He unlocked the car and got in. Jo ran around to the passenger side.


      “I expected a wizard to have a flashier car,” she said, pulling on her seatbelt.


      “This is a rental. My real car is a Mercedes.”


      “Oh, that makes sense.”


      “I’m totally fucking with you. I drive a Honda. Luke has a bunch of cars, each spiffier than the last, but I don’t have his resources. Of course, I haven’t been alive for half a dozen centuries, either.”


      “You keep mentioning this Luke guy. Is he a wizard, too?”


      Harker barked out a short laugh as he pulled the car out of the parking lot, turning left to follow the general direction the knife sent them in. “Not even close. Luke is…well, let’s get your mother free and then we can see if you want to learn about Luke. Hold the knife out in front of you.”


      She held the knife up, blade pointed toward the roof of the car. “How does this thing work?”


      “You hold it just like that. It’s sympathetic magic, which is best for a tracking spell. The bit of blood and hair I bespelled wants to return to its source, so as long as we’re headed in the right direction, the knife will glow. If I turn away from the course, the glow lessens. The brighter the glow, the closer the source. And the source, of course, is the Big Bad Wolf.”


      The twisted and turned through the deserted streets for nearly an hour before the navigation knife, as Jo had begun to think of it, led them to a series of warehouses near the airport. Harker parked beside the only other vehicle they saw, a white windowless van of the type painters and kidnappers favor, outside a metal building with a big sign that read “Lupus Furriers & Importers - by appointment only.”


      “Looks like somebody has a sense of humor,” Harker said, getting out of the car. “Leave the knife. Bring the hammer.”


      Jo did as she was told, and followed Harker to the door. She stepped up close behind the slender wizard, smelling the leather of his jacket and the crisp, cedar-tinged scent of him. She gave herself a mental shake, promising to either get a boyfriend or a new vibrator once everything was finished, but not to hook up with the irritating, but kinda hot wizard.


      He put a hand on the door, and she whispered, “Are you going to blow it open with magic or something?”


      “Or something.” He turned the knob. The door opened. “Always a lot easier if you check and see if it’s even locked first.”


      “You’re kind of an asshole.”


      “Yeah, I get that a lot. Now stay a couple steps behind me. If I have to throw magic around, I don’t want you hit by any splash damage.” He pushed the door open without a sound, and they slipped inside.


      The building was just one big warehouse room, with two chairs against the far wall. Fluorescent lights blazed in the ceiling, giving them no cover. A man in a hooded sweatshirt and jeans sat in one chair, and Joanna’s mother was in the other, her hands restrained behind her somehow. Jo assumed she was tied to the chair, as well. Cassandra glared at the man beside her, then turned her eyes to Jo and Harker. Her face did not relax an iota at the sight of the backup Jo brought. If anything, she seemed more concerned once she caught sight of the man.


      “Hi there,” Harker said, his voice breezy and tone light. “Looks like Mom wandered off again. Thank you so much for taking care of her. I’ll just take her home now.” He walked across the floor like he owned the place, until the man stood up and drew a pistol.


      He leveled the gun at Cassandra’s head. “Take another step and I’ll send her to meet her husband, Harker.”


      Harker froze, his hands going up in the classic pose of someone facing a gun. “Have we met? I think I’d remember someone with your level of asshole. But I could be wrong. I drink a fair bit, and there are so many assholes in the world, it’s hard to keep all of you straight. But let’s make this easy, shall we? You put down the gun, turn around, and walk away, and I won’t feel it necessary to kill you. How does that sound?”


      “Sounds like what I thought you’d say,” the man said, pointing the gun at Harker and firing half a dozen shots in quick succession.


      Jo stifled a scream and dove to the ground, but Harker didn’t budge. She watched from the floor as his hands began to glow. He slid one foot behind him, shifted his weight, and said “Inertius.” The amber glow from his palms grew to a shield twice as wide as his shoulders and about a foot taller than he stood. The bullets slammed into the shield of force and dropped to the floor with a series of metallic plinks, their energy drained.


      “Nice,” the man with the gun said, a smile stretching across his face. “Maybe you will be a challenge.” He tossed the pistol aside and started toward Harker at a jog. Halfway across the basketball court-size warehouse, he began to lean forward and his body started to change.


      “Get your mother and get the hell out of here,” Harker said over his shoulder. “If I’m not at your house by sunrise, pack only what the two of you can carry and go to Luke. Cassie will know what I mean.” The shield of force blinked out of existence, and a nimbus of red light sheathed Harker as he drew a pair of long curved knives from his belt.


      Jo moved to where her mother sat struggling against her bonds and knelt beside her. She pulled the tape from Cassandra’s mouth and hugged to her chest, burying her face in her mother’s shoulder.


      “Are you done?” Cassandra’s voice came out like the crack of a whip, and Jo straightened. The older woman looked up at her with murder in her eyes. “Good. Now cut me loose and let’s go help Q finish this son of a mangy bitch.”


      The kidnapper, now transformed into something partway between a man and a wolf, covered in hair and with claws on its hands, but still somehow able to speak through its elongated snout and face, turned back to them and licked his lips. “Come on then, Cassandra. It’s been a long time since I tasted the flesh of a real enemy. Not since I ate your husband’s liver while he watched.”


      “Well it’s gonna be a lot longer if I have anything to say about it, asshole. And believe me, I always have plenty to say.” Harker flung both of his knives at the beast, but the monster just batted them away with a lazy swoop of its arm.


      “Throwing away your weapon isn’t smart, especially not for a human,” the werewolf said as it closed on Harker. It wrapped both arms around the lanky wizard, enveloping him in a huge bear hug.


      “Didn’t you get the memo?” Harker asked. “I’m not human. Reditus!” At his shout, both daggers flew from the floor to his hands, and he buried them in the monster’s sides. The werewolf dropped Harker, who landed on his feet, and yanked the blades from its guts with a scream of pain and flung them aside. Harker stepped forward, throwing haymakers with his light-shrouded hands, and everywhere his fists landed, fur burned off in a flash of crimson light and a hiss of pain.


      Again and again, Harker slammed his fists into the werewolf, and again and again the monster retreated, moving step by step across the floor of the warehouse until the pair were almost to the far side where Jo and Cassandra stood. As Harker drew his right hand back for what appeared to be a finishing blow, the werewolf ducked under his looping fist and slipped past Harker, then planted both hands into his back and shoved him face-first into the wall. Drywall crumbled around the wizard’s face, and the wolf pressed his advantage. Now it was the werewolf’s turn to rain blows down on his unprotected opponent, and he did just that.


      Every punch drove Harker further into the wall, and every time the wolf touched him, that red glow around the wizard’s body flared up, and more flesh was burned from the monster’s fists. He didn’t seem to care, he just kept punching. And as the wolf hammered on him, Harker’s shield started to dim, and the flashes of light became weaker and weaker.


      “Move,” Cassandra said, and Jo turned to where her mother stood, the werewolf’s discarded pistol in her hands in a traditional two-handed stance.


      “Mama?”


      “I said, move, girl!”


      This time Jo listened, scurrying out of the way. Cassandra opened fire, and Jo was certain that at least one of the four shots she got off before the pistol clicked empty had landed. The werewolf, however, just turned around, grinning through a face horribly burned and almost completely devoid of fur.


      “Is that supposed to hurt?” The creature growled.


      “No, it was just supposed to distract you,” Cassandra said. Jo turned just in time to see her mother fling the empty pistol at the beast, who knocked it out of the air without a second glance.


      The monster leapt for her, and Jo felt panic grip her heart. Her mother just shot a werewolf with no more effect than if she’d used a water gun, and now a seven-foot-tall monster was going to rip her throat out. The man most likely to rescue them was buried six inches into a wall, and the only thing standing between her mother and a monster straight out of a horror movie was…her.


      Okay, then. I guess that’s just the deal. Joanna hefted the hammer with both hands and stepped up behind the wolf, which was now toying with her mother, feinting around the metal folding chair Cassandra wielded like a low-rent lion tamer.


      “Hey, asshole,” Jo said, sliding her right hand up near the head of the nine-pound sledge.


      The wolf turned, and Joanna swung the hammer with all her might, letting the polished wood slide through her fingers until her right hand met her left down at the end of the handle. The huge hammer head picked up speed as it spun through the air, and every year of high school and intramural softball came rushing back to Jo as she pivoted her hips and rotated through her swing.


      The hammer cracked the werewolf in the center of its chest, and Jo felt the impact vibrate all the way up the handle to her shoulders. It was like hitting a brick wall, but with less give. The wolf looked down at the hammer, then along its shaft to Jo’s face, and it did the worst thing she could imagine—it smiled at her.


      “You are truly your father’s daughter, Joanna. I have waited a long time for you to lay hands on this hammer, so that I could truly destroy the last of John Henry’s line. I thought I had done it when I ripped your father’s heart out through his throat, but here you stand.


      “Yeah, asshole. Here I stand.” She pulled the hammer back for another swing, but the wolf grabbed it. This was exactly what she anticipated, though, so instead of being off-balance, she used the bigger attacker’s strength against him, just like her self-defense instructor taught her. She leaned back against his grip on the hammer, getting a little extra leverage, and smashed her foot sideways into the werewolf’s left knee, sliding the kneecap sideways and sending the big monster screaming to the ground.


      “Bitch! I will gut your mother before your eyes! I will rip out your heart and eat it while the last life fades from your eyes! I will—”


      “You will shut up, you son of a bitch,” Jo said, yanking the hammer free. She raised the weapon high into the air and brought it crashing down on the top of the werewolf’s skull. Blood, brain, and chips of bone sprayed from the monster’s pulped head like a grenade, and the monster slumped to its side.


      Jo looked down at the destroyed mass of fur and flesh that had been a terrifying beast just seconds before, then took two steps back as the monster began to shrink in on itself and change form. In a matter of half a minute, the werewolf was gone, and the only thing that remained was the body of a man lying naked on the warehouse floor with a pulped red and gray mess where its head should be.


      Jo watched the entire transformation, hammer still at the ready, until she was certain that it wasn’t going to come back to life and attack again. Then she bent over, laid the hammer on the ground, walked to a corner of the room, and vomited noisily. She stood there, leaning on the wall, long after her stomach was empty, retching and sobbing.


      She felt a hand on her shoulder and turned to see her mother standing there with a tissue in her hand. “Blow your nose,” Cassandra said.


      Jo did as she was told, then looked around for a place to throw the tissue away. After a second she realized the futility of her actions, given the mess they’d made of the rest of the place, and she dropped the used tissue into the puddle she’d just made.


      “Thanks,” Jo said.


      “Ain’t you glad you wear your hair in braids now, girl?”


      “Oh God, yes,” Jo agreed. “Otherwise I’d be picking wolf brains out of my afro for days.” She laughed, then looked around. “Where’s Harker?”


      “I’m here,” his voice came from behind them. Jo turned, and he was sitting in a chair brushing drywall dust from his face and clothes. “Nice work. A bit messy, but what can I expect from a giant damn hammer, right?”


      “Are you okay, Quincy?” Cassandra asked, walking over to him.


      “I’m good, Cass. You? He didn’t hurt you, did he?”


      “No, he didn’t hurt me. Just hauled me here in the back of his van and made sure he told me all about the night he murdered Alex.”


      “Well, I’m glad you weren’t hurt. Luke would have my ass if I let anything happen to you.” Jo wasn’t sure, but she thought she saw a slight flush across her mother’s face at his words.


      “Now what?” Jo asked, walking over to where Harker sat. “We’ve got a hell of a mess here, and  there is no way the police aren’t going to want to know about this. Not to mention the pile of werewolf ashes in the parking lot of my apartment.” She looked at her mother, who opened her mouth to speak at the mention of the wolf encounter at her place. “Later, mom. We have to deal with this now.”


      “Don’t worry about it,” Harker said. “I’ve got people who can handle the cleanup.” He stood up, looking Jo in the eye the whole way. “But you’ve got a decision to make, Joanna.” His tone was formal, as if whatever he was about to ask had greater impact than just the three of them.


      “What’s that?”


      “Are you in? You’ve seen behind the curtain, but you can still turn around and walk away. You’ve taken up the hammer, and you’ve killed with it, but I have a spell that can sever the bond if you want to forget this ever happened.”


      Jo looked at her mother, who held up both hands. “Oh no, sweetie. I can’t make this decision for you. I made my choice years ago when I married your daddy.”


      “Do you regret it?” Jo asked, her voice small.


      “No, baby. What your daddy did, what Quincy does…it’s important. The world needs people to fight the bad things out there. There are folk that can’t defend themselves, and folk that can defend others. Your daddy…Alex, he was one of those that was put here to stand in front of those people that can’t defend themselves. Now you gotta decide if you are.”


      “So I’ve got to decide right now, standing in the middle of warehouse stinking of dead werewolf, not six hours after I first heard about all this? I’ve got to make the call right now if I’m going to…do what? Be some kind of superhero?”


      Harker laughed, and this wasn’t the short bark from earlier, this was a rich, warm laugh that let her see there was more to this magic-wielding smartass than just fireballs and one-liners. “No, Jo. You won’t be a superhero, and you won’t have to wear tights. I promise. But if you decide to wield that hammer, you will be someone important, probably more important than you ever dreamed of. You will be one of the very few people who knows the secrets of the world, who knows what lurks under the beds, and in the closets, and down the dark alleys where the shadows are more than just darkness. If you’re in, you’ll see things nobody should ever see, you’ll fight against unbeatable odds on a regular basis, and you’ll get absolutely no reward or recognition for what you do. And it will probably kill you. Almost certainly before you ever think about retirement.”


      “Wow, Harker,” Jo said. “When you make it sound so appealing, how does anybody ever turn you down?”


      “I wish a few had,” he said, and the sorrow in his eyes was deeper than anything Jo had ever seen. “But if you’re in, we need you. We need all the good people we can get. Because the darkness is getting stronger, and it’s got a lot better offer than I do.”


      “So I get to be a badass magical superhero, I don’t get to tell anybody, and I’ll probably die young?”


      “That pretty much covers it,” Harker said with a nod.


      “Well, I just finished up a degree in English, with a minor in Women’s Studies. I’ve got nothing better to do that save the world. I’m in.”
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      Her name was Anna.


      She was dark, and beautiful, and lively, and laughing, and caring, and the most vibrant thing I had ever laid eyes upon.


      Her name was Anna.


      She was fierce, and strong, and braver than any ten men.


      Her name was Anna.


      She was passion given form, light captured into flesh, beauty and love and life and hope all wrapped up in a suit of flawless ivory skin.


      Her name was Anna.


      She was the first woman I ever loved, and when I saw her lying on the floor of the library with her life’s blood pooling out around her, it was the last thing I saw for four years.


      For four years, I knew nothing but blood, and rage, and death.


      For four years, I remember nothing save the screams of the men I killed with my bare hands.


      For four years, I walked the earth soaked in the blood of evil men, a horrible avenging angel with no thought to redemption or salvation, only pain.


      For four years, I was death’s right hand.


      But before that, before I held her in my arms as the last light fled her eyes, we danced.
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      We met in Grenoble, at a bar just a few blocks from the famous Fountain of the Three Orders. I was drinking whiskey and watching the room, looking for trouble. She was watching a small boy of eight or nine years playing the piano. Her glass held only water, and every time someone came up and asked her to dance, it was the same story—a small smile, a soft shake of the head, and a nod toward the piano player. I watched this happen more than half a dozen times in the two hours I was there, and she fascinated me. It was the smile that caught me, a wistful thing as if she wanted to dance, but the kid playing the piano was her responsibility. Which, I guess, he was. They had the same dark eyes, the same nose, similar builds, I pegged them for siblings after the first rejection.


      “Who are they?” Luke asked, appearing in the chair beside me. He didn’t teleport in or anything, he was just very good at not being noticed, even by me, back in those days.


      “I have no idea,” I replied, taking a last sip of my whiskey and holding up my glass to the bartender, a beefy Frenchman named Bernard who, unbeknownst to us at the time, had less than three years to live. I suspect many people in the tavern that evening did not survive half a decade past that night. He nodded and hurried over with the bottle. I offered, as I did every time he came over, to just buy the bottle at whatever price he felt like charging, but he demurred. Politely, of course, but with the quiet judgement that the French reserve for the English when we drink.


      It’s funny, now that I think back on that night. Even in 1939, I no longer thought of myself as English, except in France. The French bring out some innate rivalry in me that not even the Irish can stir. I suppose I always felt a little inferior because I never got the hang of their language, despite it being so similar at its root to English and Latin, both of which I am still fluent in.


      “How long have you been watching her?”


      “I have no idea,” I repeated. And I didn’t. I’d worked my way through a good half bottle of decent whiskey, but that could take thirty minutes or five hours. I tried to count songs, but they all sounded enough alike that it was no use. “No, I have not the foggiest,” I admitted.


      “Perhaps you should speak with her, since she has obviously enchanted you. Spellcasters are among our people, after all.”


      “I didn’t think we were on a recruiting drive, Uncle,” I jibed. Luke and his nascent Shadow Council were a source of great amusement to me in the early part of the twentieth century. At that time, I was sure that there were no threats that couldn’t be handled by Luke, me, and Adam.


      I was even more of an idiot in 1939 than I am today, if you believe that.


      “We are always recruiting, Quincy. And more importantly, we are always investigating. If this young lady does possess some mystical ability, we should keep an eye on her. I have heard rumblings that Hitler is very interested in the occult and is collecting people with abilities to study them.”


      “Yeah, I hear that little rat-faced fuck is collecting people of all types.” I was not a fan of the Nazi leader, even before he invaded Poland and killed a family that had housed Luke and me for several weeks during a hunt for a rogue werewolf in 1934.


      “He is, indeed, an atrocious little man, and if the lady has any Talents, it is incumbent upon us to see that she does not fall to the Nazis.”


      “Well, I suppose we should keep her out of Germany, then. But for now, we’re in Grenoble, where the whiskey is decent, and the music doesn’t hurt the ears too badly. So, drink up, Uncle!” I downed my glass and realized that I could feel the effects of the booze. That was pretty rare. Given my unusual heritage, it takes a lot to get me drunk. I wasn’t drunk, but I could feel the whiskey. Good. That was, after all, the point of sitting all night in a bar. To drink.


      And, apparently, to fight. Because no sooner had I declared my absolute lack of intention to get involved with the pretty dark-haired girl with perfect pale skin and very red lips sitting at the table by the piano than an idiot with white-blond hair and a jawline carved out of marble stepped up to the girl and asked her to dance. No problem, right? It had happened a lot in the past half-bottle of whiskey. Guy walks up, guy gets rebuffed, guy goes away.


      Blondie obviously didn’t read the script. The girl shook her head politely, said something inaudible, and nodded toward the piano player. This time, instead of walking away, the guy leaned over her, all smiles and straight teeth, but just enough menace in his posture for me to stand up.


      “Quincy…” Luke warned.


      “I can handle him,” I said.


      “And his friends?”


      “They’re all yours.” I smiled at my uncle. He didn’t smile back, but I knew him. He wanted a fight just as much as I did. We’d spent the last two weeks in the Swiss Alps hunting a Yeti that turned out to be a very confused moose with only one antler, and we had a lot of frustration to take out. Blondie and his idiot friends didn’t know it yet, but they were about to provide that outlet.


      As I walked up, the idiot resolved into a much larger human than I’d originally estimated. He stood a couple inches taller than me, a good thirty or forty pounds heavier than me, and at least twelve shades blonder than me. He leaned over the girl, one hand on the table in front of her, and the other on her shoulder.


      “You really should leave, sir,” I heard her say as I walked up. That was all the motivation I needed.


      “I don’t think I should, little flower. I think you should dance with—” His words cut off in a croak as I lifted him a couple inches off his feet by the back of his belt.


      It’s a funny thing, the cut of men’s pants. They always run such that any real tug on the back of the belt puts a lot of pressure on the seam running up the center of the pants. In other words, when I picked Blondie up by his belt, I was hoisting him effectively by a string running under his testicles. Nobody likes having their balls crushed while they’re being lifted. Trust me.


      “The lady said you should leave,” I whispered in his ear, then dropped him to his feet. He whirled on me, cocking one hand back for a punch. I didn’t flinch.


      He relaxed, suddenly understanding that the entire bar was watching us. The look on his face said he really wanted to murder me, but he was smart enough to know that I wouldn’t have gotten involved if I didn’t have some good way to make up the size and numbers disadvantage Luke and I were facing. He was right, we had that figured, but not in anything like the way he thought. We didn’t have saps hidden in our pockets, or even guns. We had the inhuman strength in my arms, the unnatural speed of my legs, and the overwhelming everything of Uncle Luke, Vlad fucking Dracula himself.


      Blondie held up both hands and backed away, a big smile on his face. “Please pardon my intrusion, mademoiselle. I will be off.” He turned a look full of daggers on me. “Gentlemen, if you will excuse me?”


      “I doubt it,” I said. “But you can leave.” He continued to shoot nasty looks back at me as he and his friends walked to the door.


      I turned to the girl. “I’m sorry for that. Are you okay?”


      She looked up at me, a soft smile on her lips. “I am fine. Thank you, but you shouldn’t have intruded. He would not have harmed me, he just…”


      “Don’t be so sure, young lady,” Luke said from beside me. “He had a pistol in his boot, and several of his friends were also armed. I do not doubt that had you continued to resist his pitiable advances, that things may have become unpleasant.”


      The girl looked surprised, then fearful, but I couldn’t tell if she was afraid of Luke’s words, or Luke himself. I gave my uncle the “go away” eyes, and he nodded.


      “Now, if you will excuse me, I must retire for the evening. Quincy, please do not concern yourself with returning to our apartments early. I have much work to attend to this evening.” That was Luke’s code for “I’m going out hunting, so don’t wait up.” His years in civilization may have dimmed his urges to kill, but the thrill of a good hunt still got his blood pumping, so to speak. I had no doubt the city of Grenoble would wake up missing one mugger, or rapist, or perhaps even murderer when the sun rose tomorrow morning.


      “Good night, Uncle,” I said. I turned to the girl. “May I sit?” I gestured at the chair I stood behind.


      “Of course.” I did, and she leaned forward. “I must confess, your uncle’s words have me concerned. Do you think those men are likely to return?”


      “I doubt they will be back tonight, but I do think that you should likely not return to this place.” I didn’t bother to add that I thought it was a dump that wasn’t good enough for her. She could probably read that much between the lines.


      She looked down, long lashes blinking slowly. “I do not know that I have a choice. I have secured lodging for my brother and myself in the rooms above the tavern in exchange for his playing in the evenings. I am pitiably short on funds at the moment, and this was the first place that would give him an opportunity.”


      I looked over at the brother, a slender young man. I could only see his back, but the hunched posture, long arms, and threadbare elbows on his jacket told me quite a bit about their life. He played on, seemingly oblivious to the conversation going on behind him, but every once in a while, his head would twitch in our direction. The more we talked, the more convinced I was that he missed nothing. “What is his name?”


      “Edgar.”


      “He’s very good.”


      “He is a natural talent. That’s what his piano instructor told him before…” She looked down, as if embarrassed by something.


      “Before what?” I asked.


      “Before we had to leave.”


      Many things became clear to me in those few short words. Her accent, which I thought was Austrian, wasn’t. “Where in Germany were you?”


      She looked at me, fear written on her every feature. “Please do not tell the bartender. He may not allow us to stay.”


      “Don’t worry about the bartender. I have no doubt he knew exactly where you were from the second you opened your mouth. He is much better with that sort of thing than I am. Bernard no more cares that you are Jewish than Luke or I do.” I was careful to keep my voice lowered. While I had no issues with the Jewish people, that sentiment was sadly rare, even outside Germany, in those years.


      She looked relieved, but the little line of tension between her eyebrows only softened, it didn’t disappear. “We were raised in Stuttgart. Our father was a baker, and our mother taught piano lessons.”


      “Is that where Edgar learned to play?”


      “That is where he learned in the beginning, but by the time he was five, Mother declared that she had nothing else to teach him. She contacted a friend at the university and arranged for him to study with a professor there. Herr Martin took him under his wing and taught Edgar much, but it became…”


      “Unwelcoming?” I offered. I hadn’t been to Germany for a decade or more, but I knew it was no place to be Jewish.


      She gave a wry smile. “Unwelcoming is certainly one way to put it. We left home two years ago, but Papa had already lost much of his life savings in repairing the window of his bakery again and again, and when he sold the shop, we were given a ‘fair price for a Jew’ by the butcher who owned the shop next door. We could afford an apartment in Dijon, but Papa has only been able to work as a kitchen helper, and Mother has been unable to find many students. I came here with Edgar, hoping to get on as a schoolteacher, or to find a place for Edgar…I don’t know why I’m telling you all of this. You must find me dreadfully tiresome and silly.”


      “Anything but,” I said, completely enamored by this delicate-seeming woman who had such iron in her, to flee her only home, to move out on her own with her brother…I was impressed, to say the least. “I think it’s remarkable. Sad, that you had to endure such a thing, but truly impressive that you have come through it so well.”


      “Who is he?” The voice from behind my shoulder was curt, all sharp corners and jagged suspicion. “Another suitor?”


      I stood and turned to the slight young man. Up close, he was even smaller than I had thought. At least two feet shorter than me and barely half my size, he didn’t look up to try and meet my eyes, he just stared at the girl. That was when I realized I hadn’t asked her name. I held out my hand to the man, forcing him to acknowledge me. “Edgar? My name is Quincy. I enjoy your playing. I was simply talking with your sister about your travels.”


      He didn’t look me in the eye but focused on my chin instead. He wasn’t a bad-looking little boy, but there was something in his eyes that wasn’t quite the same as everyone else I’d ever seen. He had the beginnings of a strong jaw, a straight, almost aquiline nose, and clear, intelligent eyes. He had potential to grow into a good-looking young man, but something in his demeanor didn’t quite fit with the world around him. It’s a trait I’ve seen often through the years in the extraordinarily talented, as if they see the world ever so slightly differently than the rest of us mere mortals.


      “I’m ready to sleep now. Have I played long enough?” He didn’t meet his sister’s eyes, either. It wasn’t just me. This boy, with such prodigious musical talent, was lacking something in basic social skills, even for a child.


      “Yes, Edgar. We can go upstairs now.” She turned to me, extending a hand. “It was a pleasure meeting you, Quincy. I hope that we may meet again, under less…adversarial circumstances.”


      What a nice way of saying, “Without you threatening to beat an idiot into a pulp on my behalf.” I stood and took her hand. “The pleasure was certainly mine, Miss…?”


      “Treves,” she said, with a smile and the slightest hint of a flush to her cheeks. “Anna Treves.”


      “Have a good night, Anna Treves,” I said. “I believe I will avail myself of Bernard’s wares one more time before I head off to take my own rest.” I walked over to the bar and leaned against it, my elbows behind me on the polished wooden surface. I watched her weave through the tables and the mass of humanity scattered throughout the bar and disappear through a small door by the kitchen.


      “Be careful of that one, Monsieur Harker,” Bernard’s voice came to me over one shoulder. “She is lovely, but far, far smarter than you. She would be a dangerous acquaintance for you to make.”


      I turned to find a glass of whiskey waiting for me. I took a long sip, then looked at Bernard over the lip of the glass. “You’re saying she’s too smart for me?”


      “You’re English, Monsieur Harker. The average turnip is too smart for you. And that woman is well above average.”


      I thought about protesting but decided I didn’t care about Bernard’s opinion of me. His whiskey stayed unwatered, and he never asked questions about the different currencies I carried. Discretion and good liquor are two of my very few requirements for business associates.


      I finished my whiskey, settled my bill, and stepped out into the evening. It was unseasonably cool, and I pulled my jacket tight around me. It wasn’t cold, just chilly for late September, and there was an odd wind blowing through the city. Some would say that an ill wind blew through all of Europe that fall, but I’m not usually poetic. I walked the half dozen blocks back to the flat Luke and I rented above a coffin maker’s shop, then walked another block without even pausing at the door leading to our staircase. I sped up slightly and ducked into the next alley. I watched as four vaguely human forms slowly passed the mouth of the alley, then stepped in, peering into the shadows.


      It’s a good thing for me no one ever looks up. They never saw me crouching on a second story window ledge. The goons muttered to each other, stepped back out onto the sidewalk, and left. I didn’t get a good look at any faces, but the lamplight on the tallest man’s blond hair was all I needed to see to identify them. Some people just don’t have a natural sense of self-preservation. I mean, there was no way for him to know intellectually that I’m some kind of weird human-vampire hybrid thanks to Luke and his wives all taking bites out of my parents, but most people have that little lizard brain that tells them when the real alpha has shown up. Seems Blondie was missing the lizard brain. Or maybe just a brain in general. I vowed to keep an eye open for him and his thugs in the future, and dropped to the ground, flexing my legs to absorb the impact. It still hurt a little, but I heal fast.


      I returned to our flat, gave Renfield a nod, and retired to my room. Sleep was a long time coming because every time I closed my eyes, I was beset by images of auburn hair and hazel eyes. Finally, with the sky lightening in the east, I heard Luke come in from his evening festivities, and I rolled over to sleep for a few hours.
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      Our flat was still when I woke near midday. I made my bleary way down the hall to the bathroom we shared with the occupants of the lone other flat on the floor. It was deserted, as was the norm. Luke and I kept even more peculiar hours in the early part of the twentieth century than we do now, since so much of our time was dedicated to hunting down city-dwelling monsters. Some of them were even of the non-human variety. I bathed and took care of all the biological necessities, then headed back to our apartment, feeling somewhat more human. The clock on the mantle said that I had slept for five or six hours, which usually sufficed for me. I dressed and headed to the kitchen, where I found Renfield making a sandwich.


      “Please tell me you were already awake and you didn’t get up just to fix me lunch,” I said, taking the kettle off the stove just as it began to whistle. I made my own tea and took a seat at the small kitchen table.


      “I enjoy having someone to feed, Master Quincy,” Renfield replied. “It is one of my duties, after all.”


      “True,” I replied. “But I am perfectly capable of serving myself. Plus, you waited up all night for Luke to get home.”


      Renfield laughed, a dry, raspy thing that managed to still sound healthy and light despite the man’s advancing age. Someday I’d convince Luke to hire a Renfield that wasn’t a man in his sixties when he came to us, but this wasn’t that decade. “My dear boy, I no more wait up for Master Luke’s return than I do yours. I have spent many nights slumbering in the den with a book on my lap, only to wake at the sound of a key in the lock. Your uncle typically requires nothing of me upon his return from a hunt, so I see him safely in, lock up after him, and retire to my chambers.”


      “And that doesn’t bother you? Sleeping in a chair until your boss comes home just before dawn?”


      “Bother me? Why would it? Master Luke made the circumstances of my employment very clear to me early in my tenure. I am his man, and I am to be available. He calls on me seldom, but I shall always be there when he does.”


      I didn’t understand. I probably never would, but that was the least of my worries. “Do you know where I would find a piano teacher, Renfield? The best in the city?”


      “I have no idea, sir. Do you wish to learn an instrument? I was once a fair hand with a hammer dulcimer, if you wish to learn a truly splendid art.”


      “No, it’s something…different. I suppose I’ll take a walk around and see what I can see on my own.”


      “There is a shop two blocks south of here that had a myriad of instruments on display in their window. I do not remember what it was called, but I expect you shall find it easily.”


      “Thanks, Renfield. That will help a lot.” I finished my lunch and headed out, grabbing a jacket and hat from the closet by the door on my way out. I checked the pockets as I descended to the street, dismayed to find that I had left my pistol in the flat. I still had a good knife tucked into my belt and a crystal medallion around my neck to help focus my energies, but even then, it was rare for me to leave home mostly unarmed. I gave a shrug to my uncharacteristic carelessness, figuring there were few things that would attack a full-grown man in the middle of a city in broad daylight, and turned south.


      The shop was labeled “Sturdevant’s Musical Emporium” and displayed all manner of instruments in the window. I walked in, surprised by the twang of a mouth harp instead of a bell as I opened the door. I turned around to look at the apparatus and heard a raspy chuckle.


      The wizened little man behind the counter waved at me with a laugh. “I couldn’t very well have anything so mundane as a bell, could I? That would hardly be worthy of the title of Emporium.” His smiled crinkled the corners of his brown eyes and stretched wrinkles all the way up to his extended forehead. Tufts of white hair ringed his scalp, poking out in a wild halo of fluff, and a tiny white goatee adorned his chin.


      “I assume you are Mr. Sturdevant?” I asked, extending my hand.


      “I am indeed, but you may call me Noah. How are you today, young man?”


      I didn’t bother to correct him on my age because even though I looked more twenty-five than forty-five, this little fellow in the tweed vest and lightly stained shirt was a good thirty years my senior. I felt a small pang, wondering what my father would have been like had he reached this man’s age, but quickly pushed that aside. “I’m fine, thank you. And yourself?”


      “I am as well as can be expected for an old man peddling instruments no one wants to buy in a deserted shop.” He gestured to the walls, where a truly impressive collection of violins, guitars, and horns of all sizes and styles hung. He was right, there was not another soul in the shop, unless I wanted to count the tabby cat twining around my ankles. I reached down and scratched it between its ears, getting a purr and a head butting into my shins as thanks. “But what can I do for you today, son? You look like a guitarist, if anything.”


      He reached out and took my left hand. “No, you are no guitarist. These callouses are all wrong. And these…my goodness, boy. What have you done to yourself?” He ran his delicate fingers across the back of my hand, taking note of the scarred knuckles. I heal quickly, but my battles leave their mark nonetheless, and my fists are a near-insensate mass of scar tissue, even eight decades ago.


      “I have seen many fights, my friend,” I said, pulling my hand back gently.


      “It seems you may have been closer to them than you should have been.”


      “Closer than I wanted to be,” I replied. “But exactly where I had to be, for the most part. But I’m, unfortunately, not here to buy a guitar. I’m looking for a piano teacher.”


      His brow furrowed. “That’s not the hand of a guitar player, but neither will you ever be an accomplished pianist, friend. Your fingers are too short, and I think the little finger doesn’t reach as far as it once did.”


      He wasn’t wrong. An argument with Adam a decade past about our responsibility to protect them from monsters devolved into a debate on what constitutes a monster, and quite a few bottles of wine turned that into an argument about monsters, and that led to me punching him in the head.


      Do not punch magically animated constructs in the head. It will only annoy them and shatter your knuckles, especially if you are splendidly drunk at the time. My hand healed, but there are a lot of bones in the hand, and I don’t think I got them all lined up correctly before they set. Eventually I’ll re-break the offending bones and get them set properly, but at the time, that wasn’t an option.


      “I don’t need a teacher for myself. It’s for a friend.”


      “Well, then, that’s different. If it’s for a ‘friend,’ how could I say no?” I knew the little man was mocking me, but I didn’t mind. Something about him set me at ease. There was a tranquility about him, even though his movements were quick, like a grasshopper. He turned and hurried back behind the counter and pulled out a small card file, of the type that people sometimes kept in their kitchens for recipes. He flipped the box open and began to rifle through a stack of cards. “No, no, no, maybe, no, no…ah, here we are!” He pulled out a card, then reached under the counter and withdrew a sheet of paper and a pencil.


      He copied information from the card to the paper and handed it to me. “Here you go, son. Monsieur Bellange is the finest piano instructor in all of Grenoble. He once taught in Paris until he had a disagreement with a wealthy patron.” A salacious grin spread across his face, and he leaned forward. “Bellange felt that he should have access to his patron’s wife as well as his home and property. The patron disagreed, and instead of a duel, Bellange fled here to Grenoble with nothing but the clothes on his back, his astounding talent, and his overwhelming arrogance. He has been here for several years and only takes on the most talented, or most well-heeled, students. Does your ‘friend’ fit either of those categories?”


      I thought back to Edgar’s playing in the tavern the night before. “He is immensely talented. I have never seen such a musician at his age.”


      “Then Bellange is definitely the man you want.”


      I folded the paper and put it in the pocket of my jacket. “Thank you. I am sorry that I have no musical talent. Were I ever to buy an instrument, I would buy it here.”


      “I have done a stranger a favor in the service of his lady love. What more could a Frenchman want from his afternoon? Now go, boy. Find your piano teacher and win the girl! Write yourself a love story worthy of song, and I will have served both my romantic nature and my muse.”


      I left the cramped shop with a smile on my face, which lasted the entire eight-block walk to Monsieur Bellange’s private salon and teaching studio.
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      Monsieur Bellange managed to erase that smile within seconds of answering the door. A small, effete man with a condescending nature and pince-nez glasses, he stared down at my proffered hand before turning on his heel and walking away from the door. “Come in, but I am afraid my hands are my livelihood, and I cannot exchange manly grips with one such as yourself.” I didn’t quite hear him say, “you giant British buffoon,” but it was well implied. I followed him down the narrow hallway into a salon at the back of his small home. A grand piano dominated the room, set in front of a huge floor-to-ceiling window that took up most of the wall. Such a sheet of glass was incredibly expensive, and I had only seen them in the finest homes. He caught my appraising glance and had the good grace to look abashed.


      “It was a gift from a student’s mother. I was of some help to the boy in his musical lessons, among other things.” I thought back to Sturdevant’s comments about Bellange and married women and wondered if those talents had anything to do with the window. The little man was either an exceptional piano teacher, or exceptional at other things. I hoped it was the former.


      “Well, that’s good to hear,” I said. “If you are deserving of that type of reward, then you are almost certainly the man I am looking for.”


      “You will never be anything more than a plinker in the corner of a brothel. If that is your hope, you should look into another instrument. I hear tell that the bass fiddle can be mastered by those of lesser breeding. Perhaps it will be more to your liking.”


      “Perhaps I should slam your head in the lid of your piano a few times to teach you how to speak to men who come into your place of business looking to hire you,” I replied. The little man’s eyes went wide, and he took a step back from me.


      “Well, I never!” he exclaimed.


      “Maybe you should try it. It might improve your disposition. In the meantime, I wish to secure lessons for a young friend of mine. He is talented, but without a teacher at the moment, thanks to some…forced relocation from his native country.” I raised an eyebrow at Bellange, making it pretty clear exactly what I meant. This was a test. I wanted to see if he was sympathetic to the Nazis, or if he wasn’t a complete soulless gag of human refuse.


      His expression softened immediately. “There are many in France now who have been forced to leave their homes by politics, and by fear and hate. I will teach your young friend, provided he has the requisite talent. When would he begin?”


      I felt better knowing he was just pretentious, not a completely horrible little man. “I don’t know. I haven’t exactly…told his sister of my plans.”


      “And it is the sister who sparked your interest in the young man?”


      “It is.”


      “I understand.” I raised an eyebrow at him. “What? Just because I am a crotchety old bachelor I cannot understand love? I am still a Frenchman! Now, I assume that you are paying for his education?”


      “That is correct.”


      “And I assume also that you would prefer that the sister not be aware of your role in the financing thereof?”


      “Correct again.”


      The little man actually rubbed his hands together in his glee. “Splendid! We shall concoct a little ruse to draw your fly into my web, so to speak. Where did you hear the boy play?”


      “I believe the tavern is called The Lark and Whistle. A gentleman named Bernard owns it, a mile or two from here.”


      “I know it,” Bellange said. “I am familiar with Bernard. I taught his cousin for a brief time until she realized what I knew from the first lesson.”


      “Which is?” I asked.


      “What?” He looked confused, as if I had answered a question he was only asking in his head.


      “What did you know from the first lesson with Bernard’s cousin?”


      “Oh!” He laughed, a short bark of a thing. “That she has no talent for music and is completely tone deaf. That child had less chance of ever becoming even a reasonable pianist than you do.”


      I let it go. He was going to teach Edgar; I didn’t need to start a fight. “So, you know Bernard. What of it?”


      “I know his establishment as well. Does the boy play that abysmal upright monstrosity Bernard keeps at the bottom of the stairs?”


      “Yes. It sounded a little out of tune, but not terrible.”


      “Then I should introduce you to Bernard’s cousin. You obviously have similar hearing challenges. Regardless, I will toddle over tonight and listen to the child. If he is as good as you think, and I doubt it, given your own lack of facility with music, but in the extremely unlikely chance that he is worthy of my tutelage, I will offer to teach him for free. It will not be free, of course. It will be very expensive, but I’m sure you will be able to make arrangements for money.”


      I didn’t bother debating it with him. We never hurt for money, thanks to Luke’s longevity and access to an old fortune from his first life. “Monsieur Bellange, I thank you, and I will take my leave.” This time, he shook my hand. I resisted the temptation to squeeze. He was an officious little prick and condescending enough to drive a sane man to murder, and I was far from sane even then, but I somehow restrained myself. I stepped out into the street with a negotiated fee for lessons and a plan to meet Monsieur Bellange at Bernard’s later that evening. A short walk back to our flat where Luke still slept, and I lay down for a nap before my evening plans. If all went well, it would be a quiet night with a pleasant end for Edgar and his sister. And maybe, just maybe, a hint of gratitude for me.
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      It was late when I walked into Bernard’s place. Dinner with Luke had turned into a long conversation about politics, the Nazi methods and philosophies, and killing in general. Luke held a somewhat looser view on the value of human life than I, but even he never attacked innocents with the casual indifference the monsters running Germany did. When the man they named “the Impaler” is appalled by your behavior, perhaps you’re not on the right side of history.


      The room was more crowded than the night before, and it took me a moment’s searching to locate Anna amidst the hubbub. She sat alone, again, at a small table. This time she sat off to the side of the main crowd in the bar, near the piano, with her back to a wall. The relaxed posture of the night before was gone, and her every movement fairly screamed tension. Something was wrong. Very wrong.


      I walked to the bar, my elbows slotting into the depression worn by decades of work-weary men leaning in the exact same place. “Good evening, Bernard.”


      The usually pleasant bartender didn’t even turn to me. “Evening, Harker.” His voice was cold, and he didn’t meet my eyes as he poured a whiskey and slid the glass to me. He placed the bottle on the bar in front of me and finally met my eyes. “Seven hundred francs.”


      I looked up in surprise. “That’s a little much, isn’t it?” I was surprised at the cost of my drink leaping twentyfold when I hadn’t even murdered anyone the night before.


      “It’s for the bottle. Take it and find a seat; you’re blocking my customers.” There was no one behind me, of course, but something had Bernard’s back up, and I didn’t want to stand there and debate with him.


      I peeled off seven hundred-franc notes and slid them across the bar. Bernard took them with a nod, and I looked around for a place with some of the same protections that Anna enjoyed. Namely, my back to a wall and a clear view of most of the room. There was nothing near the young woman, which was fine. My proximity to her would probably have an opposite effect than I was looking for. I wasn’t very good at putting people at ease, and I wanted her to be comfortable for her conversation with Monsieur Bellange. I found an empty table in a corner, perfect for my purposes but cramped for normal bar patrons, and sat.


      Edgar played well, mixing classical pieces with the songs of the day, and his skill was evident. He flowed one song into another seamlessly, weaving a pleasant undercurrent for conversation. His music never overpowered the room, never demanded attention, just provided a nice fill for lulls in conversation. Monsieur Bellange entered about half an hour after I took my seat, and I saw in an instant that he recognized the boy’s talent. A smile crept across the teacher’s face, and he took a spot at the bar directly in front of the piano. He threw me a quick glance and a nod, then never looked in my direction again. I relaxed into my whiskey, knowing the boy would be well taught.


      I sat watching the crowd for an hour or so, not seeing whatever it was that had Bernard so irritable. The bar was crowded, the boy was playing well and keeping people entertained, and the liquor was flowing. Bellange moved over to speak to Edgar, who waved him off without ever looking up. Anna took the teacher by his elbow and led him back to her table, and I watched as her face followed what the little man was saying. He talked to her, heads close together, for several minutes before Bellange stood, shook her hand, and walked out the door. Anna’s gaze followed the prim fellow all the way out, a bemused smile upon her face. I could almost see some of the tension leave her as she processed the concept that things might finally be getting better.


      Then Blondie walked in, and things went from pleasant to downright bloody in a heartbeat. Edgar was playing part of Mendelssohn’s Songs Without Words when the door burst open and Blondie stormed in, flanked by his raucous companions of the night before. A hush fell over the room, punctuated only by Blondie’s braying laughter and the delicate counterpoint of Edgar’s playing. Blondie surveyed the room, reveling in the fact that every eye was upon him, then directed his attention to Edgar, playing the piano as if only he and it existed in the entire world.


      “What is that stench, Bernard? Is that the reek of Jew wafting across my delicate French nostrils?” He paused, as if waiting for an answer from the bartender. When none came, he turned to Edgar, who still had not acknowledged his existence. “It is! I smell the foul odor of Jew music, don’t I, boy?”


      Edgar ignored him. I stood, but Bernard fixed me in place with a glare. I didn’t want to turn his tavern into an abattoir, but we were moving rapidly toward that outcome. I stared at Bernard, and he shook his head. I nodded but didn’t sit. I leaned into the corner with my arms folded across my chest. I wouldn’t start trouble, but I also would not stand idly by and allow the boy to be harmed.


      Blondie leaned on the end of the piano, one foot on the bench next to Edgar’s narrow rump. “What are you playing, boy?” He spoke loudly, almost a shout, and in a slow, exaggerated tone, as though speaking to a deaf person.


      I saw Edgar’s shoulders tighten and heard him strike a wrong note.


      “What was that, boy? I couldn’t hear you. Did you say you were playing that Jew monkey music?” Blondie reached down and banged on the keyboard, jarring, crashing sounds that rang through the whole room. Edgar clapped his hands over his ears and began to rock back and forth. “Answer me, boy!” Blondie yelled. “Are you playing that Jew shit in the presence of a true European man? Because I will not listen to that shit. Do you hear me, boy?” He turned to Bernard. “Does your piano player hear me? What’s wrong with this idiot?”


      He reached out and slapped Edgar across the back of his head. Not a hard slap, not brutal, just a demeaning little token to let everyone in the place see what a big man he was. And that’s all it took to set Anna off like a cannon. She rocketed to her feet and slapped Blondie, and she didn’t give him a little love tap. No, she swung from the heels and laid into that big blond bastard with everything she had. Admittedly, a hundred-twenty-pound woman slapping a two-hundred-pound man didn’t have much effect other than to irritate the big asshole, but he did take one step back from the piano, allowing Edgar to slide off the piano bench and cower on the floor behind his sister’s skirt.


      “Don’t you touch him, you brute!” Anna screamed in his face. She stood in front of him, fists clenched at her sides and her jaw set in furious determination. I could see in her eyes that she knew the oaf would break her in half if he wanted to, but she wasn’t going to let him hurt her brother. I thought back to my own brothers, both dead two decades from influenza, and a swell of emotion filled my chest. I knew what it was like to lose a family, having none of my own save Luke, and even he not of my blood. I understood the feeling of helpless rage, the desire to protect the ones you love with everything you have. I also knew what it meant to fail, and I wouldn’t let Anna learn that tonight.


      I was halfway to her before I realized I was moving, and I only knew then because Bernard stopped me. He put both hands on my chest and held me at bay, leaning into my shoulder and lowering his voice. “Do not, my friend, please. For my sake, do not. They have…powerful friends, and I cannot be seen to favor the Jews. Not now, not with the world as it is. This place, it is all I have, and if the wrong person thinks I am a sympathizer, it will all be taken from me.”


      I stepped back, staring into Bernard’s terrified eyes. I couldn’t just stand there, not when the giant Nazi wannabe was about to turn his anger loose on Anna, but I also couldn’t destroy Bernard for a woman who meant no more to me than a pretty face in a bar. I took a deep breath, then a long draught from the bottle in my hand, and nodded. “I won’t let him hurt her,” I said.


      “Of course not.”


      “But I won’t make trouble here, either.”


      “Thank you.”


      “Don’t thank me,” I said. “Just don’t let her get hurt.” That said, I moved past Bernard, staggering now in apparent drunkenness, weaving between tables and patrons with all the grace of a lumbering giraffe, all spindly legs and bad balance. I managed to bump into just enough people that it looked natural when I slammed into Blondie’s back with my face.


      He whirled around and shoved me. I flung myself backward into the chest of one of his lackeys, then rebounded into Blondie. “Oof,” I mumbled, my face pressed into his chest. I pushed myself upright, then looked up into the man’s face. He wasn’t really that much taller than me, but I slumped enough to look smaller and broadened my stance to make me look off-balance and inebriated. “Hey there,” I said, patting the lummox on the chest. “Sorry about that, friend. Didn’t know there was a wall here. It turns out you’re the wall. Funny, that.”


      Blondie grabbed my lapels and leaned down into my face. “What do you want, drunkard?” he hissed, and his breath was the foulest thing I’d smelled to date. This says a lot, given that I travel with an animated blood-drinking corpse.


      “I gotta piss,” I said.


      “Go to the alley, you drunken fuck!” He shoved me again, then turned back to Anna, his hand raised to slap the small woman. I slumped into his henchman again, relaxing my shoulders just enough that my hands swung back loosely as I collided with the two men’s chests. My swinging fists caught each goon square in their jewels, and they howled and shoved me away. This time when I crashed into Blondie’s back, I made it a point to slam my shin into the space right behind his kneecap, then grabbed his shoulders to drag us both down in a heap to the floor.


      I shot Anna a look, nodding to the stairs, and she wrestled Edgar to his feet and got him upstairs to their apartment without any further ado or argument. I went down in a tangle of behemoth and faux drunkenness, landing on the floor atop Blondie, rolling off and clambering to my feet as he scrambled around, looking for who attacked him.


      “What are you doing, imbecile?” he roared.


      “M-m-my apologies, monsieur,” I stuttered, pulling him to his feet with as little grace as I could manage without actually injuring him.


      Blondie slapped my hands away and shoved me back, once again slamming me into one of his pals. I maneuvered myself into stepping on the man’s foot and kicking him in the knee, all without making it obvious that I intended to injure him. “Get away from us, you fool!” Blondie shouted, shoving me again. I took three steps back and collapsed onto a barstool, my head bobbing and weaving as though I were truly intoxicated. Blondie looked around for Edgar, then grabbed one of his men and yanked him to his feet. “Let’s go! This place stinks of Jew! I don’t need to drink here again.” He stormed off, the impact of his exit somewhat mitigated by the limping entourage that trailed behind him clutching their nuts or knees.


      “That was not very smart,” Bernard said, leaning on the bar behind me.


      “I have often been accused of not being a smart man,” I replied, setting the empty whiskey bottle on the bar along with another five hundred francs. “This should help cover the cost of the pianist’s room for the month.”


      “So he doesn’t have to play every night?” Bernard asked.


      “There are some nights I assume the giant imbecile and his friends don’t come in?”


      “After that debacle, they may not come back at all.”


      “I doubt we are that lucky, Bernard.” I only wish I weren’t so prescient.
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      I am not cursed with the “gift” of precognition, thank any god willing to listen. But I have studied human nature over the years, and inhuman nature as well. If there is one thing an alpha predator cannot abide, it is being made to look ineffectual or foolish. No matter how clumsy, stupid, or drunk I appeared, I handled Blondie easily. He knew that, just as I knew that knowledge would eat at him until he avenged his “honor” upon me.


      His honor only waited two nights until he returned to Bernard’s tavern. By happenstance, I was walking to the bar when he entered. I saw Blondie and his hangers-on from half a block away and hung back before entering myself. I circled around the building to the alley entrance and came in as another patron went out back to piss. I slipped into the hallway unseen, a skill I learned watching Luke for decades. I don’t have his preternatural speed, but I am faster than a normal man, and more agile.


      I slid along the wall toward the tavern, listening for any sounds of disturbance. The lilting strains of Edgar’s playing wafted past me, weaving through the snatches of laughter and conversation that poured forth. I recognized the song the boy played, a popular jazz tune from the United States called “Honeysuckle Rose.” Predictably, Blondie’s voice soon drowned out the music as he railed against jazz.


      “What kind of place is this, Bernard?” The big man’s words echoed through the bar and down the hall where I walked toward the main room. “The last time I come in here, your idiot boy is playing Jew music. Now I come in here, just looking for a drink and maybe some good company, and I hear this Negro shit.”


      I was in the doorway by the time he said his last, and I watched as he stomped over to Edgar at the piano and slapped him across the back of the head. The piano jangled, then fell silent, as the boy cowered. “What are you doing, boy?” Blondie bellowed, leaning down into Edgar’s face. “Why are you playing that Negro music here? This is a French bar, and all you play is Jew and ape music! Don’t you know any Piaf? You look like you could sing some Piaf, couldn’t you, boy? Come on, sing for me, Edith!”


      Blondie grabbed the boy, spun him around, and snatched him to his feet. He lifted the boy up onto the piano bench and held his fist in front of his face like a microphone. “Sing, boy! Sing ‘La Vie en Rose!’ You like a life in pink, don’t you, boy?”


      Edgar said nothing, just stood there trembling. I scanned the room, wondering where Anna was while this went on, then saw her, standing horrified on the steps. One of Blondie’s men had one arm around her waist, and his other big paw covering her mouth. She must have been coming down from their rooms when he caught her. She struggled violently, but he held her fast.


      Blondie reached up and poked Edgar in the stomach. “Sing, boy!”


      Edgar’s lips moved, but even with my enhanced hearing, I couldn’t hear him.


      “What was that, boy?” Blondie asked, yanking Edgar’s face down by grabbing onto the boy’s necktie.


      “I don’t sing,” Edgar said with a stutter.


      “You do tonight,” Blondie growled. “Tonight you sing, or you bleed. Choose one.”


      “Then hit me,” Edgar said. “Because I do not sing.” I was proud of the boy for his bravery. Okay, it was a little stupid, too, since Blondie could obviously hurt him quite badly, but still brave.


      “NO!” Anna screamed from the stairs.


      My eyes flicked up to where she stood. The man who had been holding her stepped back onto a landing, shaking his hand. “You bitch!” he said, and slapped her across the face.


      Anna stumbled back, then caught herself on the banister before she could tumble down the stairs. This was getting out of hand, quick. I started to move, but the crowd of onlookers pressed against me, some watching with morbid interest, and others shoving their way toward the alley exit, trying to get out of the bar before trouble started.


      They were too late. I was there. Trouble had already started.


      I moved toward Blondie, elbowing bar patrons to the side as I pushed through their ranks like a salmon swimming upstream. Blondie faced away from me, holding Edgar at arm’s length and laughing as the boy slapped at the meaty paw holding him by his shirt front. Bernard stepped into my path, shaking his head, but when he looked in my eyes, he went pale and stepped aside without a word. I was beside Blondie before he knew I was in the room, and I grabbed his wrist in a pincer grip, twisting his arm until he let go of the boy’s shirt and turned all his attention to me.


      “What the hell do you want?” he growled at me.


      “You to leave, and never come back,” I snarled up at him. I am not a small man, but Blondie stood several inches taller than me and broader in the shoulders by a large margin. He likely assumed he would have a strength advantage. And he would, over a normal man my size. But I am not a normal man. Many nights, I lie awake wondering if I am entirely a man at all. But regardless of my origin, I am stronger than my size would indicate, a fact that Blondie was about to learn, much to his chagrin.


      I turned to the boy, who had retreated and stood trembling with his back to the piano. “Edgar, get upstairs. Take Anna with you. You should not see this, either of you.”


      “No, they shouldn’t, Jew-lover,” Blondie said as his fist cracked against my jaw. My head spun to the side and I saw stars, but I neither went down nor let go of Blondie’s left arm.


      I shook my head to clear the stars from my vision and spat a small gobbet of blood onto the floor, offering up a momentary mental apology to Bernard for the affront to his sweeping. I yanked Blondie’s arm wide as I spun around and planted my fist in his belly. I don’t know what I expected, hitting a man of his size, but there was nothing soft about him. My fist doubled him over, but he straightened instantly and yanked his arm free. Then he bull-rushed me, planting his shoulder in my stomach and driving me across the bar to slam into a wall, dislodging paintings and decorations as I crashed into the wood and plaster.


      I slammed an elbow into the middle of his back, right between the shoulder blades, and he dropped to his hands and knees. He came up fighting dirty, flinging a fist at my groin, but while Count Vlad Tepes, the nobleman, may have taught me how to fight with honor, Abraham van Helsing, Vampire Hunter and legendary whiskey drinker, taught me the peculiar style of wrestling and gouging that was barroom brawls. I shifted my leg slightly and took Blondie’s punch on the inside of my thigh, then drew back my fist for a hammer blow to the back of his head.


      My blow never landed, as one of Blondie’s companions, a swarthy man who smelled of sausage and was missing two teeth, grabbed my right wrist in both his hands and held it firm. Blondie stepped back as another thug with greasy hair and questionable grooming latched onto my left arm. The two men pinned me to the wall, barely able to contain my struggling form, but they were strong, and I was younger then. Blondie straightened up, turning his head from side to side and rolling his shoulders. My blow to his back apparently hadn’t broken nearly the number of bones I wanted it to.


      “I’m going to enjoy hurting you, Busybody. Teach you to stick your Jew-Loving nose into my business. Or maybe you’re a filthy Jew yourself. Is that it? Are you a disgusting Jew?” He leaned forward and sniffed loudly. “You stink, but not like a Jew. Where are you from, Jew-lover?”


      “England,” I said. I knew the longer he talked, the more likely it was that Luke would hear tell of the commotion and arrive. That would be very bad for Blondie and his friends, but I was willing to overlook my uncle’s dietary requirements, given the circumstances.


      “England?” Blondie bellowed, then threw his head back and laughed. “You’re nothing more than a fucking limey Jew-lover, then? Oh, this will be fun.” He drew back his fist, undoubtedly preparing himself to redesign my face, but I brought one leg up and kicked him in the crotch with all my might. Blondie dropped like a puppet with its strings cut, and the man on my left arm let go in shock. I wasted no time in using my now-free hand to grab him by the hair and yanked him over to smack heads with the man on my right arm.


      Without the other thug holding my arm, I slammed my right-hand man into the wall twice and dropped his unconscious body to the ground. Then I dispatched the left-hand assailant with three quick punches to the face. He dropped, unconscious, in a spreading pool of blood streaming from his pulped nose. Blondie had struggled to his feet by that time and held a pistol in his right hand and his no doubt throbbing balls in his left.


      “I’m going to fucking kill you, little man,” Blondie said, bringing his pistol up. I ducked under the gun and punched once, twice, three times directly into his sternum. He let out a grunt that grew into a bellow in pain as I cracked two ribs with my last punch. Still trying to maneuver around to shoot me, he fired his revolver twice, scoring my face with powder burns, then I spun around and twisted his arm until I heard a crack from the big bone in his upper arm. He squeezed the trigger once more; then his hand went limp and he fell to the ground.


      I knelt by his head and put my face to his ear. “Never come back here, you miserable fuck. If I ever see you again, I’m going to rip out your entrails and hang you from them off the bridge in the center of town.” Message delivered, I slammed his face into the floor, rendering him unconscious.


      I stood up, looking around the room at the stunned patrons. “What’s wrong?” I asked. “Haven’t you ever seen a grand old English bar brawl before? If you like that one, you should see what the Irish call an ordinary Saturday night! Bernard, a beer!”


      Then I heard Edgar scream, and my heart crashed through the floor as I saw him kneeling over Anna, blood coating his hands.


      “She’s been shot, someone help!” the boy shouted through his tears.


      I dashed to her side, not even trying to hide my speed. I dropped to my knees beside the injured woman, a crimson stain spreading across her belly where a stray bullet from my struggle with Blondie had found her. I held her head, looking from side to side for something to stop the bleeding with.


      “What do we do?” Edgar asked, tears and snot streaming down his face.


      “I don’t know,” I answered honestly. Luke was never much concerned with bullets, and I healed quickly enough that as long as I managed to not get shot in the head, I was pretty safe, too.


      A low moan came from Anna, and I turned back to her. “Don’t try to talk,” I said, leaning down. “Help is coming.” I watched her lips move, then stared in horror as a drop of blood fell from a cut over my eye onto her mouth. “I’m sorry,” I said, moving to wipe it off. She licked her lips before I could reach the blood, and as she did, I felt something within me shift.


      Suddenly I was feeling everything from two directions—I was staring down at Anna and looking up at myself. I felt the bruises on my body from the fight, but also a horrible burning in my gut that made me look down to see what injury I’d missed. There was no wound, but as I dipped my head, the cut on my scalp from Blondie’s signet ring dripped more of my blood down over Anna’s face. I could smell it, feeling the blood both as it dripped from my head and as it splashed against my face. I reached up to wipe my lips, but there was nothing there.


      Then I saw Anna do the same thing, and the pieces fell into place. Luke had healed me enough times, I’d felt the bond between us grow stronger each time, for me to understand what happened, even if I came to my comprehension slowly. I was in Anna’s head somehow, and the link was through our blood. Maybe I had gained some of Luke’s healing ability. I fumbled in my pocket for a knife, slashed my palm, and pressed it to Anna’s lips. She licked at my hand, tentatively at first, but with each drop, I felt our bond grow until I could hear her inside my head.


      What is this? she “asked” in my head.


      Drink, I said. It will heal you.


      Is this God?


      The furthest thing from it. I felt her take a deep draw of my inhuman blood, and the burning in her/my stomach faded. Another gulp of my life force, and she/I felt like we were never injured.


      What is this?


      I’ll explain later. But we need to leave. Now. Will you come with me?


      Do I have a choice? I felt all the fear, the confusion, the fading pain of her wound becoming a phantom in her memory.


      Not really. I picked her up, turned to Edgar, and said, “Follow me.” It felt strange to speak, to have only sound to convey my meaning again after the deep communication I felt with Anna. The boy nodded, and I shoved my way to the door.


      “I’m taking her to the hospital,” I said. “I’ll see that she is tended to.”


      The second I stepped clear of the door, I turned toward Luke’s apartments and began to run through the streets of Grenoble carrying a woman who had suddenly become more to me than I’d ever even dreamt of having.
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      “Are you a complete idiot, Quincy?!?” Luke was not pleased, to say the least. He paced back and forth in our small parlor, pausing every few strides to whirl on me and ask me some variant of “what were you thinking?”


      “I don’t usually think so, but apparently I may need to revise that opinion,” I said. I sat in a chair beside the sofa in our apartment. Anna lay beside me, breathing easily. She passed out the instant I picked her up in the bar, but her breathing smoothed out as I ran to Luke. Edgar knelt beside her, panting. It took him a little while to catch up to me, but he must have kept me in sight the whole way. I know I didn’t bother to slow down for him. Poor boy. If I weren’t so worried about Anna, I would have felt bad.


      Luke glared at me, then stopped pacing and took a deep breath. “This is bad, Quincy. This is very bad.”


      “She won’t die, Uncle. That’s very good, actually. People dying is bad, remember?”


      “I’ve seen more death than you can contemplate, boy. Do not speak to me of death!” He snapped at me, and I saw a hint of fang for the first time in years. Luke’s control rarely slipped, so apparently, he was more upset with me than I thought. I looked over to Edgar, who had paled more than usual and shrunk against the sofa.


      “You should ignore that, Edgar,” I said. The boy looked at me, his eyes wide. “My uncle has some peculiar tooth problems, but don’t worry. He’s mostly harmless.”


      “I don’t feel very harmless tonight, Quincy. I feel like inflicting great harm, in fact. What possessed you to do something so stupid as to share blood with a human?”


      “I’m human, Uncle. Remember?”


      “Not completely,” he said. “You have many of my traits, thanks to my…interaction with your mother, and my brides’ assault on your father. As the firstborn, any residual effect of my blood transferred to you. That’s why your brothers both seemed completely normal. But you aren’t totally human, son. You never have been.”


      “I know,” I said. “I’m stronger, faster, and my senses are more acute. But I didn’t know that I could heal. Uncle, think of the good that this can do!” I was excited. My mind whirled with the possibilities. Science moved so fast now, perhaps doctors could distill my blood into a tincture, or isolate the rare properties in it to make more. I could really help people, maybe be something more than an enforcer or an avenging angel.


      “But at what cost, boy? What good is the world, if it cost you your soul?” Luke paraphrased.


      “What do you mean?”


      “Any time I have shared blood with someone, given them my blood instead of just taking theirs, there has been a transfer of sorts. Something of me becomes part of them, and they become a part of me. I fear you may be tied to this woman now, more deeply than you intended to be.”


      I remembered the sensory shift that happened when she licked my blood off her lips, and how it deepened when I gave her more of myself. I thought back to the voice in my head, to how it was like we conversed without words, and I knew Luke was right. I was bound to Anna, and she to me. This would certainly complicate things.


      My attention turned back to the brocade sofa as I felt her consciousness stir. I could feel the heavy pattern against my arm, even though I was a foot away. Anna opened her eyes, and light stabbed in, making us both blink.


      “Ooohhh,” she groaned, and Edgar straightened beside her. He took her hand as I knelt by her side.


      “Lie still,” I said. “You were injured.”


      “I was shot.” Her voice was weak, but strengthening.


      “Yes,” I said. “That was my fault. I’m sorry. I think you’re better now.” Images of the fight rushed through my mind, replaying every blow, the struggle for the gun, and my pummeling of the blond Nazi sympathizer.


      That wasn’t your fault, I heard in my head. My eyes widened, and I looked to Anna.


      “You’re talking.”


      “Of course,” she replied.


      But you didn’t speak. I thought back to her, and her own eyes went wide as she both heard my words and registered that my lips never moved. “Luke?” I said.


      “Yes?”


      “We can hear each other’s thoughts,” I said.


      “Well, that is sure to be awkward,” he replied.


      I blushed at the truth of it, and Anna’s cheeks flamed as my thoughts went down a path wholly unsuitable for sharing.


      “The two of you are linked now. Tied together in as inextricable a bond as the one a vampire shares with his sire. You will know where the other is at every moment, and there shall be no secrets between you. I hope you care for each other because there is no getting rid of the other now.”


      “What happens if one of us dies?” I asked. Anna’s eyes went wide, and her hand passed over the now-healed bullet wound. But let’s be honest, I was speaking far more in my case than in hers. I doubted it likely that her life would haul her into anywhere near the travails that mine did on a regular basis. I failed to account for humanity in my consideration.


      “I don’t know,” Luke said, his voice quiet. “It is different for my kind. The bond fades in time. After a century, maybe two, you begin to feel less of what your sire wishes, and the sire can no longer tell where his progeny are at any moment. But you are human, or at least mostly so. I do not know how the inevitable end of you will impact the other.”


      “Wait,” Anna said, her voice breathy from the remnants of pain, not to mention shock. “You are…vampire?”


      “Yes,” Luke said. “Count Vlad Tepes, at your service.”


      “You are…Dracula?” Then she burst into laughter, her melodic voice running scales up and down her mirth. “That is the silliest thing!”


      “Sillier than you having no wound to correspond with that bloodstain, young lady?” Luke’s voice was sharp as his fangs, and Anna’s laugh cut off in her throat.


      She looked down at her belly, then pressed her fingers to the red stain on her dress. “I remember being shot…”


      I felt the panic rising up within her and reached out with my mind to calm her. I could feel her roiling thoughts, and I looked up at Luke. “I think we might need to explain everything…”
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      Several hours later, Luke and I sat across from Anna and Edgar as they stared at the both of us, wide-eyed and mouths agape. “You’re the real Dracula?” Edgar finally said, staring at Luke.


      “I am indeed. Mr. Stoker based his tales on the embellished version of events that Abraham related to him—”


      “Embellished?” Anna asked.


      “Well, as I am obviously not dead, or no more dead than I was when I first encountered that fat liar Van Helsing, there are obviously some literary liberties taken with my tale.” I tuned Luke out as he went down the rabbit hole of explaining where Stoker’s book differed from the reality of his existence. I’d heard it all before, several times, but Luke loved an audience, and it had been a while since he told his tale, so I let him continue without interruption.


      At least, without verbal interruption. How are you handling this? I sent along our strengthening mental bond to Anna.


      I’m…not sure, honestly. I am quite happy not to be dead, of course, but I don’t know if I want a man inside my head who is largely a stranger to me. No offense intended.


      None taken, I replied. This is all new to me as well. I had no idea that my blood had any healing properties, much less that it would bind us like this.


      Do you think this permanent?


      I paused before I answered. I don’t know, to be honest. I’ve never done this before, but it may be. I don’t think that would be so bad, personally. That thought went out tentatively, like a green shoot reaching for the sun.


      I felt her blush a little, then saw her smile. I think it might be something I could grow to enjoy.


      And we did. We grew to enjoy our silent communications, our ability to find each other anywhere in the city, no matter how convoluted the French streets were to us both. The ability to send a message with a thought was useful in shopping, in looking for another piano teacher for Edgar, Master Bellange having abandoned any idea of teaching the boy after seeing Blondie’s reactions, and just in hundreds of little ways throughout our everyday lives. We were happy in Grenoble, and Luke made no argument when I pressed him to move to a larger apartment. He simply took a second apartment near ours for Anna and Edgar, and we spent more and more time together. The four of us could often be heard talking and laughing well into the night, as Edgar played on the upright piano Luke bought for his use.


      It was a simple time, and we felt insulated from the horrible events taking place across Europe. I even managed to ignore the rising anti-Semitic tide growing in the neighborhoods around us, since I got word from Bernard that Blondie left town after our last encounter. We were happy, we were together, and that was all that mattered. Until the invasion, and the surrender, and the Occupation began.
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      “We must leave,” Luke said as he returned from a hunt. Dawn was pinking the eastern sky, and I was awake, waiting for him. I typically didn’t worry about Luke when he was out hunting, but with the rumored invasion and the increasing tensions throughout the country, there was more danger than normal in those early days of 1940.


      I sprang from the couch where I sat reading. “What has happened?”


      “The Germans are coming. The invasion began today. We must leave Grenoble.”


      “Do you not think the French will prevail?” I knew little of warfare. Fighting, yes, but I was not a true warrior. Luke, however, knew tactics and martial movement, even if his last life experience was several centuries before.


      “I think several cities will fall, at the least, and it will be better for us to be somewhere that the French command will want to fight hardest to protect.”


      “Paris?” I asked.


      “Paris. We should gather Anna and Edgar and leave immediately. I have enough money and a car to get us away from here, but I do not know how long I will be able to keep them. The entire country is in an uproar, and I do not know how long the French will be able to hold against Hitler’s forces.”


      “Is Paris far enough?” I asked, going to my room but leaving the door open as I began to pack a few clothes for the trip. Unsurprisingly, this was not the first time Luke and I had left a city in haste. I had a bag under my bed that stayed packed with a pistol, books, and some spell components. I was not nearly as proficient with magic in those days, but I dabbled a bit. Moments later, I was packed enough to leave, and Renfield was busy packing Luke’s most valuable belongings. My uncle is not a terribly material man, but there are a few comforts he likes to have if possible, and a few small paintings and pieces of jewelry that he has never told me the provenance of. I suspect the dark-haired woman in a small oil painting he kept in his rooms was his first wife, but I didn’t ask.


      “I don’t know, Quincy,” Luke called in after me. “I suspect this little Austrian painter is far more than any of us thought at first. He has brought much evil into the world, and I hear rumblings that all his power may not be pure charisma and rhetoric. Gather Anna and Edgar. We must depart within the hour.”


      I tossed my bag on the floor by the front door and headed down the stairs, then up the steps to Anna and Edgar’s apartment. I pounded on the door until Edgar answered, rubbing sleep from his eyes.


      “What are you doing here so early, Quincy? My sister isn’t up yet.” I felt the inaccuracy of his statement as Anna snapped wide awake in my mind, no doubt feeling the fear in me through our link.


      I pushed past the boy into the narrow foyer. “Wake her and pack your clothes. We must leave at once.”


      Edgar’s sleep-fuzzy eyes cleared instantly, and he straightened. “Is it the Nazis? Do we have to leave again?”


      “Yes, Edgar. The Nazis have invaded France, and we are too close to the Western border. We leave in an hour for Paris. Now go get Anna.”


      It was only forty-five minutes later when we gathered on the sidewalk in front of Luke’s apartment waiting on his hired car. It arrived within moments, a sleepy-looking driver hopping out to help Renfield with the few bags we had packed. All around us, people were waking up and coming to the realization that the world was different today. The war that had been a threat for so long was finally a reality, and for all the tension that came with fear, there was also a lightness, a sense of freedom, like a rubber band held taut for a long time finally snapped.


      We made it to the train station without incident, and the activity there seemed normal, even calm, given the circumstances. Luke purchased our tickets to Paris, and we boarded the train. As we prepared to depart, we were delayed as a troop train rushed westward on the tracks beside us, but that was the only indication that anything was different about that day.


      But, of course, everything changed that day, and it changed for the worse quickly. The Nazis took France in a matter of months, and it was impossible for us to escape with Anna and Edgar. Luke and I had papers, of course. Luke had underground connections in every city of any size in Europe, so getting the two of us out of France would have posed no trouble. But getting documents for a Jewish woman and her brother was not something even Luke’s contacts were willing to aid us with, and I couldn’t leave her. I could barely stand to be away from her during the day when she went to work, at least in the early days when she could find work. Before long, no one would hire a Jewish woman for any job, no matter how menial, and she was forced to remain in her apartment, living off Luke’s money. It grated on her far more than it did me, but I’d been leeching off my uncle’s wealth for so long I didn’t know how to live any other way.


      Paris was far from the bastion of culture and safety we had expected, as the Nazis took the entire city, and quickly. We stayed there for only a few weeks, then made our way north to Noyon, a small town almost totally surrounded by mountains.


      Noyon was safe, relatively speaking. There were refugees in all corners of France, many of them Jewish, but a fair number of others persecuted by the Nazis as well. Jehovah’s Witness, the Romany, gays and lesbians—the Nazis were very egalitarian in one aspect: they murdered many. But none were such easy targets as those with the yellow star. I took to wearing one on my own clothes when I was out with Anna, simply because they were not such easy targets when I was with them, but that didn’t stop people from glaring at us, or spitting on the sidewalk at our feet, or muttering curses as we walked past. If only they knew what I truly was, they would understand that there are real monsters in this world, I thought as I kept my head down and my temper reined in.


      We stayed in Noyon for almost two years, in relative safety, if not comfort, while the world burned around us. Luke had friends in the Resistance, and he would vanish for days at a time to take the fight to the Nazis. I sometimes accompanied him, but I usually tried to stay close to home. Even sleepy Noyon wasn’t safe for Anna and Edgar, not alone. And eventually, not even with me by their side. We settled into something of a routine, where I worked as warehouse muscle for a small shipping company during the day, and we stayed mainly at home in the evenings and listened to Edgar play. Luke brought back new sheet music whenever he could, but there was no one available to give the boy lessons, regardless of his talent. He was still an excellent musician, but I could sometimes tell the strain of not getting better fast enough wore on him.


      Things moved along slowly in Noyon, regardless of the frantic pace of the war in other parts of the world. Our isolation was also our insulation, and while there were troops in and around the town all the time, it was still peaceful. None of the soldiers were particularly cruel, and no one bothered us as long as we kept our heads down and subverted any desire to be treated with basic human dignity. As long as we behaved like the dogs they called us, we weren’t kicked too often.


      Until suddenly everything went very bad, very quickly.
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      It was a sunny Sunday afternoon, and Edgar flew a kite in the park near the Cathédrale Notre-Dame de Noyon as Anna and I sat on a blanket drinking wine and eating cheese. It was so stereotypically French that I could almost hear my father laughing at me through the years and miles, but I didn’t care. I was with the woman I loved, and I was happy.


      “A penny for your thoughts, monsieur,” Anna said with a smile. She didn’t need to ask. She could feel my thoughts, of course. Our bond had grown the more time we spent together, until it became sometimes hard to keep any secrets from each other. It made birthdays particularly problematic.


      I rolled onto my back and looked up at the clouds, thin wispy things that hinted of clear weather to come. It was late, and I could see the hint of the full moon peeking through the blue sky. “I was thinking that we needed more days like this. You deserve them.”


      “So do you, Quincy,” Anna said, laying down on my arm and snuggling into my side. “You help people from evil things. You saved Edgar and me. And I don’t know exactly what you do with your uncle when you disappear for days at a time, but I’m sure it is helping other people.”


      “Some of the people I encounter on those trips with Luke would disagree with you,” I said, a slight frown creasing my brow as I thought about some of our more recent “hunting trips.”


      “They are bad people, and they deserve bad things. Edgar and I are not bad people, and neither are you. So, we deserve to be happy. Especially Edgar…” I felt the love for her brother coming off her in waves, as always tinged with sadness for what they lost, and fear for what might yet come.


      “He’s a good boy, and a talented pianist. We will get him out of here. Luke knows a man, with the Resistance. He is working on papers for you and for Edgar that will help us all get to America. It’s safe there.”


      “Have you ever been to America?” she asked. She paused for a moment, then spoke again. “Do they hate Jews in America?”


      “No,” I said. “To both questions, actually. I haven’t been to America. Not yet. But I know that they are not insane like Germany has become. They are not led by a vile parody of a human being like Hitler. They do not hate people simply for being who they are. It is a good place, and you’ll both be safe there.”


      “What about you? Aren’t you coming with us?” She was up on one elbow now, concern vibrating through our bond. “I’m not going to America without you, Quincy, so don’t even ask me.”


      I laughed and pulled her down to me. Her face was inches from mine, and I looked deep in her eyes. “I will never leave you, Anna Treves. I will take you to America, and we will raise Edgar to become a famous pianist who will care for his sister and her strange husband in our dotage. Don’t worry. You can’t rid yourself of me that easily.” Then I kissed her, and our souls touched with our lips, and I felt the sense of being more than myself, more than just the two of us. It was a feeling of peace, of completion, and of simply being whole.


      Anna pulled back, looked down at me, and smiled. “You better come with me, Quincy Harker. Or I will find myself another immortal sorcerer looking to take on a refugee woman and her awkwardly talented little brother.” Then she kissed me again, laughing softly.


      Edgar ran over before our kiss became anything inappropriate for a public park, announcing that he was tired of playing kites and wanted to go home and practice. Anna rolled off of me, and I stood, helping her up and picking grass out of her hair. We started home, thinking nothing could ruin our day.


      We were wrong.
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      We were about a mile from our flat when a line of trucks passed us on the road. It was nothing unusual, just a command car in the front and three troop trucks behind it, the kind of thing we saw nearly every day since leaving Grenoble. What was unusual this time was that the command car slowed, pulled off to the side of the road, and stopped. A man got out of the car and waved the troop vehicles onward, then turned and strutted back toward us.


      “This does not seem good,” Edgar said quietly. He was far more correct than he knew, but I tried hard to tighten the reins on my link with Anna and keep everything under control.


      “It is much worse than that,” I said. “Keep your head down, and do not fight back, no matter what.” I summoned some energy from within myself, not enough to make my hands glow, but enough to open the magical conduits within myself and ready a spell should things get ugly. It took me much more concentration in those days to summon my magic. I hadn’t yet blown open every psychic and mystical pathway within myself. Not yet.


      The man walked toward us in a quick but methodical pace. He didn’t hurry. He didn’t have to. He was an unterscharführer in the SS, roughly equivalent to a sergeant, and no one was going to screw with him. He had men under his command and the backing of the entire German Army at his disposal if he needed it. No one was going to stop him from doing anything he wanted to a troop of Jews walking along the road in Occupied France in 1942.


      As he got closer, Anna drew in a sharp breath, and I knew she saw him though my eyes. I felt the fear spike in her mind and tried to soother her through our link. This wasn’t some random encounter with a capricious officer wishing to cause mayhem. This was a man with a vendetta, specifically against the two of us, and he was smiling like it was his birthday and Christmas all rolled up into one.


      “I know you, juden,” he said, a smile splitting his ugly face as he got close. He might have been a decent-looking guy at some point, but years of cruelty had twisted him into a hideous parody of a cartoon villain. Except he was right in front of me, and there were three men twenty yards behind him with rifles to keep me from doing what I really wanted to do, which was break his neck and leave him on the side of the road like a dog in a ditch.


      “I remember you,” he went on, smiling at Anna the entire time. He never spared a glance for Edgar and barely looked at me. His focus was on her the whole time. “You didn’t want to dance with me. Your boyfriend broke my arm and my nose. I knew we would meet again, you and me. We are fated to be together. You cannot avoid it, even with this fool by your side.” He reached out and shoved me, then he spun around and was in my face, his hot, stinking breath washing over me like a wave of sewage.


      “I remember you, too. My arm still hurts when it rains.”


      “That’s probably rough since it rains up here a lot,” I said. I have never been what anyone would consider blessed with discretion. Needless to say, my words didn’t make him laugh and clap me on the back like old friends. His eyes went even colder, and he reached out to Edgar’s chest, ripping off the yellow star sewn there.


      “Don’t you know it’s illegal for Jews to be out in public in disguise like that,” he said, pointing at the boy. Edgar opened his mouth to protest, but Anna clapped a hand over his mouth.


      “We are terribly sorry, Unterscharführer. His star must have fallen off while he was playing. You know how boys roughhouse. We will take him home immediately, and I will sew another onto his shirt right away.”


      Blondie grinned, showing a chipped front tooth that I sincerely hoped was my fault. “See that you do. If I catch any of you out in the streets without the proper insignia, I will have no choice but to make trouble.” He leaned in close to Anna’s face. “You don’t want any trouble, do you?”


      “No, sir,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. I didn’t speak. I stood there, trembling with impotent fury. I could kill Blondie, that wasn’t the problem. I could snap his neck without breaking a sweat. I could summon enough magic to burn him to a crisp. But he wasn’t alone. His troops were gone, but his driver stood by the door of the car, a hand on the butt of his pistol. I couldn’t reach him before he would be able to fire at least one shot, and that would bring the entire Occupation force down upon us. So, I stood there while Blondie leered at Anna and grinned at me.


      After a moment that stretched to infinity, Blondie nodded at her and said, “That’s what I thought. Make sure your boyfriend doesn’t want any trouble, either. I would hate to see you pay the consequences of his bad decisions.” Then he straightened up, winked at me, and turned to walk away. I watched him walk away, noticing that he tossed Edgar’s yellow star on the ground in front of him and made a special effort to step on it, grinding it into a patch of mud as he went.


      I let out a breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding and said, “I’m sorry. I should have kept my mouth shut. I will control myself better in the future.” I could feel Anna’s terror through the link we shared, and it built into an almost unbearable loop with her terror feeding my fury, and my fury making her more and more afraid. I wanted nothing more than to run after Blondie and snap his neck, but I knew I couldn’t kill him and all three of his guards before one of them shot Anna or Edgar, and I didn’t know if my healing trick would work on her more than once. I couldn’t risk it, not with so much to lose.


      We walked the rest of the way home in silence, with me trying to project soothing thoughts across our bond, but sharing a mind-link with someone is tough. You can’t really lie to them because they feel everything that you’re feeling. You can hide some specific thoughts, but it’s almost impossible to deceive them. Anna knew that I was furious at myself, at Blondie, at Hitler and all the rest of his goons, at the stupidity of humans and how we just can’t seem to learn anything.


      “What happened?” Luke asked from the den as I walked into the small apartment we shared. He sat in a chair, drinking a glass of wine. I have always taken great amusement at the classic Lugosi line “I do not drink…wine.” In truth, Luke has a very finely developed palette, and wine is one of the few material pleasures he allows himself. Well, wine, nice cars, fine clothes, antiques…Never mind, Luke is an absolute materialist.


      “We met an old friend on the road,” I spat, walking over to the bar and pouring myself a large glass of brandy. The liquor burned all the way down, and I poured another. I walked over to sit in an armchair opposite Luke. “The blond Nazi asshole I beat up in Grenoble is here.”


      “We must leave,” Luke said, rising. “I will have Renfield prepare our things.”


      “No,” I said. Luke looked at me, his brows knit, and sat back down. “We don’t know if this is anything more than a one-night stopover for him. If he is only here for a few days, we should be able to avoid him until the danger passes. This is a good town, for the most part. Trying to find anyplace safe in France, well…I don’t know if there is any safe place in France.”


      “Or all of Europe, from what I am hearing,” Luke agreed. “I have connections. We could go to England. Hide out there until our passage to America is sorted.”


      I thought about it. I sipped my brandy, and I thought about it. I could still feel Anna’s terror in the back of my mind. Not as a memory, but through our link. She was still scared almost witless, in that very moment. I didn’t want to rip her and Edgar away from what had been a relatively safe environment for them, not without knowing we had no other choice.


      That was a mistake that would haunt me for decades.
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      Nothing happened the next day. Nothing happened the day after that, although we all stayed close to home both of those days. Nothing happened for several days, and my nocturnal ramblings through the town led me to believe that Blondie was just passing through. No one heard of an increased Nazi presence in the town, or at least they weren’t telling me about it. Luke kept an ear to the ground as well, and none of his sources heard anything to raise our defenses. Not that they weren’t already high, given the time and circumstances.


      After a week of being on higher alert than normal, we began to move about the city again somewhat normally. I returned to the corner bar in the evenings, where the bartender didn’t care about the star on my jacket, just the color of my money. Edgar resumed playing the piano with the window open, something we stopped when we were concerned about Blondie looking for him. Anna resumed taking her daily walk through the town, looking for work and chatting with other women on her journeys.


      Luke did what Luke did in those days. He disappeared. I assumed he went somewhere to provide aid to the Resistance or help move a family across the border into Switzerland. He did much of that, using his connections, his wealth, and his sheer strength to aid those in danger. I often sat up late into the night with him when he returned, listening to his tales of mad escapes from Nazis, all carefully scrubbed of blood and gore in case Edgar was creeping around listening, as children are wont to do. Some part of me felt like Luke was working to save lives now, particularly Romany lives when given the opportunity, in an effort to balance the scales for the many lives he took before he encountered my parents and his old frenemy, the “fat shite Van Helsing.”


      It was almost two weeks after our encounter with Blondie on the road when I came home to find the flat empty in the late afternoon. It was nearing suppertime, so I was confused as to why Edgar wasn’t practicing or Anna beginning the preparations for the evening meal. I set down the sheet music I’d picked up for Edgar, a Chopin sonata that I had not heard the boy play before, and wandered through our rooms looking for them.


      “Anna? Edgar?” I called. The apartment was neat and orderly, with no signs of forced entry or a disturbance. It took me but a few moments to search the scant rooms we lived in, but the situation was soon inescapable—they were nowhere to be seen.


      I walked downstairs and knocked on the door of our landlord, Madame Gardie. She answered the door, dusting flour off an apron. “Oiu?” she asked.


      While I could understand anything she said, my spoken French was worse in 1942 than it is today, which is to say abysmal, so I stuck to English. “Pardon me, madame. My wife and son are not at home, and I was expecting them to be there when I arrived. Have you seen them leave?” Madame Gardie was one of the most observant people I’ve ever seen, which is to say she was a horrible busybody. There was no doubt in my mind that she had seen the two leave and had recorded any odd circumstances regarding their departure in her steel trap of a memory. We had cultivated the small fiction that Anna and I were married so that she would rent us one apartment, but truth be told, I didn’t mind the idea of having a normal life for a time. Even with as horrible as the world was, when we were in our flat, we adopted some semblance of normalcy, the first I had experienced in many years.


      The little woman before me shook her head. “Oh, oiu, monsieur. I have not seen the boy, such a darling little musician he is! I have not seen him since early this morning, but Madame Anna, she left not long ago. She rushed down the stairs and out into the street. She seemed concerned for something.”


      I felt around in my head for my link to Anna, and she was there, but it was faint. She was worried, but not frightened, not frantic. I could only feel a vague sense of concern, but when I concentrated, she tugged me northwest, toward the center of town. I thanked Madame Gardie, and walked out into the street, my concern growing as I felt Anna getting more nervous. Evening was approaching, and it would very soon be dangerous for her to be out on the streets. The curfew was enforced loosely in Noyon, but there was a greater concentration of SS and sympathizers on the streets in recent weeks, so no one with the yellow star was taking any chances.


      I ducked into an alley and stuffed my jacket behind a pair of trash bins, thus becoming just another man walking about the city in his shirtsleeves. It was much easier for me to “pass.” I just removed my jacket. Anna’s star was sewn onto her dress, and her papers clearly marked her as Jewish. I wasn’t, and had papers to that effect, so wearing the star was a matter of choice for me. It wasn’t choice for Anna and Edgar. It was the disgusting law of the land, and the consequences for being without it were dire.


      I shoved my hands in my pockets and ambled along the streets, trying to concentrate on Anna through our bond, sending what I hoped was calming influence across the link we shared, while feeling my own anxiety ratchet up the more frantic she became.


      I can’t find him! she sent to me, and I knew I was getting closer to her. We were only able to communicate clearly over short distances, no matter how long we were together. I don’t know if that was a byproduct of my own lack of magical strength, or the amount of my blood she took in when we were initially bonded. I haven’t been willing to create a large enough sample size to truly understand the bonding, and as I believe I am the only person alive with my particular set of gifts, I haven’t found anyone to compare notes with.


      I’m close. Where are you?


      Party headquarters, but they will not let me in to speak with anyone.


      Get away from there. It’s too dangerous. Come to me. We’ll get you home, and I’ll go out tonight and find Edgar. I’m sure he found a musician playing on the street somewhere and lost track of time watching.


      You cannot lie to me, Quincy. I can feel it in your soul. She was right. Any comfort I had to give her would be a lie, and there could be no lies between us.


      You’re right. This is bad. But let’s not compound the trouble by getting you arrested. Come to me.


      I felt her agreement, then I was almost driven to my knees by the strength of her emotions. Terror roiled across our bond, making me physically ill with the strength of it.


      They have him! They are marching Edgar out into the street before headquarters. What are they…no, please no, not my Edgar… Her thoughts became a jumbled mass of horror and pain that overwhelmed my senses. I turned to an alley and leaned against the bricks, punching the wall until my knuckles bled to force down the wave of nausea.


      When I was clear-headed enough to move, I ran toward the place in front of Town Hall, where I found Anna being restrained by two SS officers. She was struggling, and I could tell from her face that she was on the verge of completely breaking down, even had we not been psychically bound. I looked to the steps of Town Hall, and there stood Blondie, a shark’s smile stretching across his face from ear to ear.


      “Your town has become a haven for those seeking to protest against the sanctity of The Reich and the kind and wise leadership of our glorious Führer. These children are the proof!” He waved a hand to his side, and soldiers in brown shirts dragged out half a dozen boys and girls, the oldest maybe fourteen years old. Standing in the middle of them, his face tear-streaked and a huge red mark blooming on the side of his face, was Edgar.


      Blondie continued shouting to the gathering crowd. “These young agitators were found spreading anti-Reich propaganda throughout Noyon this very day! Some were passing out seditionist newspapers, another painted graffiti on a German-owned business, and this one,” here he indicated Edgar, “this one was found in a music shop playing songs by banned composers, spreading his Jew filth and lies through seemingly harmless songs!


      “Neighbors, we cannot stand for this style of dissidence. These children are guilty of treason! They are guilty of breeding sedition in your homes, in your town, in your very town square! We cannot be lenient with such perpetrators, no matter their age. These children are hereby sentenced to work off their sentence in a camp for the betterment of the Reich, for the betterment of the great German Republic for which we all stand, for the glory of the Fatherland!”


      Anna broke free of the soldiers holding her and charged, screaming, toward the steps. Blondie didn’t even spare her a glance as a man in a black uniform stepped forward and caught her across the jaw with a stiff punch. I felt her lapse into unconsciousness, and the world spun around me as the pain and dizziness snapped through our mental link.


      “Bring her inside,” Blondie yelled. “She can join the children in the work camps!” I dropped to a knee and watched as he scanned the crowd, looking for someone. His eyes locked with mine, and as the smile spread across his face, I knew that this entire charade had been orchestrated for my benefit. That giant blond bastard found someone to give him a little morsel of power, and now that he was confronted with me again and reminded of his humiliation at my hands, he was going to use every bit of that power to make me suffer.


      Anna and Edgar were just collateral damage in the war his ego waged against me. Well, if he wanted war, I was happy to bring him a war. I just hoped he was ready for the hell I was going to unleash upon him.
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      I made my way to the corner of a nearby building as the rest of the crowd dispersed. There were four armed guards on the door, and two patrols of two patrolling the perimeter, so going straight in was out of the question. If Luke were with me, it wouldn’t be a problem, but solo…well, let’s just say that my strength has increased pretty dramatically since the 1940s. I clasped my hands behind my back to keep the rage that swelled within me from manifesting into a glow, and I made a quick lap around the building to make sure there was no back entrance I was unaware of. There was, of course, because municipal buildings always have multiple entrances, but every door into Town Hall was guarded by at least two brownshirts.


      I did the hardest thing I could imagine doing, but the only thing I could do. I left. I walked halfway across town to a tavern I knew to be sympathetic to the Resistance and asked for a man named Jean with blue eyes. That was the code Luke had given me to get in touch with his compatriots if I ever needed them and he wasn’t around.


      I sat nursing my second beer trying not to appear too impatient when a young girl of about ten years came up and tugged on my sleeve. I looked down and she smiled up at me, one tooth missing in her blue-eyed grin.


      “Come with me, monsieur,” she chirped. “Jean would like to have a drink with you in his room.”


      I followed the child up the back stairs, and she led me to a nondescript door, then stepped aside. “Jean is in there,” she said. She looked up at me with an expectant smile, and I pressed a few francs into her hand.


      The girl dismissed, I knocked on the door. A voice on the other side commanded, “Come!” and I opened the door.


      I stepped into a well-appointed living room to find two pistols pointed at my face. I held up my hands and froze. “Luke sent me,” I said, hoping my uncle’s name would buy me a few extra seconds.


      “You’re lying,” said a small man with a scar on the point of his chin and a thin mustache.


      “You’re right,” I said, crossing the floor in two inhumanly fast strides and snatched the pistol from a thick-shouldered woman with lank brown hair. I popped out the cylinder, emptied the gun, and handed it back to her. “But now there’s only one gun pointed at me, and that I think I can handle.”


      “You must be Quincy,” the short man said, putting the pistol into his belt and relaxing a bit. “Luke has mentioned you, but he didn’t tell us you would be coming by.” He didn’t have a gun on me anymore, but the suspicion still hovered in his eyes. I didn’t blame him. If he was discovered, everyone he loved would be murdered, along with most everyone he’d ever spoken to.


      “Luke didn’t know I would need your help. I don’t know where he is. I assume he’s off doing something for you. But I need help, and I need it tonight. They…they took…” I couldn’t say it. I couldn’t get out the words “they took her.” I could still feel her in the back of my head, faint but conscious. She was terrified but trying to be brave, not just for Edgar, but for me, too. She was in a Nazi jail waiting to be sent off to a work camp in the morning because I couldn’t keep my temper in check, and she didn’t want me to be scared. I lost it.


      I took two steps over to a tattered sofa and collapsed, my head in my hands. My shoulders heaved as great, wracking sobs tore through me. I wept like I had never wept before, not even at the deaths of my younger brothers from influenza. I’d stood over the graves of two brothers and two parents and never felt anything like the desolation, the sheer gut-wrenching agony I felt that night, weeping and moaning on a green velour couch in the upstairs apartment of a bar owned by the French Resistance.


      After several crushing moments of despair, I felt a meaty arm over my shoulders, and I turned into the shoulder of the brown-haired woman, who held me like a mother holding a babe until I cried myself out. After my tears were empty, I just lay there for several minutes, letting someone comfort me, letting her hold me and lend me strength until I could turn around and face the room again.


      “Apologies,” I said, pulling out my handkerchief and trying to restore my face to some level of presentable. “The new unterscharführer has taken two people I care about, my…fiancée and her little brother, and he plans to ship them off to a work camp tomorrow. I have to…what is it?”


      The trim man, I assumed he was “Jean,” was pale. “There are no work camps in France, my friend. No one from Noyon is taken out of France. There is only Drancy.” No one else in the room spoke, but they all looked stricken.


      “What is Drancy?” I asked. I knew it as an area on the outskirts of Paris, but there was no dire connotation for me, nothing to explain the horror in the faces of those around me.


      Jean nodded to the woman, who stood up from the sofa beside me and walked to a small kitchen. She came back with a bottle of wine and several cups and poured one before me. “Drancy,” the little man began, “is a transfer camp outside of Paris. There are some people who remain there, but all children who come into Drancy are immediately sent on by train.”


      There was something he wasn’t telling me, and I was too dense to understand. Or I was too overwrought, but there was certainly something more than I wasn’t picking up on. “Sent on to where?”


      I could tell from the look on his face that he didn’t want to answer, but after a long drink of his wine, he finally looked over the rim of his cup at me and said one word: “Auschwitz.”


      I was up like a shot. “We have to go. We have to go now! That blond bastard will have them murdered! What are we waiting for?”


      Jean was frozen in his seat, and every eye was on me. “What did you say?” the brunette woman asked, her voice cold.


      “I called him a big blond bastard. The new unterscharführer, he’s a blond French gorilla who wants so badly to be German that he murders his own countrymen for his goddamned adopted Fatherland.”


      “I know this man,” Jean said, fingering the scar on his chin. “We have…met before. He is vicious, more so than even the most diligent Germans. If he has your woman and the boy, and has taken a special interest in them, it may already be too late.”


      “Then we can’t waste any more time,” I thundered, looking around the half-dozen faces crowded into the small apartment. “Get your guns. Let’s go.” I took a step toward the door but stopped when no one else moved. “What’s wrong?”


      “It is…complicated,” Jean said, taking a long sip of his wine as if to fortify himself. “We may not be able to assist you as directly as we would both like, now that we know Unterscharführer Brittlav is involved. His presence complicates matters.”


      “Why?” I asked. “You’ve said he’s horrible, and you’ve seen some of what I can do. Help me get in there, take him out, and rescue Anna and Edgar. We save my family, kill a Nazi, and—”


      “And Noyon burns to the ground,” the brown-haired woman cut me off. “If we take out Brittlav, the Reich sends a dozen more to take his place, each one worse than the one we killed. It’s like the legend of the Hydra, only worse. We cannot take out a high-ranking French Nazi, not unless we want the entire city to be razed, with not one brick left standing on another. I am sorry, monsieur, but we cannot help you tonight.”


      “What?” I looked over at Jean, shocked. “What the hell? After everything Luke has done to help your cause…”


      “We cannot endanger the entire movement at the request of any one man, not even if it were your uncle himself trapped in that jail,” the woman said. “I am sorry, but my decision on this is final.”


      I turned back to the slim man. “Jean, come on, help me out here!”


      The woman spoke again. “I apologize for our little deception, Monsieur Harker. He is Claude, our chief weapons specialist. I am Jean, and I am the one who decides who we point those weapons at. We do not point them at Brittlav. His friends and supporters are too highly placed. Your friends, your…fiancée…I am sorry to say, they are lost to you.”


      I felt the despair that had wracked me for hours begin to harden into something else. Deep in my gut, the roiling mass of fear and guilt began to spin faster and faster, igniting into a flame of rage like nothing I had ever known before. I turned to Jean, my hands beginning to shimmer with red light as I unconsciously channeled that rage into power. “I am sorry, as well. But not for me, and not for Anna and Edgar. I am sorry for every son of a bitch that ends up dead at my hands tonight. I swear this to you, Jean. I will kill every single Nazi bastard I lay eyes on until Anna is back in my arms again.” With that, I strode through the small apartment and flung open the door. I headed out into the night, my mission clear in my mind. I was going to find Anna and destroy every single man who dared try to stop me.
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      She wasn’t there. I could feel that from the moment I walked up to Town Hall. Her presence in my mind was frantic, but faint. She wasn’t in the building, or even within a couple of miles of me, but I had no idea where she was. I wasn’t worried, though. I figured if I asked nicely, someone in or around the facility would be happy to tell me where Unterscharführer Brittlav was.


      The first person I asked nicely was the guard at the rear entrance. It was late, but there were still two guards stationed there, drinking coffee and smoking cigarettes. They had their rifles slung across their backs like they didn’t expect any trouble. And why should they? What kind of madman would just walk up to a well-armed Nazi headquarters in Occupied France and try to attack them?


      Turns out, no man at all. Whatever I am, whatever I have ever been, that night I was certainly far from a man. I waited in the shadows across the street, nestled in the hollow of a closed shop’s front door, and watched until one of the guards answered the inevitable call of the coffee. The moment he stepped inside the building, I sprang into motion, walking swiftly across the street, my head down.


      “Pardon me, monsieur, do you know where I might find Unterscharführer Brittlav? I need to speak to him on a matter of some urgency.” I tried to make myself appear as innocuous as possible, not easy to do when I was several inches taller than the guard and approaching him out of the night unexpectedly.


      “What?” he asked, confusion twisting his face.


      “Brittlav,” I repeated. “Where can I find him tonight? I need to speak to him urgently.”


      “He…um…he is…I can’t…”


      “It’s fine,” I said, plastering a fake grin across my face. “Herr Brittlav and I are old friends. I simply need to repay a gambling debt. I…I lost a sum of money at a card game several weeks ago, and Herr Brittlav helped me cover my debts. Now I am in a position to repay him after finally a run of good fortune, and I—”


      “You are the Englishman Unterscharführer Brittlav told us to watch out for,” came a voice behind me, accompanied by the sound of a hammer drawing back on a pistol.


      My ruse discarded, I spun to my right and whirled around, bringing up my hands wrapped in a nimbus of light. “Infiernus!” I said, thrusting my hands at the pistol-wielding Nazi behind me. He erupted in a ball of flame and dropped his pistol as he screamed and tried to beat out the fire engulfing him. I turned to the other guard, one glowing hand raised at eye level.


      “Where is Brittlav?” I asked, but the guard was too frantic. He pushed past me to try and help his companion, yelling for help as he ripped off his coat and swatted at the flames. I didn’t bother to tell him there was no point. That fire wasn’t going out until I extinguished it, or it was out of fuel, and I didn’t feel much like extinguishing it.


      I stepped to the side of the door and waited until the shouts drew attention from inside, then slipped in as three men rushed out to help the burning guard. He was just lying there by that point, unable to scream anymore from swallowing so much fire. I gave one last look at his flaming corpse and whispered, “Extinguish.” He was dead, no need to be cruel. Leave that to the experts, his bosses.


      I slipped in the unattended door and into the building, almost bowling over a guard running for the door. “Who are you?” he asked, reaching for the pistol on his belt.


      I didn’t even break stride, just folded my fingers into a knife edge and drove them into his throat. I felt his larynx crunch under my knuckles, then slammed a fist into his gut as his hands clutched at his neck. He doubled over, I tucked his head under my arm and jerked upward with my whole body, using his body weight to snap his neck. I dropped his corpse right there in the hall for anyone to find. I figured it wouldn’t be the last body I dropped that night, so why bother trying to be subtle now, after literally setting a man ablaze on the Nazis’ doorstep?


      I followed the narrow hallway to a wider one off to the right, with offices branching off on both sides. Everything was deserted thanks to the late hour, so I stalked the halls until I came upon a fat guard sitting at a desk by another door, reading a book with his feet up. When he heard my boots clicking across the floor, he jerked upright, almost toppling out of his chair, and spun around to face me.


      “Who are you? What are you doing—” His questions were cut off with a sharp URK! as I grabbed him by the throat and pulled him close to me.


      I let some of the stored power manifest as fire in my eyes, casting a red glow through them as I leaned into the fat man’s face and said, my voice low and full of malice, “Where is Brittlav? Tell me now, and you live. Try to be brave, or fight, and I will snap your neck like a twig and leave your bloated carcass here to die in your own filth.”


      The smell of piss filled my nostrils as the terrified man’s bladder let go. “H-h-he has a house just north of town. He took the Jewess there. He said she needed special correction.” His eyes told me everything I needed to know about Brittlav’s “special correction.”


      “You will do two things for me, and I will let you live,” I growled, my face bare inches from his nose. I was so close his eyes almost had to cross to look at me, but he was not taking his eyes off mine. “You will give me the keys to whatever vehicle you have, then you will go downstairs, free every child in the cells, and lock yourself in their place. You will tell whoever releases you that a team of American commandos came in and freed the children, saying they would take them out of France by first light. If you do this, the high command may let you live. If you fail in this, I will find you, and I will kill you. Do you understand me?”


      He nodded, tears streaming down his face. We both knew I was lying. The Nazis would kill him for his failure, but at least if he did as I told him, he would have a few hours to beg God to forgive him. I didn’t have a lot of faith in his chances, but I also didn’t care very much. He was a Nazi. He deserved to burn in whatever deepest pit of Hell Lucifer could devise.


      I let go of his throat, and he sagged down, opening a desk drawer and pulling out two rings of keys. The smaller set he handed to me. “There is a sedan out front. It belonged to the mayor until it was confiscated.” He gave me directions to Brittlav’s house, and I left him to go free the children. I hated leaving Edgar in the fate of a piss-covered Nazi coward, but even at distance, I felt Anna’s terror rising with every moment. I had to get to her or the fear across our shared link would drive me mad.


      There were two guards on the side exit when I stepped out to take the mayor’s car. One died with a wide-eyed look of shock on his face as I stepped forward and snapped his neck, and the other sported a new eye in his forehead as I snatched the first guard’s pistol from his belt and shot his compatriot in the face. I was in the car before the second body hit the ground and jammed the Mercedes sedan into gear. I was determined to find Anna, and end Brittlav, by my magic or my bare hands.
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      I left the sedan at the end of the long driveway, nosed in among the underbrush at the side of the road. I didn’t think Blondie would have much in the way of security, but even if all he had were a couple of guards, I figured it was better to avoid alerting them as much as possible. The estate, because that’s what it was, sat at least two kilometers from the main road, in the middle of an expanse of lawn befitting a rugby pitch. The grounds were mostly clear, with a large stone fence surrounding the acreage. I scaled the wall easily, leaping halfway up with a single bound and scampering over with my rage-fueled grace.


      Now that I was closer, I felt Anna’s terror across our link. I tried to send reassuring feelings to her, but all I got back was a jumble of frantic fear and anger. Stars winked merrily overhead, a sliver of moon lending me more than enough illumination to navigate the massive lawn.


      I was focused on the front of the house and the lone guard that stood by the bottom of the front steps. Too focused, it turns out, as I almost didn’t hear the rushing guard dog until it was too late. The Doberman snarled before it leapt, and that was the only thing that saved me from losing a hamstring, or worse.


      I dove for the turf, rolling to the side as the dog flew over me, and coming up with my magic at the ready. “Duermo,” I whispered, pushing power out through my fingertips in a haze of green energy. The magic wrapped around the dog’s face, and it dropped in its tracks, snoring softly on the grass. My legs wobbled as the power flew from me, as I didn’t have time to draw it in from my surroundings, so I sagged to one knee on the grass, panting for a moment as I refilled my reservoir and caught my breath. After long seconds trying to stand, seconds where all I heard inside my head was Anna screaming for me, for her brother, for God to come rescue her, I struggled to my feet and resumed my trek to the door.


      I got within a dozen yards of the door, running in a crouch and keeping to the shadows as much as I could, until the guard turned in my direction and shouldered his rifle.


      “Who’s there?” he called.


      I said nothing, just dropped flat and froze, hoping my dark shirt was enough to mask me from his sight. I hadn’t thought about anything more than storming Town Hall when I left home, so I wasn’t wearing my best burglar ensemble.


      “Rudolf? Is that you, boy?” the guard called out, then gave a sharp whistle. Good, he thought I was the dog. Maybe he wouldn’t investigate too much.


      Shit. I heard his boots crunch on the gravel drive as he came down off the bottom step and started in my direction. I briefly considered putting him to sleep, then decided, Fuck it. He’s a goddamn Nazi, and pushed myself up and to my feet in a mostly fluid motion.


      The guard was young, barely into his twenties. A good-looking kid, with a square jaw, just a hint of peach fuzz, and those blue eyes the Nazis were so proud of. I closed his eyes for good, taking three steps forward, pulling a knife from my belt, and jamming it upward through his jaw. I saw the moment when the knife pierced his brain, and the lights went out. It didn’t make me happy, but there was a grim satisfaction that came from taking one more murdering bastard out of the world. I guided the youngster’s body to the ground and wiped my knife clean on his brown uniform shirt.


      I thought for a second about dragging him into the shadows to mask my trail, then thought better of it and picked up his body. I dropped his corpse face up across the hood of Blondie’s command car for all the world to see. I was done being a quiet guerrilla in this war, or worse, just an observer. It was time to kill every swastika-wearing son of a bitch I could find, starting with everyone in this house.


      I finally entered the war the moment I shoved my blade through that kid’s brain, and I was in it balls deep. No point in trying to hide anymore.


      With that thought in the forefront of my mind, I stood up straight and drew in as much energy from the earth around me as I could hold. My hands and eyes glowed purple, and my ears rang with the power I drew into myself. I muttered in Latin as I walked up the steps to the house, opening a conduit to the earth and its energy, layering spells and twining them together to keep the path open for the energy that fueled me, funneling it into a shield that should be enough to stop most bullets. If Blondie had a tank hidden away somewhere, I was in trouble, but most small arms fire wasn’t going to be an issue.


      I stepped to the door and found it open. Either Blondie had a lot of faith in his lone guard and dog, or he was expecting me. I hoped it was the latter. I really, really hoped it was the latter. I stepped into a grand foyer, complete with twin curved staircases. This was a grand estate, probably belonging to someone of importance in the area before Blondie and his Nazi goons took it over.


      A man in a black SS uniform stepped out from a room to my left, holding a pistol. “Unterscharführer Brittlav said that you would be coming. I thought him mad. Surely, I said to him, no one is stupid enough to beard the lion that is the Third Reich in our very den. I am very happy to be wrong, and to have the opportunity to put a bullet in your thick British skull.”


      “Go to hell,” I said, raising my left hand. A stream of power flowed up from the earth through me, greedy to ground itself like electricity. I let it go, flinging pure, unmanipulated energy into the Nazi. Power ran along his arm, sparking purple light leaping from my hand to the barrel of his gun and racing to his shoulder, then running up and down his body like electricity, hungry and vicious. I didn’t try to direct it, didn’t give it form, just threw raw magical power at him, straight from the ley lines that crisscross the earth. That kind of power, wielded by those who know how to shape it and bend it to our will, can do incredible things. But for someone with no facility to handle it, it’s a lot like getting struck by lightning. Only more like being struck by lightning five times all at once.


      Black Suit reacted about like I expected, which is to say explosively. His eyes began to smoke, light shot out his ears, and after about half a second, the top of his head blew off, scattering brains all across the nice white marble floor. I barely broke stride as his body collapsed to the floor, magic, blood, and brains leaking from him in equal measure.


      I tried to focus on Anna through our link, but all I got was the mental equivalent of screaming, then I heard real screaming coming from the second floor, and I took the stairs two at a time chasing the sound. Another young brownshirt came out of a room at the top of the left-hand staircase, and I flung my knife at him. Using my magic to drive the blade through the air, the knife flew straight across the landing and buried itself in the man’s skull. He fell to the floor, and I stepped over his twitching body, kicking a door to splinters as I wrapped my foot in power.


      I stepped into a huge study that Blondie had converted to his office, with leather couches and a desk the size of a small car. He stood in front of the desk with Anna in his arms. She struggled against his grip, but it was obvious he had beaten her badly.


      I felt more than heard someone step toward my right, and I spun around, wrapping yet another brown-shirted thug in blue power. I held out my arm, guiding the magic around him like a constrictor, and clenched my fist. The magic sliced through him, leaving him to fall to the lush carpet in a dozen meaty thumps.


      I turned to Blondie, who stared slack-jawed at me. “Let her go, or find out what that feels like, you bastard.”


      He recovered quickly, I’ll give him that. His look of shock morphed into a horrific grin, and he looked over at Anna. “Her? Let her go? No, witch, I think I won’t do that. Why would I, when I can use her to control you? If you care for this Jew bitch enough to come in here and murder my men, then you will do anything to protect her, won’t you?”


      “I’ll do plenty, you bastard,” I said, raising my hand and directing my power toward Blondie. I figured if I sliced his arm off, then I could do whatever I wanted to him, without anything feeding back across to Anna. Power shot from my fingertips, red-gold snakes of energy that hit his outstretched arm and…vanished.


      “What?” I said, concentrating. I still had a firm connection to the well of magic around me, it still coursed through me like delicious fire, but when it touched Blondie, it just…dissipated into the air, leaving nothing of itself behind.


      “What’s wrong, witch?” Blondie asked, that grin growing ever fiercer. “Didn’t I tell you? I’m protected from your little spells. The Führer himself granted me a talisman against evil spirits like you. He heard there was a fiend hunting our interests in this part of my country, so he sent me a holy weapon to purge mystical trash like you.”


      Blondie shoved Anna to one side and reached for a sword hanging from his belt. I’d seen it before, of course, but never paid it any heed. Many of the Nazi officers wore swords, some vain hearkening back to horse cavalry, I thought, but this wasn’t the slender curved saber that most wore. No, this blade was a long, double-edged broadsword that looked ancient. Its blade gleamed in the light from the chandelier that swung from the ceiling, and the crosspiece was filigreed in gold. The sword sang as Blondie swung it through the air, testing its weight as he stepped forward.


      “Go ahead, witch,” he taunted. “Throw your spells at me.”


      Never one to ignore a polite request, I did just that. I channeled power and flung pure energy at him. Balls, bolts, spears, chains, whips, and continuous blasts of magic flowed from my fingers, all batted harmlessly aside by his blade. After long seconds of futile spell slinging, I went for a more direct approach and charged him. I lowered my head and ran straight ahead, counting on my shield of magical force to turn aside his blade, and my enhanced strength and speed to batter Blondie into oblivion.


      Neither of those things happened. My shield popped out of existence the second his sword touched it, and his stroke came in unabated at my ribs, lighting a fire across my side that took my breath away. I was so surprised by the unexpected agony in my ribcage that Blondie stepped out of the way of my charge easily and gave me a sharp punch to the back of the head as he did.


      I slammed into the edge of the desk, almost collapsing to the floor with the pain of the sword blow, but I managed to push down with my legs and launch myself over the desk and roll to the floor behind a large leather chair. That was the only thing that saved me from being completely skewered as the sword penetrated the chair inches from my face. I pressed a palm to my side, wiping the bloody evidence of my injury on my pants. I was bleeding badly and needed to end this and get away with Anna quickly, or we wouldn’t get away at all.


      I reopened the conduit to power and used magic to burn closed the wound in my side, essentially welding the skin closed with magic and biting back a scream at the fire coming from inside and outside of my flesh. Magic isn’t supposed to be used that way, not at all, and it goes against how the energy wants to be used to essentially feed it back into yourself, so I had the agony from getting sliced open like a Christmas goose, the pain of cauterizing that same wound, and the shock of magical feedback all coursing through me while I tried to keep Blondie from using me as a pincushion. He stabbed the chair once more, then chopped downward with the blade, splitting my furniture shield down the middle and leaving me exposed and scrambling backward for cover.


      I scurried on my hands and my ass, trying not to get dead while I fumbled for any kind of weapon or really anything I could throw at him to slow him down for a second until I could get my balance back. I was dizzy from pain, in some kind of shock, and my plan for ripping him apart with magic was shot to shit thanks to that damn sword, wherever the hell it came from.


      Blondie stumbled for half a second on a piece of shattered chair, and I scrambled to my feet. I was still unarmed, having left my knife buried in a Nazi’s head only moments before, but at least I was on my feet.


      “Do you surrender, witch?” Blondie’s grin was vicious. “I promise not to hurt the girl. Any more.”


      I pretended to ponder his offer, feeling the shock from Anna as she watched our exchange, and tried again to send her reassuring feelings down the link, but she was too frantic, too scared, and too frazzled to “hear” me. “What about the boy? Spare the boy, set Anna free, and I will work for you.”


      “The boy?” Blondie asked. “Oh, the brat with the piano? He’s already gone. I put him on a bus to Drancy. He is there already, and by morning will be on the next train to Auschwitz. The boy is dead.” He smiled at me, the unctuous smile of someone who means not a syllable of what they are about to say, then he said, “Sorry about that.”


      The shriek that came from Anna was not purely human. It was the soul-rending scream of a mother with a lost child, the cry of a wolf whose pup has died, the howl of an injured animal, and the shriek of a woman whose every waking moment for years has been dedicated to the protection of her brother, only to have that child ripped from her in cruelest, most callous way possible. I have never heard such pain, from a human or a beast, and I hope I never do again.


      Anna screamed, and before I could react, she flung herself at Blondie, hands out to claw the bastard’s eyes from his skull. Blondie turned to her when he heard the horrific sound, and as she ran at him, he lifted his hands to ward her off. He put his left hand in front of his face, but his right hand…his right hand held the sword, and as Anna ran forward, she impaled herself on that gleaming blade, which sliced through her like she was a sheet of paper, sprouting from her back in a fountain of blood and steel.


      I felt a white-hot explosion of pain through our mental link, then it went out. She didn’t lose consciousness, she went out. She was gone, as quick as that, and all I felt in the space she occupied inside me was…nothing. She was just…gone. I felt for her through our link, but there was nothing there. I dove down the link toward her, but there was no her at the end of the link. I spiraled into that blackness, my consciousness following her down into the dark, until I lost all awareness of anything around me.


      The last thing I remember from that night was seeing her body slump to the ground, eyes open but unseeing, and watching as the grin on Blondie’s face was replaced by one of stunned, stupid surprise. He didn’t know what he had done, and I didn’t know what he had unleashed. I saw her body drop, the first woman I ever loved, the woman who had shared more than my bed, more than my life, the woman who had shared my very soul for the past four years, drop to the floor in a lifeless heap. I saw her crumple to the floor and stopped falling into the blackness within me.


      I stopped falling. I dove. While my body sprang across the room, my hands reaching for Blondie’s throat, my soul dove into the blackness, and I never wanted to come out again. I wrapped my heart in rage and death, coated my body in the blood of every Nazi I could see, and I became The Reaper.
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      “I don’t remember anything after that for nearly half a decade. Luke says that he saw me next in 1943, so there’s at least six to nine months completely unaccounted for, unless you scour the reports of the German Army in Northern France for reports of missing patrols. I expect you can trace my movements pretty well by that. After Luke found me, he followed me around Europe cleaning up after me until the war was over, then he lost track of me. The next clear memory I have is waking up in an alley in downtown Phoenix with a dead German man on top of me. Apparently, I tracked down an escaped German POW who had been hiding out in Arizona for two years, broke his neck, and passed out. That’s the best I could figure out from the information I had on hand.”


      Becks stared at me over the lip of her coffee mug, her hot chocolate having gone cold hours ago. “I told you it was a long story, and not a good one.” I probed the link we shared and felt only warmth and love coming from her.


      “I get it, Harker,” she said, setting the mug on the table between us. “You’ve done this twice. You’ve bonded with two people, and when the first one died, it almost destroyed you.”


      “Yeah, that’s why I resisted binding with you,” I said.


      “You’re a chickenshit,” she said, not breaking eye contact.


      “What the fuck?” I sat back in my chair. “I share the darkest moments in my life, and you call me—”


      “Shut up, you pussy,” she said, leaning forward and reaching for my hand. “What you felt with Anna, that was special. That was holy. And then it was over. That’s awful, and part of me wishes I could reach inside your heart and make it so you never had to feel that pain. But even if I could, I wouldn’t. Because our pain is what makes us who we are, Harker. If you hadn’t lost Anna in the worst way imaginable, you wouldn’t be who you are today.”


      She grabbed my hand in both of hers and locked eyes with me. “And I love who you are today. I love you, Quincy motherfucking Harker, and nothing is going to change that. You killed a lot of Nazis because they killed the woman you loved. Good. Kill every goddamn one of them. They deserve it. They’re fucking Nazis, Harker. We’re the good guys. We kill Nazis. That’s what we do.


      “We hurt. We love. We feel fear, and anger, and pain, and we let it create who we are. And who you are is the man I love. You are that man because of Anna, and because of Edgar. You are that man because you loved them, and because you lost them. But you won’t lose me. Not that easy, pal.”


      I sat there for a long time, just staring into the eyes of the woman I love, feeling her love for me course through the bond we share, and I thought, just for a second, that somewhere in the back of my mind, in my deepest heart, that I felt another tender smile flitter across my consciousness.


      “I love you, too,” I said. “Now do we have any more booze in the apartment? That story sucks, and I want a drink before we go to bed.”


      “No more drinks,” Becks replied. “Just bed. You don’t need the whiskey, I promise. Come to bed with me, love of mine, and I’ll keep the nightmares at bay.”


      So I did. And as I slept, in the land of dreams, we danced.
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      John G. Hartness is a teller of tales, a righter of wrong, defender of ladies’ virtues, and some people call him Maurice, for he speaks of the pompatus of love. He is also the best-selling author of EPIC-Award-winning series The Black Knight Chronicles from Bell Bridge Books, a comedic urban fantasy series that answers the eternal question “Why aren’t there more fat vampires?” In July of 2016. John was honored with the Manly Wade Wellman Award by the NC Speculative Fiction Foundation for Best Novel by a North Carolina writer in 2015 for the first Quincy Harker novella, Raising Hell.


      In 2016, John teamed up with a pair of other publishing industry ne’er-do-wells and founded Falstaff Books, a publishing company dedicated to pushing the boundaries of literature and entertainment.


      In his copious free time John enjoys long walks on the beach, rescuing kittens from trees and getting caught in the rain. An avid Magic: the Gathering player, John is strong in his nerd-fu and has sometimes been referred to as “the Kevin Smith of Charlotte, NC.” And not just for his girth.


      


      

        

          Find out more about John online


          www.johnhartness.com
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      The Black Knight Chronicles - Omnibus Edition


      The Black Knight Chronicles Continues - Omnibus #2


      


      Scattered, Smothered, & Chunked - Bubba the Monster Hunter Season One


      Grits, Guns, & Glory - Bubba Season Two


      Wine, Women, & Song - Bubba Season Three


      


      Year One: A Quincy Harker, Demon Hunter Collection


      The Cambion Cycle - Quincy Harker, Year Two


      Damnation: Quest for Glory Part 1 - Quincy Harker Year Three


      


      Fireheart


      Amazing Grace: A Dead Old Ladies Detective Agency Mystery


      From the Stone


      The Chosen
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          Want to know what’s new


          And coming soon from


          Falstaff Books?


        


        


        

          Try This Free Ebook Sampler


        


      


      

        

          https://www.instafreebie.com/free/bsZnl


        


      


      

        

          Follow the link.


          Download the file.


          Transfer to your e-reader, phone, tablet, watch, computer, whatever.


          Enjoy.


        


      


    


  




  

    

      Copyright © 2018 by John G. Hartness


      Cover by Melissa McArthur


      All rights reserved.


      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.


      This book is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to any person, living or dead, is coincidental. Except that bit about that guy. That’s totally a thing. No, it’s not really a thing. Come on, do you think I’d admit it here if it was really a thing? Give me a little credit. Jeez.


      [image: Created with Vellum] Created with Vellum


    


  


images/00003.jpeg





images/00002.jpeg





images/00004.jpeg
JOHN G. HARTNESS

A QUINCY HARKER
DEMON HUNTER COLLECTION





