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Chapter 1




“I don’t get why I’m stuck with the babysitting detail. I’m a fucking gold shield, for God’s sake, I don’t do babysitting!” The gold shield in question was Detective Rebecca Gail Flynn, currently sitting on my couch bitching about a new assignment from her boss, Agent John Smith of the Department of Homeland Security. Flynn had shown up on my doorstep unannounced about half an hour before bearing a twelve-pack of OMB Copper and a bad attitude. Since then she’d been sitting on my couch consuming one of those things and sharing the other pretty much nonstop. 

“You understand that we’re not friends, right, Detective?” I asked from my chair. It’s not that I had anything going on, I just wanted to make sure any change in our relationship was approved by all the appropriate higher powers and that I was notified beforehand. Rebecca Flynn spent most of the last three years trying to throw me under the Mecklenburg County jail, and I hadn’t quite gotten to the “forget” part of “forgive and forget.” Frankly, I wasn’t laying too heavy odds on forgiveness, either. 

Flynn stopped mid-tirade and looked over at me. “Wait, what?” 

“You come in here like we’re middle-school girlfriends and start pouring your heart out to me. I’m not interested in decorating our Trapper Keepers, I’m not letting you paint my toenails, and I’m sure as fuck not going to braid your hair. You’ve tried to throw me in jail at least a dozen times in the past dozen months, and now we’re supposed to be BFFs just because we work for the same anonymous dickhead? I don’t think so, Detective. But thanks for the beer. You can bring that by anytime.”

She stood up and stomped to the door. “Well, excuse the ever-loving fuck out of me, Harker. I just wanted to vent for a minute to one of the few people who I can talk to about this shit. I mean, I can’t even tell my boyfriend what I’m doing because it’s so goddamn classified.” 

“Why not just tell him?” I asked. 

“What?” Flynn looked confused by the question.

“Why not tell him anyway? Who gives a fuck about their security clearances? Jesus, Flynn, don’t you ever do anything you’re not supposed to do? You want to tell the guy you’re banging about our work, tell him about it. Especially if it means you don’t interrupt Monday Night RAW to bitch to me.” 

She stomped back to loom over my chair. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you? I tell him some classified shit and get him and me both fucking disappeared to Gitmo or Area 51 or some other place that doesn’t even officially exist. Then you wouldn’t have to deal with me anymore.” 

“I don’t mind dealing with you.” 

“You just said...”

“I said we aren’t friends. We’re not. Friends hang out. Friends check up on each other. Friends give a little more of a fuck than I’m really capable of giving, and certainly more than you give about me. But that doesn’t mean I don’t like you. I just want you to know where we stand. You know, so when you eventually succumb to the inevitable sexual tension and decide to jump me.” I took a long pull off my beer and waited for the explosion. 

I didn’t have to wait long. “What the actual fuck are you talking about? The inevitable sexual tension? Are you that fucking high on yourself?” 

“I’m a pretty good-looking guy. You’re a very attractive woman. We face intense situations full of adrenaline and endorphins and emotion. That’s the kind of shit that gets all fraught and stuff. So, you know, if you ever just want to tear your clothes off and throw yourself at me, I want you to know that I’m here for you.” I finished off my beer and pulled another from the box on the coffee table. 

Flynn stood there for a minute, just staring down at me. Her mouth opened, then closed, then opened, then closed. I was just about to make a remark about fish when she finally looked me straight in the eyes and fell onto the couch laughing. “Holy shit, Harker, I thought you were serious there for a minute.” 

“I meant every word,” I said, deadpan. 

Flynn froze in mid-guffaw, stared at me, then collapsed into laughter again. “You asshole,” she said when she finally got her breath back. She sat up on the couch wiping tears from her eyes and took another beer. We clinked bottles together and she sat back. “Oh fuck, I needed a good laugh.” 

“And I needed you to quit bitching, so let’s call this a win-win. Now about that boyfriend?” 

“What about him?” Flynn asked. 

“Tell me about him. You never mentioned a boyfriend before.” 

“I never mentioned anything before, Harker. I was always arresting you,” she reminded me. 

“And doing a terrible job of it, by the way. What was your record, twenty arrests and nothing ever even made it to trial?” It helps when all the crimes you commit are against monsters that usually turn to ash or slime when they’re killed. And all those breaking and entering charges were really hard to prove when the perpetrator always wears gloves. Good thing for me they were in fashion when I was coming up.

“Fuck you.” But she grinned when she said it this time. Used to be she would draw a weapon when she told me to fuck off. I considered this an improvement. 

“So?” I asked. 

“So what?” 

“So what about your boyfriend?” 

“Why do you want to know?” Flynn grinned at me and I knew we’d moved from hanging out to flirting. I was okay with that. Flynn was a good-looking woman, and as long as she had someone to go home to, I could probably keep my baser instincts at bay. 

“I want to know what kind of competition I’m facing.” I gave her my best rakish grin. Since I learned about rakish grins when rakes were still a thing, my rakish grin is pretty good. 

“He’s an EMT. His name is Roger. He’s tall, dark and handsome, and he’s absolutely crazy about me.” 

“So he’s a good person, good-looking, and probably has a solid, working-class, pull himself up by his bootstraps attitude. I think I hate him already. Show me a picture.” 

“Why? If you hate him, why should I show you a picture?” 

“So I can see if he really is better looking than me, then I’ll know I hate him.” 

She pulled out her phone and pressed a couple of places on the screen, then swiped at a couple of other things and handed it to me. He was a very good-looking man, milk chocolate skin, short cropped hair, big smile full of perfect teeth, lots of muscles and his arm around Flynn in that relaxed manner that only the exceptionally handsome have, when they know they have nothing to fear from mere mortals. 

“You’re right, he’s better looking than me. I definitely hate him.” 

“Are we friends now, Harker? You hate my boyfriend, I brought you beer, and you listened to me bitch about work. I think that makes us friends.” Her dark eyes told me she was enjoying the game, but I knew better than to push my luck. That way lay madness. 

“Nope, still just adversaries thrown together by the heat of battle. That makes the sexual tension better. That way, when we eventually succumb to the inevitable and screw each other’s brains out in a night of torrid passion, probably right after surviving some completely implausible terrorist attack or serial killer kidnapping, we can wake up not only to our personal recriminations but to millions of angry emails to our producers about how everyone in the universe feels cheated by our rushing through the bumping of uglies instead of falling slowly like that cheesy movie Once.”

“I liked that movie!” Flynn protested. 

“Proving, without any physical exploration whatsoever, that you do indeed, have a vagina.” 

“You’re fucking incorrigible.” 

“And you’re fucking Chocolate Superman.” 

“I’m telling him you called him that. He’ll probably kick your ass.”

“He’ll probably love it and want to give me a half-assed bro hug when we finally meet. Then we can talk about the Panthers draft and how they always need another receiver or a better o-line, and I’ll pretend that I don’t hate him.” 

“You don’t hate him.” She turned suddenly serious in that way women have when you know you’re tap-dancing drunk through a minefield. Fortunately for me, I ran out of fucks to give long before Detective Flynn was born. But I let her off easy this time. 

“I don’t hate him, Becks. I don’t even fucking know the guy.” 

“What did you call me?” She’d gone from casually flirting, to defending her man, to strangely concerned in a span of seconds. 

“I called you Becks. I figured since we’re just one step away from sharing mani/pedis, I could come off the formality a little and maybe not always refer to you as Detective Flynn.” I looked at her, and she just stared back for a long minute before she replied. 

“No, it’s fine, it’s just…my father used to call me Becks. Nobody’s called me that since he died. It just…took me by surprise, I guess.” 

Fuck. I knew that. Well, I guess my subconscious knew that. I knew Flynn’s father. Sergeant Paul Flynn, CMPD, the reason little Rebecca Gail put away her dolls at the age of eight and instead picked up a set of toy guns and a plastic nightstick and proceeded to beat the shit out of every boy in the neighborhood that dared play Cops & Robbers with her. Flynn the elder was shot and killed while pursuing a mugger. At least that was the official story. 

In reality, Paul Flynn stumbled on a young vampire having a snack in one of the few alleys downtown Charlotte had to offer, and when he stepped into the alley to confront what he thought was a sexual assault in progress, the newborn turned on him. Baby vamps are dangerous—they haven’t yet developed much in the way of impulse control, and this one had been a crack addict before she was turned, so it wasn’t exactly of sound mind in the first place. She never should have been turned, and I’d been splitting my time between hunting down les enfant terrible and its maker, and I stumbled into the alley just a few seconds too late for Officer Flynn. 

Killing the newborn vamp was child’s play for me. I took its head with a katana I carried everywhere at the time, due to a ridiculous fascination with the Highlander TV show and a desire to have hair like Adrian Paul. But Flynn was down, his chest torn open by the vamp. I didn’t have to worry about him coming back turned—there’s more to it than just being ripped apart by a vampire, but I felt responsible for his death. If I had focused on the fledgling first, then the maker, I probably could have saved him.

I sat by him in the alley as the life fled his eyes and listened to him talk about his little girl, his pride and joy. He told me to tell his daughter he loved her, to tell “Becks” that he was proud of her, then he asked me to watch out for her. If I’d know what a pain in the ass she was going to grow up to be, I never would have agreed to it. But I did, and as her father bled out in my arms in an alley, Rebecca Gail Flynn and I were tied together for the rest of her life. And all that led in a convoluted way to her sitting on my couch talking about her boyfriend and me pretending I had no interest in seducing a woman a century or more my junior. 

I shook my head and tried to focus on the present. Her dad—go with that. “Oh yeah, and he died, right? Sorry, I won’t call you that again.” 

“It’s fine, Harker. You can call me anything you want—”

“Don’t worry, doll face, over the course of our relationship, I have called you pretty much everything I’ve ever dreamed of.” It’s true, too. Detective Flynn had been a thorn in my side for several years until we were both recruited to work for Homeland Security, which reminded me. “So what’s this babysitting detail Smith’s got you on?” 

“Oh, that bullshit,” she replied, but with a lot less fire than before. 

I supposed I was a good little girlfriend and let her get all her bad feelings out or some such shit. There weren’t a lot of sleepovers in my adolescence. When your parents were two of the people responsible for “killing” Dracula, your life starts off weird and goes downhill from there. 

“I’m watching some Ethiopian prince or baby duke or something. He’s studying architecture and there have been some threats,” Flynn continued. 

“What’s so special about this kid?” I asked. 

“Apparently somebody is convinced that he’s a true descendant of David and the Lion of Judah personified, so they want me to keep an eye on him.”

“The Lion of Judah that opens the seven seals in Revelation?” 

“Yeah, that’s the one?” 

“And he’s here in Charlotte, with a security detail of one human detective?” 

“I’d like to think I’m a pretty damned exceptional human detective, thank you very much!” Flynn sat up straighter, her dark eyes flashing under a careless lock of brown hair. I resisted the temptation to brush her hair back out of her face, which took a lot of restraint on my part. 

“You are, Becks, you’re fucking spectacular, but you’re still not fuck-all against the kinds of things that will want to break those seals. We gotta go.” I stood up, going to the closet to get my jacket and my gun. And maybe a couple of amulets. This had the very high probability of getting extremely fucked up. 

“Where are you going?” Flynn asked, still on my sofa.

“I’m not going anywhere. We’re going to architecture school.”


Chapter 2




The drive to the college took about twenty minutes, and then almost that long looking for someplace to park where Flynn’s cop car wouldn’t stand out like a neon sign screaming “PO-PO HERE.” We finally just stuck the blackwalled cockblock on wheels in a garage and took up a position on a bench outside the kid’s apartment. 

“You know us sitting out here means that at some point you’re going to have to make out with me,” I said, leaning back and lacing my fingers behind my head. 

“You remember what the world was like before my grandfather was born. I don’t think so,” Flynn shot back, pulling out her phone. She pressed a few buttons and I heard Smith answer. “We’re here,” Flynn said. 

“How did you get him to come with you?” I heard Smith ask. 

“I mentioned coeds and he jumped at the chance.” 

“Good one. All right, I’m leaving now. You two have this ’til dawn?” 

“No problem.” Flynn slipped her phone into her pocket and leaned back on the bench, mimicking my posture and letting out a contented sigh.

“Nobody likes a smartass, Detective,” I said. 

“But you’re a smartass, Harker.” 

“And nobody likes me, do they?” 

“Oh don’t be such a baby. So I played you a little, what’s the big deal? At least we got a couple beers before we had to go on stakeout.” 

“Yeah, about that. I gotta piss. I’ll be back in a minute.” I walked around behind a tree and relieved myself, opening up my Sight in the process. Through my third eye, the whole area surrounding the apartment complex lit up like a magical Christmas tree. I stepped back, almost splashing my shoes, and quickly closed down my Sight. 

I walked back to the bench and sat down. “Somebody has laid some serious wards around this place. Whoever is looking out for this kid has some heavy juice at their disposal.” 

“Anything look out of place?” Flynn asked. 

“No, everything looks hunky-dory. Wake me up if that changes.” I turned sideways on the bench and laid my head down in her lap, preparing to go to sleep. She gave my shoulder a shove and dumped me onto the grass. 

“Get up, dipshit. We’re on duty.” 

“Correction, you’re on duty. I’m helping out a friend. I’m not getting paid for this shit, and while there are plenty of things I’m happy to do in the company of a beautiful woman at this hour of night that don’t include sleeping, watching some over-privileged African prince sleep is not on the list. Besides, I’ll hear anything out of the ordinary and wake up faster than you can say ‘what the fuck is that?’”

“I don’t know. I can…what the fuck is that?” 

“That wasn’t very fast,” I replied. 

“No, really. What the fuck is that?” She pointed to the roof of the complex. I followed her arm with my gaze and saw what looked like a man running the roof beam of the apartment complex. I opened my Sight and saw nothing out of the ordinary. Whatever his intentions, he was human. 

“That’s a dude. He’s nimble as fuck, but he’s human. That makes him your department.” I try not to fight humans any more than is absolutely necessary. I tend to break them. Permanently. 

Flynn was already on her feet and headed to the central stairwell in the apartment building. It was one of those twisting jobs with a pair of apartments separated by the staircase on each floor, so she had a bunch of little flights of stairs to get to the kid’s third-floor doorway. She made it just about the same time as the ninja-garbed attacker swung down off the roof and onto the landing. I sat on the bench watching. 

“You gonna help her?” came a voice from beside me. 

“If she needs it. You bring popcorn?” I turned to see Glory, my guardian angel, sitting beside me. 

“You’re terrible. I thank the Father every day that you’re not my partner.” 

“I’m worse, sweetcheeks. I’m your responsibility.” 

“That’s the truth,” the angel muttered. I could tell that I had an effect on the angel’s spiritual well-being because I’m pretty sure I have the only guardian angel in history that mutters, grumbles and bitches this much. 

“What’s up, Glory? You didn’t just come down here to admire the form of Detective Flynn’s posterior as she kicks that ninja dude’s ass. Or did you? I’ve always wondered about the sexual preferences of angels.” 

“We’re neuter, Q, we don’t have sexual preferences.” 

“No wonder you’re so fucking boring.” 

“Thanks, Q. Love you, too. Now are you going to help her, or what?” Glory pointed up at the landing, where Flynn had the first ninja down and handcuffed but didn’t see the second one sneaking up behind her with a drawn knife. 

“Hey, Flynn!” I yelled. “Watch your six!” She didn’t look, just lashed out with a mule kick that caught the second ninja in the gut and dropped him like a sack of potatoes. I was pretty sure I heard the thunk of his head hitting concrete even from fifty yards away. 

“That wasn’t exactly what I had in mind, Q,” Glory said. 

“Yeah, but you’re a better person than me.” 

“I’m not even a person.” 

“But I set the bar pretty goddamn low. So what brings you down here slumming? It’s not just to bust my balls about not helping Flynn win a fight she can win on her own, so spill it.” 

I looked at Glory, and she looked away from me. A lot of people won’t meet my eyes, either because I make them uncomfortable or because they’ve heard stories about Uncle Luke bespelling people and are afraid I’ll put the whammy on them. Glory never looks me in the eye because she says they really are windows to the soul, and she’s a little scared of what she sees there. 

“Spill it, Glory,” I prodded. 

“This kid? The one you’ve been assigned to protect?” 

“Yeah? What about him?” 

“He’s the real thing.” 

“What real thing?” I asked. Glory just sat there. “Wait, you mean he’s really the Lion of Judah? Like, descended directly from David and everything? Like, can open the seals that bring about the end of the world?” 

“Yeah, like all that. He’s the real deal, Q, so you might want to pay attention to your partner.” I looked over to Flynn, who was now tangling with a third ninja, and this one looked like he might have the edge on her in one-on-one combat. I turned back to Glory, but the angel was gone. 

“Fuck,” I muttered under my breath and started to the apartment at a dead run. The first ninja was up again and had gotten loose from Flynn’s handcuffs somehow. I figured I had about six seconds before she was overwhelmed. Good for her I’m a little faster than most people. I made it to the front of the building in three, turning the last dozen yards into big bounding leaps, sending me higher each time. I landed right in front of the building and sprang straight up, easily clearing the railing on the third-floor landing and scaring the shit out of the new ninja, who was about to close with Flynn. 

He had a black-bladed tango knife in one hand and wicked curved thing in the other. I didn’t waste time sparring with him, just grabbed both wrists and jerked him forward, simultaneously planting my right foot on the ground and sticking my left into his sternum. He came to crashing halt, both shoulders dislocated with an audible pop, and I let go of his wrists and kicked him backward to fall on top of the second ninja, who was just starting to rise. 

I turned to the first ninja, who was advancing barehanded on Flynn, flicking out kicks and punches as he eased in toward her. I drew my Sig from under my arm and put three in his chest over Flynn’s shoulder, dropping him instantly. I turned back to the broken ninja and put two in his forehead, then pointed my pistol at the third ninja’s face. 

“You want to die?” I asked. 

He shook his head. 

“You gonna talk?” I asked. 

He shook his head again. 

“That’s not the right answer,” I said, then shot him in the left thigh. He writhed around on the porch but didn’t scream. I had to give him a little credit, he was a dedicated son of a bitch. 

“Now you gonna talk?” I asked. 

He shook his head again. 

“I think you see how this is going to go, don’t you?” I asked. He nodded, but I shot him in the left thigh this time. More writhing and flopping, but still no screaming. 

This time I pointed the gun at his crotch. “Would you like to reconsider?” I asked. 

“Harker, stop!” Flynn said from behind me. 

“We need to know who sent these fuckers, Flynn, and I don’t know if we have time to ask nicely.” 

“That’s fine, but he’s not going to tell you anything.” 

“I’m pretty sure if I start shooting inches off Mr. Winky here, he’s going to get persuaded pretty fucking quick.” 

“As much as I appreciate the save, Captain Fuckwit, their vocal chords have been severed.” She held up the head of the first ninja so I could see the jagged scar across his throat.

“Oh, shit.” I remembered hearing something about assassins that would have their tongues or voice boxes removed so they couldn’t reveal details about who hired them. “Well, that sucks,” I said and shot the third ninja in the forehead. 

“What the fuck, Harker?” Flynn asked. “You can’t just go around shooting people.” 

“I didn’t. I shot the bad guys. All of them. Now we don’t have to shoot anybody else.” 

“But you can’t just kill everyone we run across,” Flynn protested. 

“Yeah, I kinda can. As a matter of fact, I’m pretty sure that’s exactly my job. You see, these guys weren’t just bad Jackie Chan movie rejects. They were real ninjas. Assassins. Hired killers. You get the picture? They weren’t here to dance, they weren’t here to chat, and they sure as fuck weren’t here to be reformed. They were here to kill us and take the kid. By the way, have you maybe checked on him since the whole attempted kidnapping thing?” 

“I was going to do that as soon as I called for backup,” she said. “I thought it might be good to get the dead bodies off his doorstep before we knocked.” 

“Good call. But call Smith, not the cops. This needs to disappear, not turn into an all-day lovefest downtown.” I leaned down and picked up one of the bodies, then tossed it over the rail onto the ground. The dead ninja flopped over onto his face and lay there, looking not much different than me on more than one Friday night. I deposited his friends beside him and motioned to the door. 

“You want to do the talking? I ended up with all this new blood on my clothes, so I thought I should disappear for a second.” As she stepped to the door, I summoned my will and murmured “cameleon.” The air swirled around me, and my vision went a little blurry at the edges as the spell bent light around me and caused me to blend in perfectly with my surroundings. No point scaring the kid, and a blood-covered goon with a pistol on his doorstep at three in the morning is usually cause for alarm. 

Flynn rang the bell, then tried the knocker, then the bell again, then the knocker. After a solid couple of minutes, a trembling voice came from inside the apartment. “Fuck off! I’ve got a gun and a dog! And I’ve called the cops!” 

“Charlotte-Mecklenburg Police, is everything all right in there?” Flynn held her badge up to the peephole. Peepholes are the worst inventions in the modern world for security. It’s way too easy just to shoot somebody through one. But Flynn wouldn’t do that. Hell, she didn’t want me to kill the ninjas, which is kinda like not wanting to step on a cockroach. 

“Yeah, we’re fine. What happened out there?” The voice seemed a little less shit-scared now, and more curious. And maybe a little stoned. 

“Firecrackers,” Flynn said. “Can I come in? I have a few questions for you.” 

“Umm…sure,” the voice came, then the sound of several locks being undone. The door opened, and I followed Flynn in right on her heels. My spell kept bending the light around me, but the brightness of the apartment made it a lot harder to stay unnoticed. I took up a position by the door and hoped nobody else came in. 

“Are you Wallace Gubegna?” Flynn asked, looking around the apartment. It was your basic college place, decorated in early Spencer’s Gifts and stoner chic. A poster of Bob Marley dominated one wall, and the other was taken up by a huge television with an expensive game console and surround sound system. A Salvation Army couch lined one wall, with a montage of landscape photos above the sofa. They were the usual kind of things, sunsets, beach scenes, all blown up and taken from interesting perspectives. I looked at the art, then chuckled as I caught sight of a three-foot high bong sitting on the floor next to the couch. Some things are universal for young men—experimenting with wine, women and drugs was definitely on the menu here. My college experience had been a little different, focusing more on the absinthe and necromancy than the marijuana and cheap sex. 

“Yeah, I’m Wally. You a cop?” Wally Gubegna was a good-looking kid of about twenty with dark brown skin, long dreads and an easy smile. He stood about five-ten and weighed maybe a buck sixty soaking wet, so he was a skinny little dude. He never would have stood a chance against those ninjas, not that very many humans would have. He flopped down on the couch and put his feet up on a milk crate that served as a coffee table. 

“I am. I’m Detective Flynn with the Charlotte-Mecklenburg Police Department on assignment to Homeland Security. We believe that some people are trying to abduct you. Do you have any idea why?” 

“Because I’m the Lion of Judah and can open the seven seals that bring about the apocalypse?” He said it so matter-of-fact, like “it’s cold outside” or “I smoke a ridiculous amount of weed,” that I almost didn’t catch it, but when I did, it was all I could do to hold onto my concealment spell. 

“Well…that’s certainly one theory,” Flynn said. She was rattled but trying to hold it together. 

“Oh come on, Agent. Or Detective, or whatever. You take out three assassins on my porch and come in here with a wizard under a masking spell and I’m supposed to think this has something to do with the fact that my second cousin is the President? I’m not in any kind of line of succession, have nothing to do with politics, and frankly have only the slightest interest in ever returning to Ethiopia. So you must be here to either start or stop the end of the world.” 


Chapter 3




I dropped my spell, since the kid already knew I was there. “Good call, Junior. We’re here to make sure you don’t go around breaking any seals. Been to the circus lately?” I asked as I stepped into the apartment’s kitchen. Silence came from the living room for several seconds, then Wally laughed as he got my “seals” pun. I opened the refrigerator and took out a beer. I popped the top open on the edge of the scarred countertop, the scratches in the Formica evidence that I wasn’t the first person to forget a bottle opener in that kitchen. As kitchens go, it was definitely one, and one that belonged to multiple college-aged boys. There was beer in the fridge, along with mustard, a jar of pickles and two pizza boxes of indeterminate age. The dishes in the sink weren’t yet sentient, but I’d have to consult Glory on the souls of fungus before I could wash anything with a clear conscience. 

I walked back into the den and sat down in what must have been the primo gaming chair. I knew that because I immediately felt a sharp pain in my ass and pulled a PlayStation controller out of the seat. “So yeah, we’re here to save the world. Got any idea who wants to wreck it this week?” 

“Man, I have no idea, but that shit is getting tired, you know? I thought when I got here, all this Revelation shit would be over, and I could just be me, be Wally for a while. I guess that was too much to ask, huh?” 

“It was when you went around throwing out the Lion of Judah line to get laid, you dumb fuck.” I turned the chair to face him and got the satisfaction of seeing him blush through his dark complexion when I called him on it. 

“Who told you that, man?”

“I was twenty years old once, Wally. I know what it’s like.” 

“Yeah, in 1895,” Flynn muttered so low that Wally couldn’t hear her. I gave her a look that very clearly told her I could. 

“It was just this one chick, man. She seemed cool. We were hanging out over at Boardwalks,” he said, naming a local oyster bar that turned into a meat market on the weekends. “We were hanging out and talking philosophy, and that turned into talking religion, and I’m like an agnostic, you know, but I might have mentioned…well, you know.” 

“I know that your dick might have brought about the end of the world, you little jackass,” Flynn grumbled. 

“Oh come off it, Flynn. Most of the worst ideas in the world were because of a guy trying to impress a girl. I mean come on, look at the Cuban Missile Crisis. That was all to get Marilyn in the sack again. And let’s not even talk about Pearl Harbor. Wally just wanted to get laid. Everybody wants to get laid. It’s the fact that he’s such a fucking stoner that he can’t keep his mouth shut that pisses me off.” 

Wally stood up and puffed himself up with the righteous indignation that can only be mustered by those under thirty. He stuck one arm out towards the door and said, “I think the two of you should leave. I appreciate your assistance tonight, but I can handle anything that comes to visit by myself. I have a handgun by the bed and a shotgun in the closet.” 

“That’s good, Wally. That’s excellent defense against human attackers. Debilitato.” I reached out and touched him lightly on the forehead and pushed my will at him. He instantly fell to the floor, writhing in pain. “What good is your gun now, jackass? The people coming after you are bad fucking news, and since we took out their Plan A, they’re going to have to improvise. That never goes well for the target. Libertado.” With a word, the spell released and Wally sat up, staying on the floor and putting his back to the sofa. 

“Okay, okay, I get it. What do we do?” he asked, once he could speak again.  

“We split up and cover the apartment the best we can, hoping that the reinforcements for the bad guys don’t arrive before the reinforcements we called in. Agent Flynn stays in here with you and tries to keep you from doing something else stupid, while I wait outside and hope that I don’t have to clean up any more of your messes.” 

“Why are you going out there? Aren’t you better off facing them in here?” the kid asked. 

“That depends. You got sprinklers in your apartment?” 

“I don’t think so.” 

“Then I’d better wait outside. We took out the ninjas without blowing anything up, but I don’t have a whole lot of faith in my ability to do that twice in one night.” 

I stepped close to Flynn and whispered, “Don’t let him out of your sight, not even to piss. He’s scared enough to go full-on stupid.” Then I moved past her and opened the door. “Try not to get anybody killed while I’m out there,” I said, then stepped out onto the landing. Smith hadn’t shown up with his cleaners yet, so I pulled out my phone to send him a text message. Nothing like trying to get your boss killed texting while driving to liven up a night. 

I didn’t get a response, so I walked back to the car, wrapped myself in a concealment spell again, and sat down on the hood. It was cold, but not too bad, and I don’t suffer from hot or cold nearly as much as normal humans. Nothing stirred in the still night, so I waited patiently for about twenty minutes until Smith drove up in another car that screamed “cop” at the top of its lungs. The only thing more government agent than his car was the man’s suit—navy with pinstripes, cheap dress shoes that looked like shit to run in, and a red tie with little blue diamonds on it. With his stick-up-my-ass posture and high and tight haircut, Smith screamed “ex-military government hired thug” louder than Wally’s dreadlocks and tie-dye screamed “college stoner.” Part of me just wanted to lock the two of them in a padded room for three days with a plate of hash brownies and a bottle of Jose Cuervo, but the rest of me figured that probably would bring about the apocalypse. 

Just to make sure I had my quota of stereotypes for the evening, a black SUV pulled up behind Smith’s car and a pair of neckless giants got out wearing tactical pants, combat boots and turtlenecks. I slid down the hood of the car and intercepted Smith at the bottom of the stairs. 

“Harker,” he said as I got close. 

“Aperio,” I said as I fell into step behind Smith. “How did you do that?” 

“I heard you.” 

“Bullshit. Nobody hears me unless I want them to.” 

“Then I smelled you.” 

“Also bullshit. I don’t wear cologne, I don’t use hair products with scent, and even my deodorant is fragrance-free. I’m a stealthy motherfucker, but you just called me out without even trying. What are you, Smith?” 

He turned and looked me in the eye from one step up. Smith was a solid man, six foot and slightly north of two hundred pounds, but I’m tall, so he didn’t gain much height advantage being a step up on me. “I knew you were there because it is my job to know where you are. It is my job to never be surprised, and to never, ever let anyone or thing get the drop on me. And I am very goddamn good at my job. You want to know what I am, Harker? I’m a grumpy fucking civil servant that got called out of bed to clean up the mess left by a pair of very junior agents who had one job—” 

“Watch the junior shit, Smith. Let’s not forget that I’m old enough to be your grandfather. And as far as our one job, we did it. Wally’s alive. That was the job, right? Not let the kid get killed or kidnapped? Well, we covered that one. There might have been a few more bodies than you like, but at least I piled ‘em up nice and neat for your zombies to get rid of. Yeah, recognized them. Gonna take a little more than a turtleneck to hide the death-funk from me.

“So what’s the problem, Smith? We kept the kid alive, killed the bad guys, and didn’t even get the local constabulary involved. What more did you want out of us?” 

Smith actually took a second before he answered, and when he did, it was like talking to a human being instead of a federal agent. “I’m sorry. You’re right, you did exactly what I asked you to do, and the Lion is still safe. What does he think is going on?” 

“He thinks somebody wants to use him to open the seven seals and bring about the end of the world.” I couldn’t help myself. I needed the chuckle I got when Smith’s jaw dropped open. “Yeah, he knows. He’s known since before he came here. And in the ‘big fucking surprise’ category, he told a girl about his destiny to get laid.” 

“Fuck me. You’re joking.” Smith actually face palmed himself right there on the steps. 

“I wish. Not the fucking you part, but the joking part. Have you actually met this kid?” I asked. Smith turned and started back up the stairs. I followed. I had more questions, and while stubborn, Smith was still a better option for info than the zombies. 

“No. I’ve read his file, but that’s it.” 

I reached out and grabbed Smith’s elbow before he reached for the door. “Does his file say he’s a big stoner?”

“No, but who really cares? Everybody in college smokes a little weed.” 

“I’m not talking a little weed, I’m talking a bong the size of a bazooka. This kid is a major pothead.” 

“Well, that wasn’t in the file, but I don’t see how it’s going to affect our protection detail.”

“Then you’ve never spent any time with serious stoners. Getting him to take this shit seriously might be an issue.” 

“He can’t be that bad,” Smith said, then turned to knock on the door. 

“Famous last words,” I muttered as the door opened and a cloud of marijuana smoke billowed out. 


Chapter 4




“Nice,” I said, walking into the apartment. “You’re a cop, Flynn. You couldn’t keep this little shithead from blazing up for ten minutes?” 

“It’s been like half an hour, bro,” Wally said from the couch where he sat cross-legged with his bong between his legs and a lighter in his hand. He had the relaxed grin of somebody who’s smoking some really good shit. I took a deep breath. It was some really good shit. 

I sat down next to Wally and said, “Let me hit that shit.” I held out my hand and he put the bong in it. I took the lighter and lit the weed, sucking in a good lungful of smoke. I leaned back, holding the marijuana smoke in my lungs for most of a minute before I let it out in a long breath. Then I reached over and smacked Wally in the back of the head. 

“Now stop being a fucking idiot,” I said. I stood up and walked to the small kitchen, dumping the last of the weed in the sink and giving the bong a quick rinse. 

“What the fuck, man!” Wally was on his feet after me like a deranged spider monkey, and when I turned around to put the bong in the dish strainer, he bumped chests with me. 

“What the fuck? You wanna know what the fuck, you fucking little douche?” I slapped him across the face, not hard enough to break the skin, but hard enough to get his attention. “What the fuck is a yard full of dead guys who were trying to kidnap your dumb ass and you’re in here burning one like it’s a goddamn Dave Matthews concert. What the fuck is a team of highly trained fucking professionals working to save your worthless ass and you not having any more respect than to tell some cheap coed slut that you’re the motherfucking Lion of goddamn Judah just to tear off a piece of college tail!” 

“But you smoked my weed,” he whined. 

“I’m the fucking adult in the room, I get to smoke all the fucking weed I want. When you’re as old as I am, you can smoke all the weed you want.” I didn’t mention that he’d have to get to a century and a quarter to be as old as me or that I metabolized marijuana quicker than humans, just like I did all drugs. 

“But it was my weed.” 

“Shut the fuck up.” 

“Are you children finished?” Smith asked from the door. “Because I have a few questions for Mr. Gubegna, and I’d like to get them answered before we leave.” 

“Leave?” Wally asked. “I’m not going anywhere. I live here. You assholes can leave anytime.” 

“Mr. Gubegna, I’m Agent John Smith with the Department of Homeland Security, Paranormal Division. I don’t officially exist, nor does the division I’m a part of. Do you understand what that means for you?” Wally shook his head.

 “That means that as soon as I stepped out of my car, you ceased to exist. With one phone call from me, you’re gone. Erased from this world. All records of your birth, education, immunization, junior soccer league, high school prom—all gone. Everyone who ever knew you will forget about you, or they’ll disappear too. Now do you understand me?” 

Wally nodded, then walked back to the couch and sat down. I felt so bad for him I almost gave him back his bong. I looked at Smith, who had no more expression on his face than ever. That was a seriously scary dude, even to me. 

“Now what do you know about being the Lion of Judah?” Smith said. 

“It’s all bullshit, man. It’s some religious shit that my grandma believes in. Something about Cousin Morrie being President, and my uncle David being a true descendant of that David, I’m the crossroads for a whole bunch of hereditary lines and stuff. According to Grandma, that makes me the Lion of Judah, and I have the power to bring about the end of the world by opening the seven seals. I can’t do any of that shit man, I’m just trying to study architecture and get a job in like New York or San Francisco, yeah, San Francisco, where I can get my medical marijuana card and draw awesome buildings and shit, man.” 

“That might not be in the cards, Mr. Gubegna. There are some very bad men who very much believe that you really can bring about the end of the world, and they plan on using you to do just that,” Smith said. “So you need to come with us until we can make sure there is no threat.” 

“How you gonna do that, man? You gonna kill me? Because from what I see, that’s all your boy here knows how to do.” He pointed at me. 

“Not true,” I protested. “I also bake. I make a molten chocolate soufflé that is out of this world. But I do kill a lot things,” I admitted. 

“We aren’t going to kill you, Mr. Gubegna, but we need to make sure no one can use your abilities, either,” Smith said. 

I stood up. “This is bullshit, Smith. Are we taking him with us or not?” 

“We are. I would like it to be voluntary if possible.” 

“But you only kinda give a fuck, right?” I asked. 

“Pretty much,” Smith agreed. 

I turned to Wally. “You have sixty seconds. Pack a bag. Don’t forget underwear and deodorant. Leave the weed. If you’re not back out here in one minute, I’m going to come into your bedroom, knock you unconscious and carry you to Agent Smith’s car. If you try to climb out the window, the agent on the ground out back will knock you unconscious and carry you to Agent Smith’s car. So within the next three minutes, you will be in that car and you will be leaving this apartment. Your decision is whether or not you’re awake to see it, and if you remember clean underwear. Do I make myself absolutely clear?” 

“I’m not going.” He got right up in my face and glared at me with a faceful of twenty-something bravado. 

I raised one eyebrow and said, “Forty-five seconds.” 

“I said I’m not fucking going, you fucking pig!” A little drop of spit flew from his lips and landed on my cheek just below my right eye. 

I reached up, wiped the spittle from my face and said, “Thirty seconds.” 

Wally stood there for about another ten seconds, then he turned and stomped into his room. I heard a closet door open and close, then listened to drawers open and close for a minute or so. After a little over a minute, Wally came back out, tennis shoes on and a windbreaker on over his Grateful Dead t-shirt. 

“Did you remember deodorant?” I asked. 

“Yes, asshole.” 

“Underpants?” 

“Fuck you.” 

I slapped him again. Still not hard by my standards, but my patience was wearing thin, so it probably came across a little harder than I expected. Either way, it spun Wally around and dropped him to the floor. 

“The fuck, man!” He bounced back up, fists clenched at his sides.

“Bad idea, son. I’m the one that kills things, remember? Now get your fucking bag and get in the car. And if you decide to open your goddamn mouth to me again, try not say anything that’s going to make me want to knock your punk ass out, okay?” 

“Whatever,” Wally grumbled as he pushed his way past me to the door. 

I turned to follow, but Flynn put a hand on my arm. I held back and let Smith leave first. “What was all that about?” she asked. 

“I was getting bored. This is where we were going to end up anyway, with the little shit going with us and being all pissed off about it. I just moved up our timetable by about half an hour.” 

“What aren’t you telling me?” 

“Lots of things, Detective, some of which I’ll never divulge except under torture. Feel free to tie me up sometime and find out.” I grinned at her, and Flynn rolled her eyes. 

“I mean what aren’t you telling me right now?” 

“That whoever sent those ninjas has had plenty of time to realize they aren’t coming back and move on to Plan B. And I’d like to have the kid secured long before Plan B gets here.” 

That’s when the first explosion came from the apartment’s parking lot. I pushed past Flynn to the door, where I saw the SUV that carried Smith’s zombie goons burning merrily away in the parking lot. 

“Fuck. Plan B’s here,” I said. 


Chapter 5




I vaulted the balcony railing, landing in a crouch just past a puddle of blood left behind from the zombie cleanup crew. That’s a problem with certain flavors of undead—their vision goes to shit quick, so they don’t always pick up on all the little details that make the difference between a place really being cleaned up and just having all the corpses and major organs swept under the rug. 

I didn’t have much time to worry about the mess the zombies left behind because Smith’s car slid to a stop right behind the burning mass of metal and glass that used to be a Suburban. Both back doors flew open and Smith and Wally scrambled out. Wally stood stock-still beside the car, making a prime target of himself in the firelight, but Smith hit the ground running, sprinting around the car and grabbing the stunned stoner around the waist. Smith’s driver got out of the car and moved to the trunk, which opened at the push of a button. Never wasting a movement, the agent reached into the trunk and slipped on a bulletproof vest, then slapped a Velcro holster with a pistol onto his chest and came back up with an AR-15 in hand. He walked backward toward the apartment, sweeping the rifle right to left in a classic cover pattern. 

I sprinted past him, using my enhanced strength to up my speed way past human levels, and shouted, “More guns in the trunk?” as I passed him. 

“Yeah, another AR and a shotgun,” he yelled back, then squeezed off a short burst of automatic fire down the driveway. I got to the car and hung the rifle over one shoulder on its sling, then grabbed the shotgun. I grabbed a black case that looked to be full of spare AR mags and turned to make my way back to the apartment before whatever blew up the SUV made its debut. 

I wasn’t fast enough. Not by half. I got about two steps from the car when a red dragon the size of a city bus dropped out of the sky and wreathed the driver in a stream of fire. He was engulfed in seconds and dead on the ground heartbeats later. I ran past the dragon, scooped Wally up over a shoulder, and jumped from the ground to the balcony. 

“Take cover!” I shouted back to Smith, then I flung the door open to Wally’s apartment and shoved him inside. “If you come out before I come get you, you fucking deserve every bad thing that happens to you.” I slammed the door in his face and hopped back to the ground.

I found Smith taking cover under the lowest stairwell, rifle poking through the space between steps, and plinking at the dragon. “That’s not going to do anything,” I said. 

“I can see that, smartass. Any suggestions?” Smith growled. 

“Yeah, I just need you to get his attention so I can find the little bastard,” I replied. 

“What little bastard? That thing is huge!” 

“That’s an illusion. There’s no such thing as dragons,” I said. 

“And you know this how, exactly? If there’s anything I’ve learned, it’s that there’s some weird shit in this world.” 

“Oh there’s plenty of weird shit, Smitty, but if there were dragons, I’d know.” 

“Oh?” 

“For fuck’s sake, do we have to do this now? Uncle Luke wanted one for a pet, so we spent forty fucking years combing Europe and Asia for a goddamn dragon, okay? There’s no such thing as a motherfucking dragon! But there are fucking illusionists, and I hate fucking illusionists.” 

I cast a camouflage glamour on myself and stepped out from under the steps. Smith ran out, firing at the dragon with every step. The beast turned its attention toward him, and it belched out a huge fireball that Smith managed to avoid but took out all the bushes in front of the apartment building. Just before the fireball, I saw a little shimmer of light off to one side of the driveway and opened my Sight. 

“Gotcha, fuckwad,” I murmured as the streams of magic forming the fireball and illusory dragon jumped into view, all streaming back to a point about four feet off the ground and about a hundred yards in front of me. I unslung the AR from my shoulder and knelt down, putting my eye to the scope. There was still nothing visible to my naked eye, so I started with a short burst, sweeping side-to-side and hoping to hit something I didn’t like. 

There’s something to be said for shooting things—even if you don’t hit what you’re aiming at, usually just getting close will annoy or distract somebody enough that they can’t cast delicate magic, like, say, maintaining the illusion of giant red dragon floating through North Carolina. I spun off the last of my magazine in the general direction of the spellcaster, and the dragon flickered out of existence. So did the fireball, and suddenly I was looking through the scope at my illusionist. 

“I fucking hate illusionists,” I muttered, and squeezed the trigger. Nothing happened. I pressed the button to eject the magazine, then saw that I had dropped the ammo bag halfway across the front lawn. “Fuck me sideways,” I said as I stood up. I pointed at him and yelled “Sagitta,” conjuring a bolt of mystical energy and sending it across the distance between us. 

“Eat my Magic Missile, motherfucker.” I watched the wizard fall and grinned as he hit the ground clutching his shoulder. He wouldn’t die from that shot, but a blast of magic to the shoulder would keep him down until we got Wally someplace safe. 

Which the gunfire from behind me told me would not be his apartment. I turned and saw Smith drop a pair of black-clad military types, obviously mercenaries, with two quick three-shot bursts from his AR. 

“You okay up there?” I yelled. Smith gave me a thumbs-up over the balcony rail, and I started off in a quick jog to his car, hoping that his driver left the keys in the ignition and I wasn’t going to have to dig through his Kentucky Fried Bodyguard for them. I was lucky for once—the keys were there. I slid into the driver’s seat and drove the sedan right up under the balcony in front of Wally’s apartment, ignoring the grass and curbs in the way. 

I got out and shouted up to Smith, “Get Wally!” He stood up, kicked in the door, and disappeared into the apartment. He appeared back in the doorway seconds later, motioning for me. I hopped onto the roof of the car, then up onto the landing. 

“Where’s Wally?” I asked. 

“Gone. Flynn’s hurt. I need you to help her.” 

“What can I do?” 

Smith just looked at me. 

“Oh no. I don’t do that. Ever. That’s totally not my thing.” I held up both hands and stepped back. 

Smith grabbed one arm and pulled me into the apartment. Flynn was lying on the floor of the living room, three dead mercs around her. She’d given as good as she got, but the numbers game eventually got to her. She was bleeding from bullet wounds in her thigh and shoulder where her vest didn’t cover, and there was a cut over her left eye that looked pretty nasty. 

“You’ve done it before. I’ve seen the records,” Smith said. 

“Yeah, then you know how well that fucking ended,” I spat. 

“She’ll die before an ambulance can get here and you know it.” 

“She’s a cop. She knew the risks when she put on the badge.” 

“She’s your friend, dammit.” 

“I don’t have friends, Smith. I have people that I kill, and people I watch die. Guess which fucking category Flynn falls into.” 

“We need her, Harker. She may be the only person that knows where they took Wally. And without him, it’s all over. Everything.” 

“Do it, Q.” The new voice came from behind me, and it could only belong to one person. Well, not even a person, really. I looked around and time had stopped. Smith was frozen in mid-berate, the dust and debris raining from the ceiling was hanging in mid-air, even the noise of the burning bushes below was silent. I turned and faced my guardian angel, who was leaning in the doorway holding a bottle of wine. 

“Glory,” I said, trying not to fall too much in love with the angel. She was five-six or so and the kind of beautiful that you think might melt your eyeballs if you stare at her too long. She wasn’t rocking the wings tonight, just a leather jacket, tattered Guns n’ Roses tour shirt and ripped jeans. Her blonde hair was tied back in a ponytail, and she had a pair of sunglasses perched on her head. 

“Did I tear you away from a hot date at a Scorpion concert?” I asked. 

“I was watching over a nineties metal guitarist. He has more trouble staying alive than you do. Now would you save the girl so we can move on?”

“You know I can’t do that, Glory. And you know why.” 

“No, I don’t.” Her voice lost the usual lilt and turned to steel. “I know that you’re being a fucking child while the fate of the world hangs in the balance.” 

“I don’t think I’ve ever heard you swear before, Glory.” 

“You’re a bad influence. Now do it.” 

“No.” 

“You know you’re eventually going to do what I want, so why fight me?” 

“I’m not fucking healing her, Glory, I can’t take it. It almost killed me last time.” 

“The last time you didn’t know what would happen. Now you do, and you’ll be able to control it better.” 

“There’s no guarantee of that.”

“I can help.” That was new. Usually Glory wouldn’t interfere personally on our plane, so she was taking this Wally shit seriously. 

“How? You know what this takes from me.”

“I know, Q. I know the bond is deep, and I know it’s hard for you to deal with, but I think I can help make it easier on you this time. And Q?’ 

“Yeah?”

“We need her. You need her. She’s important to the work we have to do.” 

“So you’re telling me to suck it up and heal the cop?” 

“Suck it up and heal the cop, Q.” 

“Fine.” I turned back to the apartment and the world blurred into motion again. I turned sideways past Smith and knelt beside Flynn in the middle of the floor. 

“Hey, Flynn, nice pincushion impersonation. Are there any bullets you didn’t decide to stop with your body?” I asked, taking her wrist in my hand. 

“Yeah, the ones I put in those three motherfuckers.” Her voice was thready, but her attitude was intact. That was good because this was about to be a wild ride. 

“Flynn, you’re bleeding out. The bullet in your leg nicked your femoral artery and you’ll be dead in minutes if I don’t take some pretty drastic measures. I can save you, but it’s not going to be easy on either of us.” 

“Do it. I’ve been shot twice and caught four in the vest tonight, I think I can handle anything you can dish out.” 

That’s what you think, I thought. I looked down at her and said, “All right, do exactly as I say.” 

I pulled my pocketknife out and made a slash across her wrist, then made one just like it across my own. “Drink,” I said, pressing my wrist to her lips. She struggled, but she was too weak to resist much, and as my blood flowed across her lips, the magic in my body kicked in and she started to drink. I pulled her arm to my mouth and drank from her as she sucked on my wrist. We locked eyes and I pushed my will out, diving into her consciousness with my own. 

I felt my hold on my own body grow faint as I dove past Flynn’s mental defenses, opening my mind and soul to her completely. I watched her first steps, her first bike ride, her first kiss, the first sloppy fumblings in the back of her tenth-grade boyfriend’s Prelude, her first real love, her first real heartbreak. I lived every moment of her life in the seconds our souls entwined, and I felt her footsteps through my memories as she relived all the decades of my life—my loves, my triumphs, my many, many failures, the people I’d lost, the loved ones I’d watched grow old and fade away to time, the monsters I’d fought, the monsters I’d called friend, and all the pain of the last woman I’d shared myself with this completely. 

“Come back, Q.” The voice was faint, and I tried to ignore it. It would be easier to just stay here, hide inside Flynn’s life for a while and then fade away quietly. But that’s not how I’m going out, I know. I’ll never go quietly into that good night, so I turned and reached back to myself, finding Glory’s hand reaching back for me. She clasped hands with me, then wrapped her arms around my soul and drew me back into myself. I felt her leave my body, leaving behind just enough of herself to dull the pain of the memories the healing dredged up, and came back to myself staring into Flynn’s eyes. 

Flynn stared into my eyes, her eyes locked on mine by my will. I blinked, and the spell was broken, the world snapped back into motion. Glory was gone, Smith was yelling, and I felt fear like I hadn’t felt in decades. Flynn pulled her wrist from my lips and jerked her whole body away from me, curling up into a retching ball on the carpet. I fell back onto my ass, feet splayed out in front of me and my head swimming with memories, sensations and the taste of fresh blood, a taste I hadn’t had cross my lips in more than fifty years. Flynn shook and retched again, convulsed once in sharp pain as her body expelled the bullets forcefully from her healing wounds, then pulled herself up onto Wally’s blood-spattered sofa and covered herself with a throw blanket. 

She took a corner of the blanket and wiped my blood from her mouth, looked over at me and said in a shaky voice, “What the bleeding fuck was that?” 

I opened my mouth a couple of times, but nothing came out. I wiped my face with the back of my hand and rolled over onto my knees. I pulled myself to my feet using a chair and staggered into the kitchen. I pulled three beers out of the fridge and popped them all open on the edge of the counter. I drained one, then went back into the fridge for another. I walked back into the den a little steadier, collapsed into a chair and held out a beer for Smith, who was sitting on the arm of the couch alternating concerned looks at Flynn and me. 

I handed the other beer to Flynn and said, “That was a blood bond. It’s a way that I can heal someone who is mortally wounded, but the cost is high.” 

“Define high,” Flynn said, trying to calm her shaking hands enough to get the beer to her lips.

We’re bonded now. I thought, and saw her eyes widen at my presence in her head. 

“What the fuck was that?” Flynn asked. 

“Exactly,” I said. “We’re linked together now, you and I. Closer than you’ll ever be with anyone in the world.” 

“For how long?” The words came out almost in a whisper.

“You already know the answer to that,” I said. 

 I watched her eyes as she searched through my memories, then saw the color drain from her face as the realization hit her. “Fuck me.” 

“Yup,” I said. “Forever.” 


Chapter 6




“Am I a vampire now?” Flynn asked, looking around. “Everything looks different, sharper somehow. And I can hear—fuck, I can hear everything! Is this what the world is always like to you? So loud, with so much…everything going on?” 

“Yeah, kinda, but I’ve had a century or so to get used to it. It’ll fade into background noise eventually.” 

“But what about…” This? she asked inside my head. Is this forever?

“Yeah, but it’s affected by a lot of things. Like distance, for one, and how tired one of us is. It takes more out of you than you think, touching somebody’s mind like that. So I try not to do it often.” 

Flynn was only half-listening, standing up under new legs and moving through the apartment slowly, looking at everything. She was like a giant newborn, or a college kid on a really good shroom trip, exploring everything, wanting to touch everything. I decided to step in when it looked like she was going to lick the wall. 

“Flynn,” I said. She ignored me. “Flynn.” I called her louder. “Goddammit,” I muttered, then focused my will on her. FLYNN! I mentally shouted, and she whirled around, clutching her temples. 

“What the fucking fuck, Harker! That hurt!” She sat back on the couch and sucked down the last of her beer. 

“We still have a stoned Lion of Judah to save and an apocalypse to avert, remember?” 

“Yeah, okay, I remember. What’s the play?” 

Smith came out of his shocked silence at the same time Flynn did, so he took over. Good thing, too. I only had so much “leader” bullshit in me, and I was about to run out. “What did they look like? The men that came in here?” 

“They looked like the first guys, like low-rent ninjas, but these were more like a tactical squad than the cliché black outfits. They had guns and flash-bangs and came in fast-roping off the roof. They were definitely pros. They sacrificed the first guy, but once he was in and had me engaged, they threw in two flash-bangs to disorient me, then swung in with smoke grenades going. They were in and out in seconds. I saw them go back out the way they came in, but I was too busy dying to see where they went from there. What was going on outside?” Flynn asked. 

“An illusionist made a fake dragon and threw some fireballs at us. Once I convinced him to drop the smoke screen, we took him out pretty easy. But he was enough of a distraction to make it easy on these guys up here,” I said. 

“How did you know the dragon was an illusion?” Flynn asked. 

“Holy shit, did you two go to the same cop school for dumbass questions, or what?” I threw up my hands. “There was a while in the thirties when the Nazis were looking for objects of power. My uncle wanted to make sure as much powerful magic as he could lay his hands on stayed the fuck out of Hitler’s grubby little paws. So we spent a lot of time traipsing through Europe looking for magical shit. One of the things we were looking for was dragons. Not only did we never find one, we never found any indication there had ever been any. Ergo, there are no dragons.” 

“That logic sucks,” Flynn said. “How do you know there aren’t dragons in South America?” 

“I don’t care if there are dragons in South America. I’ve only ever cared if there were dragons in Europe and if there was a dragon on the front lawn fifteen minutes ago. Fortunately for me, there were no dragons in either place. Because there are no fucking dragons! Now can we get back to Wally, the dope-smoking, tail-chasing end of the goddamn world?” 

“Good idea,” Smith said. “We need to find him. That’s probably going to be your job,” he said, pointing at me. 

“Motherfucker,” I sighed. “Can’t you people do anything without me? How did you ever make the goddamn dryads go extinct with this kind of work ethic?” I knelt by a blood spatter at the shattered sliding glass door, dabbed my fingers in it, and brought it to my nose. Different type than Flynn or any of the corpses she generated, so it must belong to one of our escaped baddies, or Wally. Either one would be just fine.

I walked to the dinette and sat down at the table, sweeping aside a pile of homework or D&D character sheets, I couldn’t really tell which. “I need a bowl of water, a needle, a tongue depressor and a stick of chewing gum,” I said to Flynn. 

“And I want a pony,” she shot right back. “Come the fuck on, Harker, where do you think I’m going to get that shit in a dope fiend’s apartment at two in the morning?” 

“Get me stuff that looks close. But start with the bowl of water.” She brought me a cereal bowl that was mostly clean and filled with water, then went off in search of supplies.

“Is she going to be okay?” Smith asked. 

“You know she can hear you, right?” I asked.

“Yeah, but I want to pretend like things are normal, for a little while longer, anyway.”

“You got a weird definition of normal, Smitty. But yeah. She’ll be fine. She’s already healed physically, and the more we work together, the easier it’ll be for her to learn to shut me out.” 

“What about you?” he asked. 

“I have a lot more trouble shutting me out, but I’m a persistent bastard with myself.” I dipped my bloody finger in the water and swirled it around widdershins, or counterclockwise. The blood diffused off my hand and turned the water a very pale pink, and I took my finger out. 

“I mean, will you be okay?” 

“First off, you don’t really give a shit, so let’s not pretend that you do. Secondly, I’ve got a pretty fucked up definition of okay myself, so yeah, I’ll be fine.” 

Smith opened his mouth to press, but Flynn walked back in just then. I heard enough to know she’d been waiting for a break in the conversation to come back in, and she knew I knew. Thanks.

No problem. Are you okay?

As okay as I get. Now get outta my head. I mentally closed the door between us and said, “Let’s see what you found.” 

She handed me a wooden pencil, a sewing needle and a pack of Juicy Fruit. I opened the gum and took a piece, starting to chew as they both watched me. “What? Magic is thirsty work, my mouth gets dry,” I protested. 

I dipped the needle in the pink water, pushed it through the eraser on the pencil, and then dipped the whole end of the pencil, needle and all, back into the mixture of water and blood. I focused on bindings, on the forces that hold things together, the connections that make us who we are, and pushed my will into the needle. “Corpus ad corpus, sanguinem sanguini. Corpus ad corpus, sanguinem sanguini. Corpus ad corpus, sanguinem sanguini.” I repeated the incantation three times stirring the needle through the blood/water mix counterclockwise the entire time. After the third repetition, I held the pencil aloft and twirled it slowly between my fingers. When the needle pointed to the broken sliding glass door, the tip began to glow a bright white. 

“They went out that way,” I said. 

“We knew they went out that way, jackass. We were out the other way,” Smith said. 

Flynn stared at the glowing tip of the needle. “What did you do?” she asked in a whisper. 

“It’s called sympathetic magic. I mixed the blood with something unlike itself, but it remembers what it was like to be whole, with the rest of itself. So it’ll point the way to the rest of it.” 

“So it’ll lead us to more of whoever’s blood that was.” She pointed to the floor. 

“Yeah, so we’re hoping that guy didn’t bleed out in the woods a hundred yards away. Then we’re screwed.”

“But for now we can follow the needle?”

“Just like a compass,” I said, doing just that. I walked to the sliding glass door, stepped through onto the balcony, and when the shine of the needle didn’t waver, I jumped down and started toward the woods behind the apartments. 

“Hey, wait for us!” Flynn yelled, then jumped over the balcony rail to land right behind me. “Whoa,” she said. “I didn’t know I could do that.” 

“You won’t be able to for long. Once your body metabolizes my blood, the strength and speed will fade. The senses, too, but not as much.” 

And this?

This you’re stuck with. There was more magic to the bonding than physical, and this is part of it. I jammed part of my life force into you so you wouldn’t die, so now you and I are magically linked until we die. Sorry about that.

So far it’s not so bad.

I haven’t made my weekly pilgrimage to the Uptown Cabaret yet. I flooded my mind with images of nubile girls writhing on top of me and felt Flynn withdraw from my head with the sensation of a slamming door. 

“Slow down, you inhuman bastards,” Smith panted as he caught up to us. We were walking at a good clip, but Smith was only human, and he was jogging to keep up.

“Humans say the sweetest things,” I said, but slowed down to a comfortable human pace.

“Do you have any plans for what we’re going to do when we catch up to them?” I asked Smith. 

“I have a couple of ideas,” Flynn growled. I looked over at her and she shrugged. “The fuckers shot me. That’s not on the list of stuff I forgive easily. Cut a girl some slack, will ya?” 

Not to mention that she just got a blood transfusion from a pseudo-vampire, I thought, working to keep my thoughts my own. We picked our way through a couple hundred yards of woods, led by my enhanced vision and a glowing sewing needle. After one particularly dense patch of kudzu, we broke through into a little tuft of grass bordering the parking lot of a local strip mall. 

“Well, shit,” I said, turning and trying to get my spell to pick back up.

“What’s wrong?” Smith asked, leaning over with his hands on his knees. 

“They’re out of range.” 

“How were you able to follow them this far?” 

“They must have had a car waiting here. If the guy was still bleeding, then that—yup, there it is!” I pointed to a couple of drops on the pavement. “He was still bleeding, so the magic was able to find more blood from the same guy, but this is as far as we go.” 

“Fuck. Now what?” Flynn asked. 

“You’re the detective, sweetcheeks. I just make magic and cast out demons.” 

“You’ll need magic just to walk if you ever call me sweetcheeks again, asshat.” 

“Fair enough,” I said. “But seriously, without something closely tied to Wally, I’m not going to be able to track him with magic. And I mean something that meant a lot to him, not hairbrush samples and the shit you dredge up out of the bottom of the shower.” 

“So let’s get to detecting,” Smith had caught his breath and took back control of the situation. “Let’s take this party back to police headquarters and start looking up internet chatter and poking through airport security camera footage.” 

“Not me,” I said. “I’m heading to Luke’s to get some rest, some decent food, and some research. I hate to admit it, but Christian mythology is one of my weaker spots, so I’m gonna need to study up on Revelation if I’m to have any shot at getting us through this. Plus, Renfield’s there.” 

“What’s that got to do with anything?” 

“The man is a hacker with backdoors into every system in the country. If our kidnappers came in by air or rail, and they have any record anywhere in the world, Ren will find them. Besides, he makes the best Western omelet in North Carolina, and I’m starving.” 


Chapter 7




I called Luke while Flynn and Smith were waiting on their ride back to the apartment complex, and he pulled up in his newest ride, a jet black Mercedes S-class with leather everything. Smith raised and eyebrow at me when he saw it, and I could feel Flynn’s motor rev higher just looking at it. 

“Not my ride, kids, but Uncle Luke has always had a taste for the finer things in life,” I said, walking around to the passenger door. 

“That I have,” Luke said as he stepped out of the car. “Quincy, my boy, aren’t you going to introduce me to your—” the “friends” or whatever froze on his lips as he locked eyes with Flynn. I saw the subtle signs of challenge, watched his pupils dilate, his nostrils flare and his back arch, almost like he was a cat ready to defend his territory. For her part, I saw Flynn instinctively clench her fists and shift her body weight to her back foot, ready to react if Luke pounced. 

“Ahem.” I cleared my throat and they both gave themselves a little shake and looked away from the other quickly, neither wanting to meet the other’s eyes, but neither wanting to give ground either. “Thanks for picking me up, Uncle Luke, but hadn’t we better get going before the sun comes up?” We were half an hour from his house with less than an hour before sunrise, a lot closer than he usually liked to cut things. 

“Yes, of course. A pleasure to finally meet you, Detective.” He slid back into the car, smooth as butter even though the introductions had certainly not gone as planned. I got into the car and Luke pulled out into traffic, weaving the performance sedan through the light traffic on our way to his place. 

“You did it again,” Luke said almost before we were out of the parking lot. He shifted gears and sped through a yellow light, then cut left across several lanes of traffic taking a winding back road at a good bit more than the posted speed limit. I wasn’t worried about Luke’s driving, but I was a little worried about deer running across the road suddenly. 

“She was dying,” I said. I looked over at Luke. He gripped the steering wheel so tight he was making indentations in the plastic, and you could carve granite with the line of his jaw. “I had no choice, Uncle.” 

“There is always a choice. You should have let her die.” The words were hard, flat, emotionless, and probably right. Luke sighed, and I watched the set of his jaw relax a little. “You didn’t have to watch what it did to you last time, Quincy.” 

“I had to live through it,” I reminded him. 

“But you couldn’t see the full effect it had on you. When she died, it almost took you with her. I don’t want to, I mean, I don’t want you to have to go through that again.” 

“This is different, Luke.” I reached out and patted him awkwardly on his shoulder. We weren’t a touchy family, so those kinds of things never came easy to me. “I had to do it. Glory told me so.” 

The car actually wobbled as Luke turned to stare at me. “The angel told you to meld with this human to save her?” 

“Umm, Luke, could you maybe—Look out!” 

His attention snapped back to the road long enough to whip the car around a stopped city bus and thread the needle between two semis passing through a traffic light in opposite directions. We blew through the red light leaving screaming tires, blaring horns and heart palpitations in our wake. 

Luke pulled over into an abandoned parking lot and turned to me. “Tell me everything. Leave nothing out.” He didn’t compel me to tell him, his mental powers don’t work on me, but he used a tone I’d only heard a few times in my very long life. I told him the whole story, from finding Flynn on the floor bleeding out, to sharing blood with her, to bonding souls with her, to the connection I felt to her even now, half a city away.

“And this is different, Uncle. When I bonded with Anna, that was one thing. That was love, she was the woman I wanted to share my life with. This…partnership with Flynn isn’t like that. The bonding is different, like we can go deeper in some ways, but it’s also easier to lock her out of my thoughts than it ever was with Anna. It’s strange, but…I think it’s going to be okay.” 

“I don’t know about okay, but I agree that it sounds different. But I worry, Quincy. What happened with Anna was devastating for you, and I’d hate for you to suffer that way again.” 

Join the club. I remembered little about the aftermath of Anna’s death, just images and flashes more than a coherent thread. I remembered holding her body, a Nazi officer’s bullet lodged in her brain. I remembered holding that officer’s heart in my bare hand, his body lying in the snow at my feet with a fist-shaped hole in his chest. I had a flash of me attacking a squad of German infantry, and then an image seared into my brain of dozens of dead soldiers around me. There was nothing after that, just a period of blackness where my grief and loss totally overwhelmed me. The next thing I remember is being in France with Luke and his Renfield of the time and killing a lot of Nazis with the French Resistance. I remembered a lot of wine in France, a lot of Scotch across the British Isles, and not much else for a few years. My memory kicks back in somewhere around 1946 in the Arizona desert, with no Luke or Renfield anywhere around. I reconnected with them in New Jersey after a few years wandering the desert and annoying the various shamans I found there. We never spoke of Anna again, until tonight. 

“I need to borrow Ren when we get back to your place,” I said, desperate to change the subject. 

“Of course,” Luke said, his shoulders relaxing as we got on safer ground. I’m pretty sure Luke’s never been scared of me, what with the whole being Count Dracula thing, but I do think that I sometimes make him nervous, and I know he likes me enough to miss me if he had to kill me, so it was better to stick to the shallow end of our conversation for a few days, at least until he was more comfortable with the idea of me bonding to Flynn. Hell, until I was more comfortable with the idea, not to mention Flynn. I could still feel her, just behind my eyes, no matter how far she and Smith drove. I could feel her right now, the uncomfortable way the seat belt dug in between her boobs…whoa, definitely don’t need to be thinking about Flynn’s boobs. Not now, and sure as fuck not when she’s around. She hears that…images of what a Sig .40 could do to even my superhuman healing ability flashed through my head. 

“Naturally, Renfield will be at your disposal once he finishes his morning duties,” Luke’s voice snapped me back into the car and safely away from Flynn’s chest. 

“Unc, this is a little more important than him making sure you’ve had your warm milk and cookies before beddie-bye,” I said. 

Luke glared at me. “Making the house light-tight and securing all entrances is more than ‘warm milk,’ you insolent whelp. It is the peace of mind that allows me to garner any rest at all. Not that I shall find an easy time of it today, with the news you sprang on me weighing so heavily on my mind.” 

Oh. My. God. Luke was laying it on thick today. He knew as well as I did that the second the sun was above the horizon, he would sleep the sleep of the dead, only waking in situations of extreme danger or pain. I’d spent a decent part of my adolescence testing the limits of Luke’s sleep, often with hilarious results. My favorite was the time I put makeup on him to look like my mother. I took a photo with an old flash camera, which was enough to wake Luke and send him into a double fury—one for waking him up, and the other for making him up to look like a very ugly woman. 

“Fine, I’ll be in your study reading the Bible. Send me Renfield when you’re done with him.” 

“The Bible? You? We must truly be at the end times if you’re reading the Bible.” 

“Uncle, that is exactly what I am trying to prevent.” On that brilliant note, Luke pulled the car back out onto the road and headed toward his house, double-time. 


Chapter 8




“What can I do for you, Master Quincy?” Renfield asked as he stepped into the library. I really was reading the Bible, brushing up on my Book of Revelation in preparation for dealing with the upcoming Apocalypse. 

“I need to stop the end of the world, Ren. Got any ideas?” I closed the New International Version Bible I was reading and put it on the stack beside me. I’d already worked my way through a couple of King James versions, the English Standard, The New Jubilee edition, the American Standard Version, the Concordant Literal Version and two different Illustrated Bibles trying to cull as much information about the end of the world, the seven seals, and The Lion of Judah as I could. It all started to blur together after about three versions. I never claimed to be much of a scholar. That was Uncle Luke’s deal. And Orly’s, but he was long gone. 

Orly was my youngest brother, the only one of us born long enough after “the book” came out to reap the benefits of our family’s fame. By the time he came along, my parents had become the darlings of the university lecture circuit, so Orly tagged along and got the chance to spend his childhood in great libraries and reading rooms all around New England. His favorite smell was bookbinder’s glue, and his favorite pastime was looking up obscure facts. James and I were more robust, not to mention older, so our bookish little brother traveled with Mother and Father while we bounced around boarding schools playing cricket and rugby. 

“Well, Master Quincy, I suppose if we’re to stop the end of the world, we should first make sure we can keep the seven seals intact, shouldn’t we?” 

“That makes sense. All of the versions I’ve seen say if all the seals are broken, then we’re fucked. Is that about it?” 

“Indelicately phrased, but accurate,” Renfield agreed. 

“So if I’m reading these stories right,” I waved my hand at the stack of Bibles, “the first four seals release the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse.” 

“They are commonly considered to be metaphorical, and many scholars consider those seals to have been broken long ago, with each Horseman being symbolic of a period of great tribulation experienced by the Jewish people, the Chosen Ones.” 

“Yeah, I’m pretty sure Jerry Falwell has something to say about that Chosen people thing. But what if they’re more literal? What if these seals unleash some kind of physical threat into the world that has to be taken care of or the world ends?” 

“You mean like actual men on horses?” Renfield asked. “That’s a bit literal for most religions, isn’t it?” 

“Yeah, but if the Four Horsemen aren’t Ric, Tully, Arn and Barry, then we have a problem.” Of course, that’s when my phone rang. I looked down and saw “Flynn” on the display. I opened myself to our link and felt her worry. “Looks like we have a problem, Renny old pal.” 

I slid my finger across the screen to answer the phone. “Yeah, what is it?”

Flynn’s voice came on the line, and I would have heard the fear in her voice even if I didn’t feel it in my heart. This is going to be a pain in the ass, I thought. What happens when she gets laid? I shoved those thoughts aside, figuring if we didn’t stop the Apocalypse, that wouldn’t be an issue. “What’s up, buttercup?” I asked. 

“We’re so fucked,” she said. 

“You want to be a little more specific, Detective?” 

“There’s been a break-in at the CDC in Atlanta. White male, late twenties, six foot, one-eighty busted in the front door shouting about the end times and shot up a bunch of doctors and security guys on his way to the Hot Labs. He shot his way in there and took aerosolized botulin toxin, anthrax and smallpox samples.” 

“Well, that sucks for Atlanta, and probably the world in general, but I think we’re going for more of a ‘think global, act local’ approach right now, Becky.” 

“Don’t call me Becky, asshole. The break-in was five hours ago. The car was last spotted getting off I-85 north at Brookshire.” 

“Heading right for downtown,” I said. 

“Local enough for you?” Flynn asked. 

“What’s the play? The sun’s up, so Luke’s out of commission. I’m pretty well exhausted, so anything we do is going to have to be fast and mostly non-magical.” 

“I’m at headquarters. Come pick me up and we’ll move out from here.” 

“Smith with you?” 

“Yeah, I’m here. What do you need?” Smith’s voice came on the line. She must have had me on speakerphone. 

“Intel. We need to know where he’s going.” 

“We need to know what he wants first.” 

“I got that covered, Smitty. He’s the first Horseman, and he’s on a pale horse. He’s Pestilence, and he wants to infect as many people as possible. So you figure out where the biggest impact of a biological attack downtown would be, and Becky and I will try to stop him without getting dead.”

“I told you not to call me—” I hung up on her. 

“Ren, I’m gonna need a fast car.” 

“Gear up, Master Quincy. I’ll be out front with our ride in two minutes.” The stocky middle-aged manservant sprang out of his chair and hightailed it to the door, his short little legs almost a blur. I chuckled a little to myself. 

I went upstairs and threw on a black leather jacket and my Doc Martens. I slipped a Sig 9mm into a shoulder holster under my left arm and tucked a Ruger LC9 into my right jacket pocket. A couple of knives got tucked into my belt and a wrist sheath, and I was ready to go. I hustled down the stairs and out the door, to find Renfield parked in front of the house with Uncle Luke’s H3 Hummer rumbling by the curb. 

“Didn’t want to draw attention to yourself, Ren?” I asked as I opened the door and climbed in. The Hummer was high enough that even I needed the running boards, and I strapped my seatbelt on tight as Ren pulled away from the house. 

“If the end of the world is nigh, Master Quincy, I do not intend to be a spectator.” He reached down beside his leg and patted the stock of a shotgun. 

“Damn, Renfield,” I said. “I didn’t know you even knew how to shoot one of those things.” 

“When your uncle found me, I was little more than gator bait down in the Louisiana swamps. I learned how to shoot before I learned how to read.” 

“I never knew that.” This Renfield had been with Luke for the last twenty years, and I’d been in the American Southwest studying Coyote magic when the last one retired. When I reconnected with Luke, he was established in North Carolina with a new Renny. 

“Yup, that’s why my gumbo be so good, donchaknowboy?” he said in a bayou patois the likes of which I hadn’t heard in decades. We both laughed until he pulled up to the curb in front of Police Headquarters. 

I pulled out my phone to text Flynn but put it away when I saw her walk out of the station. She looked up and down the street, shielding her eyes from the morning sun, then hustled toward the idling behemoth when I rolled down the window. “You could have tooted the horn,” I said to Renfield. 

“Your uncle replaced it with an air horn. I really don’t think you wanted me to ‘toot’ that, did you?” 

“Point taken,” I said. “What’s the story, morning glory?” I asked as Flynn slid into the back seat. 

“Morning glory, buttercup, fuck a duck Harker, you’d think I was a goddamn florist or something. Take a left on Davidson,” she said. “Renfield, I presume?” she asked. 

“Indeed, Detective. The pleasure is all mine.” 

“I’d be a lot more pleasurable if there wasn’t a psycho with a shit-ton of aerosolized death heading to the convention center,” Flynn replied. She fiddled with the straps on her bulletproof vest and checked the magazine in her sidearm. 

“Are we sure that’s where he’s going?” I asked. 

“You’re sure he thinks he’s one of the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse?” 

“I’m pretty sure he is one of the Four Horsemen. Pestilence, to be more specific.” 

“Then I’d bet all our lives on him going to the convention center. The Southern Baptist Convention National Meeting kicked off with a prayer meeting twenty minutes ago, and delegates from all across the country will be there for the next four days,” Flynn explained. 

“That would be pretty much perfect, then. He crop-dusts the place this morning, they have the sniffles when they go to the airport Friday, and the disease is spread throughout the country by the time they change planes, go out to dinner Saturday night and go to church feeling like crap Sunday.” 

“But they can’t miss church because they were the delegate…” Flynn chimed in. 

“And probably have some kind of show and tell or report or some such shit,” I agreed. 

“So Monday morning our pandemic begins.” 

“And the first seal is broken all to fuck,” I finished. 

Renfield pulled the Hummer up onto the sidewalk in front of the Convention Center and got out, grabbing his shotgun. “Then we’d better make sure none of that happens. Shall we?” he said, then slammed the door. 

A startled security guard came out the front doors at us, but Flynn badged him into silence. “Have you seen this man?” She held up a grainy surveillance photo that could have been any white guy with a baseball cap. 

The cop stared at the photo, then shook his head. “He’s not going to know anything,” I said. “I’m going to have to do this my way.” 

“What’s your way?” Flynn asked. “Magic?” 

“No,” I replied. “Noise and firepower.” I stepped through the main doors of the convention center and fired one shot into the ceiling. All the men and women within a hundred feet ducked, screamed, and started running in the opposite direction. I looked up, actually aimed this time, and fired again. This time I hit something instead of just randomly firing, and when I shot the top off the sprinkler, it triggered the failsafe in the system that douses everything in that wing if the system is damaged. So the fire alarm started blaring, the sprinklers showered the hallways in water, and people started to stream out of meeting rooms, heading for the exits in droves. 

“Follow me!” I shouted and ran down the length of the hall. I stopped at the top of a set of escalators and pointed down. “Our guy is in one of two places—the main ballroom or the exhibit hall. You two go clear the exhibit hall. If you make enough ruckus by the front doors, everybody will haul ass for the loading dock doors. That’s what you want. Get everybody clear, and the guy who doesn’t want to leave, that’s your bad guy.” 

“What are you going to do?” Flynn asked. 

“I’m going to the only other place where he has a ton of targets at eight in the morning, which also happens to be the only other place where they shut off the smoke detectors because of the fog machines used in the performance. I’m going to church.” 


Chapter 9




I got to the main ballroom only to find my path blocked by a smiling young volunteer with perfect teeth, perfect hair and sparkling blue eyes. He had creases in his dress shirt, creases in his blue jeans, and I wouldn’t have been surprised to find creases in his underpants. He held up one hand as if that was going to slow me down, then got in front of me when I didn’t look like I was stopping. 

“I’m sorry, brother, but we can’t interrupt Pastor Steve’s message.” He pointed to a monitor, which showed a twenty something kid with a lot of hair product and skinny jeans exhorting the crowd to do something. 

“Junior, I’m going in that room, and I’m going in there right now. Your only decision is how much of your blood ends up on the floor,” I said, giving him my best Don’t Fuck with Me look. 

He smiled right back up at me and said, “I’m sorry brother, but I can’t let you—” His words cut off as my fist smashed his perfect lips into his perfect teeth and sent his perfect head careening into the perfectly solid door behind him. He slumped to the floor and I yanked the door open. 

I immediately felt like I’d walked into a rock concert, or maybe a political rally. Hell, maybe it was both. The stage was a good fifty feet wide with more lights and sound gear than I saw on the Grammys. There were three or four guys stationed around the room on camera platforms, plus a huge boom and a couple more dudes wandering the stage with cameras on their shoulders. The room was packed with believers, at least five thousand strong. Finding my nutbar in the middle of this crowd of nutbars was going to be worse than finding one specific stripper in Las Vegas. 

I looked around, trying to decide where I’d be if I wanted to disperse a lot of germs into the crowd all at once. The guitar player hit a power chord, the crowd leapt to their feet, and the lights started flashing and moving around in time with the music. It all looked a lot more like a KISS concert than a prayer breakfast, but I’d spent a lot of time with Buddhists in my life, so I was used to a quieter style of praying, with less kick drum. All the concert trappings made something in my head click, and I started for the backstage area at a run. 

“Backstage” was really behind some portable curtains set up across the hotel ballroom, but they still had security guys with lanyards guarding the area, just like at a concert. I didn’t waste any time explaining myself, I just laid out the security guy with a punch to the jaw and kept running. I scouted backstage quickly—sound guy, no; wardrobe lady, no; guy messing with the foggers, no—then I froze and backed up. Kneeling with a silver canister in front of a huge fogger was a white guy, about six foot, and a bit under two hundred pounds, wearing a baseball cap and a black jacket. It was the jacket that gave him away. All the other crew guys wore khakis and black polos, but this guy had on a jacket and ball cap. Sitting on the floor next to him was a small aluminum canister, like the kind they used for chemicals in all those disaster movies. 

I moved up behind him, my Docs not making a sound on the carpet, and pressed the barrel of my Ruger to the back of his head. “You twitch and I’ll aerosolize your brain.” 

“You can’t stop what’s coming, heathen. The signs are clear. The end times are upon us, when the earth shall open up and disgorge the faithful and we shall ascend!” He stood up, his arms spread wide. I looked down at the canister, but it still looked intact. I couldn’t read the writing on it from the distance, but the markings on it were unmistakable—Bad Shit Inside, Do Not Fuck With. 

“What the hell is wrong with you, man?” I asked. “Why would you want to destroy the world?” 

“I’m not destroying it, my child,” said the idiot in front of me who was at least seventy years my junior. “I am helping to cleanse it! And we are beginning right here, with these false prophets!” He turned to face me and I saw vials strapped all over his chest, wired together with what looked like det cord. 

“Fuck me,” I whispered as I stepped back from the psycho wired to blow disease all over the room. He held a trigger in his left hand and another length of det cord in his right. I’d interrupted him before he could wire the canister to blow, but there was still enough biological agent on him to kill everyone in the room three times over. Not to mention what all that det cord would do to my complexion. 

He raised a hand, and I mimicked his movement, focusing my will on the trigger. “Cataracta,” I said just before he squeezed the trigger, and suddenly all the water vapor in the immediate vicinity coalesced into a waterfall pouring over his hand and through the trigger, preventing the det cord from doing any det-ing. He looked at his hand, brows knit, then turned to me. 

“No matter, I can—” I didn’t care what he thought he could do, all I wanted him to do was die. I raised the Ruger to his face and squeezed the trigger twice, putting two 9mm rounds into his forehead. I stepped forward and caught his sagging body, lowering him to the ground with the greatest of care. I rolled him over onto his back and cut away his explosive germ-dispensing vest, carrying it and the canister several feet away. 

A stagehand walked over to see what the noise was, but I pulled the badge out of my back pocket and whispered, “Homeland Security. We’re investigating some irregularities with gun permits at the church headquarters.” I figured it was probably true for at least one church there, and this guy didn’t look like he cared one way or the other. He just held up his hands and backed slowly away from the man with the gun and the corpse. 

I pulled out my phone and pressed the speed dial for Flynn. “Did you find him?” she asked. “It’s a nuthouse down here, but no sign of our guy.” 

“Yeah, I got him. I’m backstage in the main ballroom. We’re going to need a way out of here that doesn’t involve carrying several samples of the world’s most infectious disease out the front door through thousands of Bible-thumpers, though.” 

“Don’t worry about that, Master Quincy. I have that well in hand,” Renfield said into the phone. He sounded like he was in a tunnel, so I figured Flynn had me on speaker. 

“Fine, but get up here quick before I have to do too much explaining. I have a dead guy surrounded by a bunch of megalomaniac preachers. Leave me here too long and they’ll try to resurrect his ass.” 

“We’ll be there in ten,” Flynn said, then hung up on me. 

They made it in five, with a flatbed cart and a stack of black tablecloths to cover the body in, too. I loaded the metal canister and the vials of disease into a big road case, padded the vials with more tablecloths, and followed Flynn and Renny out through the service hallway. I left the empty road case on the sidewalk, and we loaded the dead psycho and his cargo into the Hummer. 

“Where to now?” I asked as I slid into the passenger seat. 

“Smith is still at Headquarters. We should meet up with him there and then try to figure out what the next seal is going to be.” 

“Oh, we already know that, Miss Flynn,” Renfield chimed in. 

“It’s Detective, Ren. And what do you mean?” 

“Well, the next Horseman, of course. We already know what he will be. The next Horseman is War.” 

“War?” I asked, more out of a sense of Fuck, my days sucks than What did you say?

“Yes, Master Quincy. The second Horseman rides a red horse, and he is typically thought to represent the aspect of War.” Renfield pulled into the underground parking garage for Police Headquarters, ignoring the frantically waving uniform in his little guard hut. 

We parked and Ren got out to talk to the agitated patrolman while I sat there for a second, trying to process. 

“What’s wrong?” Flynn asked from the back seat. “We stopped Pestilence, now we just need to stop War. Then we find Wally before these psychos get any further along the Apocalypse checklist, and we save the world. Come on, let’s do this.” 

I still didn’t move. I’d seen war up close and personal. Germany in 1917, then again in 1944. I had no desire to see what the physical embodiment of war looked like. Suck it up, Q. You’ve lived through a lot of things you didn’t like, so put on your big boy pants and go kick some ass.  I took a deep breath and opened the door. 

“Let’s go, Princess, we’ve got a war to stop.” I got out of the Hummer and headed to the elevator, only to meet Smith coming out of it. 

“Turn it around, kids, we’ve got our next target.” 

“Already?” I asked, reversing course for the SUV. “Can’t we at least get the germ warfare out of the back seat before we go off into the war zone?” 

Smith froze in his tracks. “You’ve got all that shit in the back of the car?” he asked, grabbing for his cell phone. 

“I wouldn’t call that baby tank a car necessarily,” I said, waving at the Hummer, “but yeah. We couldn’t exactly leave the dead guy in the ballroom with the anthrax, could we?” 

“Are those douchebags from the CDC still fucking around in the break room? Well send them down to the garage. Tell them we’ve got a corpse and all their stolen germs for them to take back to Atlanta,” Smith said into his phone. “No, I don’t give a fuck what they do with the body. We did our job, we made it dead. They can make Soylent Green out of it for all I care. Now get them moving, we’ve got another situation to deal with.” 

Renfield walked back up from his conversation with the gate guard. “Everything all right?” I asked. 

“Master Quincy, as you move along through this life you will come to understand that very few disagreements cannot be smoothed over with judicious application of twenty-dollar bills.” 

“You bribed a cop to let us park here?” I grinned at Ren. 

“Of course not.” He stiffened. “I would never do such a thing. I simply mentioned that both our superiors had a vested interest in the cargo of our vehicle, and that it might be in his best interest if he let me alert the interested parties to our presence. Then I borrowed his mobile phone, which, being the clumsy sod that I am, I dropped into a grate in the floor. Then I offered him a small token of my apology in the form of seven hundred dollars. He was so preoccupied with counting his money that he forgot all about calling his supervisor.” 

“Nicely done, Ren, if a little unnecessary. You are actually allowed to be here, so you could have saved your money,” Smith said. 

“Fear not, Agent Smith, I shall be turning in a receipt for reimbursement. My employer has not reached his current state of fiscal comfort by simply passing around cash at the drop of a hat.” 

“He’s saying my uncle is a cheap bastard,” I translated for Smith. 

“I got that.” 

“And that you just bought that beat cop a new iPhone,” I continued. 

“I got that, too.” 

“Then what are we waiting for? I thought we had a war to stop? We should probably take your car. Mine’s full of dead guy.” Smith shook his head and led the way to a row of identical black Suburbans parked along the wall. 


Chapter 10




I sat in the back with Ren, going over ammunition and weapons. I had six rounds left in my Ruger, plus two spare magazines. My Sig P226 MK25 was still holstered, with one in the pipe for 16 rounds in the pistol, plus two 15-round magazines in the holder under my opposite arm. I drew the pistol and checked the laser sight, making a bright red dot on the back of Flynn’s seat. 

“Don’t point that thing at me, dickhead,” she said without turning around. 

“Oh quit your whining, the safety’s on,” I said, then checked to make sure I was right. It was going to take some getting used to, being around a woman who could see through my eyes if she tried hard enough. I holstered the Sig and checked my knives to make sure they were all accessible and sharp. 

“You look like you’re ready to take on a giant,” Ren said. 

“I don’t know what we’re getting into, but I have a feeling it won’t be pretty,” I replied.

“It won’t. It seems that our friendly neighborhood Apocalypse cult has broken the second seal, and War is taking the form of a pissed-off motorcycle gang,” Smith said from the front seat. 

“Huh?” I asked. 

“The local gang task force has been keeping an eye on the local Renegades MC for a while now, suspecting them of heading up a major meth distribution ring. Today they shot the surveillance detail and rode across town to burn down the clubhouse of a rival gang, the Devil’s Rejects. None of the Rejects survived, but one of our surveillance team made it out of the initial attack. She said they all followed a tall man driving a red Mustang convertible.” 

“The red horse,” I said. 

“Slightly updated,” Smith agreed. 

“So where are they now?” Flynn asked from the passenger seat. 

“They went back to their clubhouse where they sealed themselves in tight and commenced to shooting anyone who walked within fifty yards of the place. Which is a problem because there’s a daycare right across the street.” 

“I assume it’s been evacuated?” I asked. 

“Can’t. We tried to get a van in there, but the Renegades are better armed than we expected. They hit our van with an RPG. We lost four officers.” 

“So we have a bunch of psycho bikers with rocket launchers led by a mystical embodiment of the spirit of War, and if we don’t stop them, they’ll burn the city to the ground and usher in the end of the world, is that it?” I summed it up, as much for myself as anyone else. 

“Yeah, that’s pretty much got it in a nutshell,” Smith agreed. 

“Face impossible odds and save the world from certain destruction? Must be Tuesday,” I sighed, leaning back and resting my head against the SUV’s soft interior.

We pulled into a grocery store parking lot a couple football fields away from the clubhouse and got out of the Suburban. A uniform walked up to us and said, “I assume you’re the government assholes the captain said would be coming.” 

“You got a problem, Officer?” Smith asked. 

“My friend was in the van those fuckers blew up. So yeah, I got a problem with a bunch of feds coming in here and giving these bastards some kind of get out of jail free card just to get them to roll over on their supplier or whatever other bullshit you come up with.” 

I could see Smith take in a deep breath to unload on the kid, so I stepped forward. “You know what, Officer, you’re right. Those sonsabitches shouldn’t get away with this shit. And I’m here to make sure they don’t. You see,” I put my arm around his shoulder and walked him a little bit away from Smith and Flynn. “I’m not really with them. They’re suits, they don’t understand that sometimes you have to do bad things to bad people. And those guys,” I pointed down the street at the clubhouse. “Are definitely bad people. I’m the guy that comes in to do the bad things. But we have to make the suits think all the shit we do is their idea, you know?” He nodded. “So how about you go give the asshat with the bad haircut enough of a half-assed apology to get his panties unbunched and take us inside that rolling command center where we can piss off your captain by taking over this little shit-show?” 

“He’s still a dick,” the patrolman grumbled. 

“Who, Crew-cut?” I jerked a thumb back at Smith. “Yeah, he’s a total dick. But he’s a dick with some authority, and that lets me get shit done.” 

“Whatever,” the young cop said, shrugging off my arm. He turned and walked back to Smith, sticking out his hand before Smith could unload on him. “Sorry, man. Sean Nash, one of the officers killed in the van, was my training officer. He was like a big brother to me, so I’m a little on edge. I was out of line. It won’t happen again.” 

“See that it doesn’t,” Smith said, and I all but heard him add the world “soldier” to the end of his sentence. You could take the soldier out of the military, but you can’t make him a spy, I thought. 

“Can we get started?” I asked. “Or do you guys actually need to whip ‘em out?” 

The patrolman led the way to the Mobile Command Center, and we went up the folding stairs into the high-tech RV. It was kinda like a tour bus, if you were looking to take over a small country instead of put on a rock show. One whole wall was taken up with monitors, all showing different scenes around the area, including one long-range infrared scan of the clubhouse that showed a lot of activity. 

“Who’s in charge here?” Smith asked. 

A forty-ish woman with glasses and a black tactical uniform turned from the monitor she was studying. “I’m Lieutenant Ferguson. What can I do for you?” 

“I’m Agent Smith, Homeland Security. I believe you got a call that we were coming?” Smith held out his hand. 

Ferguson didn’t take it. I admired her a little for leaving Smitty hanging. Showed serious stones. “I did, and I have to say I don’t understand what jurisdiction Homeland has here. This is obviously a local law enforcement issue.” 

“Really? And the rocket-propelled grenades? You have a lot of those in the Charlotte metro area?” Smith asked, letting his hand drop. “This gang has obviously escalated their activities, stepped up their game so to speak. That means somebody’s backing them. We want to know who.” 

I admired his facility for bullshit but was worried we were running short on time. “How long since you’ve seen any movement outside the club?” I asked a nearby tech. The skinny little guy was sitting there, his eyes glued to the monitor in front of him, trying very hard to be invisible while the people above his pay grade fought right by his shoulder. 

He looked up at me and I gave him a “move it along” gesture with one hand. “It’s been at least an hour since anyone’s gone in or out,” he said. 

“We gotta get eyes in there,” I said to Smith. 

“What’s your hurry?” Smith asked. 

“The last guy was trying to infect thousands of people at one shot with a virus fierce enough to create a worldwide pandemic. I don’t think the embodiment of War is going to be content with just blowing up a few local cops. Something bigger is going on here.” 

“Something that involves RPGs and a lot of guns,” Flynn added. 

“This would be a real bad time to tell me the President was scheduled to be in town today,” I said. 

“No, we’ve got no alerts like that,” the lieutenant said. I heaved a sigh of relief, which quickly cut off as her eyes went wide.

“What is it?” Flynn asked. 

“The First Lady is giving a speech at J.C. Smith tonight,” Lieutenant Ferguson said. “We’ve provided some extra security, but the college was keeping her visit low-key. It’s a speech to some big-time alumni and donors about HBCs.” 

“HBCs?” I asked. 

“Historically Black Colleges,” Ferguson explained. “I went to JCSU, I sometimes forget that not everybody knows all the code words.” 

“I studied abroad,” I explained. “So I don’t understand a lot about American college life.” 

“Yeah, he doesn’t even understand March Madness,” Flynn added. 

“Well, Mrs. Obama will be speaking at a luncheon in about…two hours, so if you think she’s the target—” I didn’t hear the rest, on account of already being down the steel steps and on my way across the parking lot. 

Where are you going? Flynn’s voice came through my head. 

Things to do, people to kill, I replied, keeping a tight lid on my thoughts. 

You think you’re going to just waltz in there and take out an entire motorcycle gang and one of the Four Horsemen all by yourself?

Well, I wasn’t actually thinking waltz, more like a samba, or a quickstep. I pictured a heavy steel door closing and cut off the connection. 

I walked back to the Suburban and Renfield. “Ren, were going at this the wrong way,” I said. 

“What do you mean, Master Quincy?” Renfield was screwing down a scope onto a Remington 700 rifle, getting ready to back me up, I supposed.

“We’re reacting, but we need to get ahead of these fuckers. We can’t keep chasing the puppets, we’ve got to get to the puppeteer.” 

“I understand the metaphor, but not exactly the plan,” Renfield said. 

“I need you and Flynn to find Wally. He’s the key to this whole thing. If we can’t get him away from the bastards that nabbed him, we have zero chance of stopping this shit.” 

“There is a certain logic to that, Master Quincy,” Renfield agreed. 

“Glad you approve,” I said with a barely-restrained eye roll. It was easy for Renfield to forget that despite his fifty years of age, he wasn’t really the two decades older than me he looked, but more like less than half my age. “So go back to the source and figure out where they would have taken Wally.” Flynn, meet me and Ren out by the car. Tell Smitty to stay there.

On my way.

“And what would be the source in this situation, Master Quincy?” 

“Pretty sure that’s going to be Revelation, Ren. There’s gotta be something in there that’s symbolic. Think like a psychopath that wants to end the world and figure out where he’s taken Wally to open the Seven Seals.” I kept my connection to Flynn open, so everything I said to Renfield, she got simultaneously. 

“And what shall we do when we locate our missing Lion?” Ren asked. 

“Then we call in the big guns,” Flynn said, walking quickly up to the Suburban. “What will you be doing while we’re playing Giles and Willow in the library?” 

“I’ll be putting on my blonde wig and doing what I do best, kicking ass,” I said, turning back to the Command Center as Ren and Flynn got into the SUV and pulled out of the parking lot. I met Smith walking in my direction halfway there. “Good, I didn’t want to have this conversation in there.” I jerked my head toward the van. 

“What’s up?” Smith asked. 

“Somebody in there is in on this whole mess. I don’t know who, but someone is tipping the bikers off to police movements.” 

“How do you know?” Smith asked. 

“It’s the only answer. How else did they know the van pulling up outside the daycare was full of cops? The video was rolling while you were pissing on fire hydrants with Lieutenant Ferguson and there were no markings on the van. Also, no hesitation on the bikers’ part. They didn’t wait five seconds from the time the van pulled up outside the daycare before they opened the door and blew those cops to pieces.” 

“Sounds suspicious,” Smith agreed. 

“And something smelled wrong,” I added. “You know that stinky fear-sweat that people get when they’re guilty of something? That smell was all over that Command Center like the smell of Axe body spray in a frat house.” 

“What are you, a werewolf now?” Smith asked with a half smile.

“That’s not funny.” I scowled at him. “Don’t ever joke about that. Werewolves are gross, man.” Then I let a grin slip through to let him know I was joking. Kinda. Werewolves are gross. 

“So what’s the play? If we can’t count on the police for backup, I don’t know if the two of us can get in there on our own.” 

“Well whatever we do, we have to do it now. If the First Lady is going to be going on in less than two hours, my bet is that’s the attack,” I said. 

“Still doesn’t tell me the plan,” Smith pointed out. 

“I don’t have much of one right now, but I’ll figure it out between here and there,” I said, pointing to the clubhouse. 

“So your plan is you’re going to walk down the sidewalk, kick down the door and shoot everybody? That’s fucking insane,” Smith said. 

“It’s also not my plan,” I corrected. “I’m only going to kick the door down if it’s locked, and I won’t shoot anybody that doesn’t try to kill me. Sound better?” I asked. 

“Much,” Smith said. “I’m going to go back in here and make sure that nobody accidentally shoots a missile up your ass.” 

“Thanks,” I said. “I’m going to go knock on the door and try to kill my second Horseman. This keeps up, I’m totally getting a codename.” 


Chapter 11




It was a long couple of blocks to the clubhouse, and it felt like there were eyeballs on me the entire time. Probably because there were. I knew the cameras from the Command Center were aimed my way, and even before I got reasonably close I could see the glint of a rifle on the roof of the biker’s hangout. I focused my will and muttered “inflecto” under my breath, pushing my energy toward the barrel of the gun. I couldn’t tell if it did enough damage to the barrel to make it misfire and blow up in the sniper’s face, or just bent it enough to miss. That’s the trouble with magic at a distance, you can’t really tell when the subtle things work. You can almost always tell when things go wrong, but you don’t often get a second chance. 

I was about twenty yards away from the front door when I saw a flash from the roof and heard a muffled scream. I guess I broke it. Well, that’s one I don’t have to kill inside, I thought as I continued to the front of the building. 

“That’s far enough,” came a booming voice from inside. 

I focused myself for a second and said, “amplifico.” “I just want to talk,” I lied. My spell made it so that anyone within fifty yards heard me just as clear as if I held a megaphone. 

“I got nothing to say, now fuck off!” the voice replied. 

By then I was at the building, but I stopped behind a solid section of cinderblock. There are plenty of handguns and assault rifles that can punch through block walls, but almost everything can punch through a window or a door, even a steel one. I decided to pause where I had a little better cover and armor up. I took a pair of titanium knuckle dusters from my back jeans pocket and focused my will on the metal. I poured my energy into the knucks, muttered, “imitantes,” and felt the texture of my skin begin to change. To say it was painful would be an understatement, kinda like saying Hitler was a bit of an Anti-Semite or that Mount Everest had a little snow on top. I bit back a scream as my skin tightened and became solid, shedding all the moisture and dead cells and turning into a gleaming sheath of flexible titanium. Have you ever wondered what like would be like if your scrotum ever became made of metal? Me neither, but it hurts like a motherfucker. All of a sudden your family jewels are rattling around inside a completely non-permeable tin can, and that is not a comfortable feeling. 

With my new bulletproof skin on, I finished my long walk to the front door and knocked gently. Yeah, what the fuck ever, I kicked the fucking door in like the steel-plated badass I suddenly was. The door flew off the hinges and crashed to the floor several feet from the frame, taking two bikers to the ground with it. 

“Avon calling, motherfuckers,” I said as I drew my Sig and swept the room. It was crammed with bikers, all suddenly gone still at my apparently unexpected entry. The bartender brought his sawed-off shotgun above the level of the bar and swung in my direction, but I put two in his chest and he went down, shotgun clattering to the concrete beside him. One of the bikers shoved the door off himself and jumped up to run at me, but I put two in his forehead within half a second of his hand touching the butt of his gun. 

“I’m not a cop, bitches. I don’t have rules of engagement. As far as I’m concerned, every fucking one of you is already guilty, and I’m just here to execute. Now where the motherfucker called War?” 

“I prefer Ares, Tin Man.” I turned to see a giant leaning against a pool table. He was all of seven feet tall and well over three hundred pounds, with a shaved head and goatee. Tattoos sleeved both arms and peeked out of the collar of his black t-shirt. He wore engineer boots, a black leather vest, dirty jeans and I could see a chain dangling from one belt loop back to his wallet. In other words, he looked like every shaven-headed biker I’d ever seen, only super-sized. He had a sword in one hand and a pistol in the other. He laid the pistol on the pool table and lifted the sword over his head, charging at me like some kind of white trash William Wallace or something. 

 I stepped to the side and emptied my Sig into his side and back as he passed. He stumbled, but didn’t fall, and I watched as the wounds sealed and the bullets popped out, eleven in all plinking to the floor in quick succession. Fuck. Well, that’s going to make things a little more difficult. 

He spun around and charged me again, this time with his sword out to the side for a lateral cut. I picked up a round table and used it for a shield, dropping my shoulder into Ares’ midsection. He slammed into me like a freight train, but I had myself balanced and my back leg braced, so I didn’t budge. He didn’t budge much either, just bounced off me with a whoof! 

He laid into me with his sword, each blow taking huge chunks out of my improvised shield. I tried to strike back with the base of the table, but kept needing to bring it around to block. Wait a goddamn minute, I thought, I’m made of fucking metal. After his next strike, I dropped the table and landed a solid uppercut right to his chin. Ares wobbled a little, then shook his head as if to clear it, and came back with another sword cut for my head. I threw a titanium arm up and quickly realized why that was a bad idea. My skin was hardened, but the bones under it were not, and every bit of the force of the blow transferred. I felt both bones in my left arm snap, and I dropped to my knees with a scream. 

“How’d you like that, Tin Man?” Ares asked.

I knelt on the floor, my left wrist in my right hand. I pulled hard on my wrist, feeling the bones of my arm slide across each other then snap into place. I fell forward, my forehead pressed to the floor as stars danced in my field of vision. But the arm was set and I could feel the bones begin to knit back together. In a couple of days, that arm would be good as new. I could only hope the same would be true about the rest of me. 

Ares reached down and grabbed a fistful of my metallic hair, yanking me up onto my knees again. “You thought you could waltz in here with your puny little magic and fight me? I am the god of War, you ignorant mortal puke!” 

“And I’m the prince of cheating, you arrogant douchebag,” I said I reached over my head and poked him in the eye. He dropped my hair with a roar, and I spun around on my ass and head butted the god of War right in the balls. Time seemed to slow around me as his eyes went wide and his face bled to white, then shifted to red, then finally to purple. His sword fell from his hands and clattered to the floor, followed by the giant Horseman himself. 

He dropped to his knees right in front of me, and I stood up. I reached down to him, grabbed his chin and turned it up to face me, then released his face and smashed my metallic fist into his nose, spraying blood and snot all over the floor. Ares spun on his knees, pushing himself up onto his feet and giving me a shove to create some distance. He swung wildly a few times, but it was obvious he couldn’t see what he was swinging at. 

I ducked his punches with ease, peppering his face and nose with stinging jabs. I kept the blood flowing from his nose and the tears flowing from his eyes while I slowly regained some use of my left arm. I couldn’t make a fist, but at least I could stretch the arm out for balance, so I was less likely to topple over randomly. After half a minute of this, Ares let out a bellow and just charged me, lowering his head for a bullrush. I sidestepped him and stuck out one foot, sending the huge man sprawling through tables and chairs. He fetched up against the base of a pool table, and I almost went sprawling when I stepped on something hard and round. I looked down to find the hilt of Ares’ sword under my foot. 

I picked it up and felt the big claymore humming with power, obviously the focal instrument of the Horseman’s magic. I felt the magic of the sword warring with my own powers, but I’d spent decades handling unruly magical toys and wrestled the sword under control in a matter of seconds. 

“Put that down, Tin Man. Humans aren’t meant to wield that kind of power,” Ares said, circling around me slowly. I pivoted, keeping the sword between me and the temporary god of War, but this exposed my back to the rest of the bikers. 

“Tell your boys that the first one to get within six feet of me gets a sword in his gut,” I said. 

I heard the whisper of something cutting through the air and dropped to one knee as I spun. The claymore was sharp enough to cut through flesh and bone with no trouble, and it cut one biker off at the thighs before he got close enough to hit me with the tire iron he was swinging. I didn’t have time to decide whether or not the tire iron would have actually done anything to my metal head when I felt the floor vibrate with Ares’ charge. 

“Some guys never learn,” I muttered under my breath as I straightened my legs and leapt straight up. I transferred the sword to my left hand, barely managing to hold onto the heavy blade with my busted arm as I gripped one of the building’s bar joists with my right. 

I looked down at Ares, tangled once again in a pile of furniture, and swung myself over to land on a pool table. “Anybody who doesn’t want to die should leave right now,” I announced. “This dickhead cares even less for your wellbeing than I do, if that’s possible, and the cops outside want vengeance for their dead buddies. If you walk out the front door right now with your hands up, you’ll probably not get shot.” 

One of the bikers, an older guy with a long gray beard stepped forward. “And what if we decide to throw in with Ares here and kill you?” 

“Well, for one thing, I’m a lot harder to kill that it looks. And for another,” I spun to my left and threw a knife, splitting the old biker’s Adam’s apple. He dropped like a stone, dead before he hit the ground. “I think I said it was time to go if you don’t want to get dead. Clock’s ticking, bitches.” I didn’t expect more than one or two to take me up on my offer to leave, but I certainly didn’t expect the whole bunch to come at me all at once. Then I saw Ares, his eyes glowing red as he leaned against the bar and grinned. 

“Have fun, boys, but be careful of the sword. It’s sharp,” Ares called over the sound of a dozen bikers drawing knives and brass knuckles and charging me. I leapt from one pool table to another, taking a bald head off at the shoulders as I jumped. One down. I hopped over a pool cue swung at my ankles and threw myself flat to the table as another one stabbed where he expected me to be. I wasn’t there, and Ares’ sword slid between his ribs like his lungs were butter. He collapsed, taking the sword to the floor with him, and I rolled off the other side of the table onto the floor. I felt a hammer blow to my shoulder and looked down, but there was just a small ding in my armored skin. A stunned biker stood ten feet away, holding a smoking 9mm and staring at me.

“Yeah, that’s my skin, jackass,” I said as I stepped over to him and buried one of my remaining knives in his gut. I angled the blade upward to pierce his heart, then spun around, using his body as a shield until I could get my back to a wall. Then I shoved the dead biker away from me and drew my Sig. I fired three rounds, and three bikers dropped. Then my head snapped back as a bullet ricocheted off my forehead, slamming the back of my head into the wall. I sagged to the floor and looked around for the shooter. I spotted him standing twenty feet away with a smoking pistol in his hand. I sighted down the barrel of the Sig but couldn’t decide which one of the guys I should shoot, so I fired four times, two rounds for each of him. The guy on the left was the real one, and he dropped. I had a moment to shake my head and try to clear my vision, but it wasn’t happening. 

I struggled to my feet, one arm broken and throbbing, concussed and seeing double, but still titanium-skinned and getting more pissed off by the moment. Four more bikers advanced on me from the left and I lifted my left hand with a wince and shouted, “Incendere!” 

A ball of fire the size of my fist flew from my fingertips, growing in size as the air in the bar and my rage fueled it. I continued to pour my will into the fireball until it was the size of a beach ball, then released my control of it as it hit the nearest biker square in the chest. Flames exploded from him, dousing all four thugs in a bath of flaming death and pain. They went down, rolling around like we were all taught in kindergarten. Problem is, magical fire is harder to extinguish than phosphorous. It’ll burn until its target is destroyed, or I tell it to stop. And I didn’t want it to stop. One biker managed to keep his feet, and he was running around like a chicken with its head cut off, spreading the fire to all corners of the bar. After a solid two minutes of running around screaming, he collapsed in a corner under a Confederate flag and died. I knelt to the floor in the smoke and confusion and etched some symbols on the floor with a knife from my belt. 

The fires didn’t die with the bikers, who were all gone within a minute except the one running around panicked. The fire spread to the pool tables, the bar tables, the walls, the bar itself, and before long the room was engulfed in flames. I concentrated as best I could and muttered “purgo.” A sphere of clean air formed around my face, and I looked for Ares. He was still leaning against the bar with his arms crossed, watching me. 

 He pushed off the bar and walked toward me slowly. “I liked this bar. The body I inhabited caused a lot of mayhem in this bar, and I was going to use those idiots to cause even more. Now I’ll just have to do it by myself. That’s not as much fun. You’ll have to die, of course. Not only are you fucking with my plans, but you killed all my toys. Can’t have that. Say goodnight, now, wizard.” 

“Goodnight, fuckwit,” I said, then poured my energy into the circle I’d carved into the floor. The binding circle sprang to life, trapping Ares in the center of my magical energy, which I had, in turn, tied to the earth beneath the building. There are a couple of pretty major fault lines running under Charlotte, and fault lines mean ley lines. I tapped into the magical river of power that was Charlotte’s main line, and linked the spell to it. As long as the city wasn’t wiped from the Earth, that circle wasn’t going anywhere. 

I watched Ares pound on the walls of his invisible prison for a few more seconds before I realized that I only had enough energy to keep my spells active for a few more seconds. The circle would hold forever now that it was tied to the ley lines, but my titanium skin and clean air were both about to run out. Neither of those were anything I was interested in happening while I was in a burning building. 

“Gotta run, Ares. You have fun in there. Maybe, learn a trade, or a foreign language,” I said, backing away toward the door. Trapped or no, I wasn’t turning my back on one of the Four Horsemen of the goddamn Apocalypse. I felt the doorknob hit me in the ass, literally, and I flung the door open just as the liquor bottles behind the bar started to explode. 

I got halfway across the parking lot and let my air bubble down. The smoke was still a nuisance out here, but the air was breathable. I took a few more steps and reversed the spell turning my skin to metal. Then there was a huge explosion from behind me, and the world went black. 


Chapter 12




I woke up staring into Agent Smith’s gray eyes and his grayer crew cut. “If I’m dreaming, kill me. Because you’re the ugliest fucking Florence Nightingale I’ve ever seen.” 

Smith leaned back onto his heels. He was kneeling beside my head on the floor of the Mobile Command Center. “He’s alive. I told you he was hard to kill.” There was a strange look on Smith’s face, one of the corners of his mouth was bent upward and a few of his teeth were showing. It looked involuntary, and a little bit painful. Then I realized it. 

“You’re smiling!” I said. “I didn’t know you knew how.” 

“Fuck you, Harker,” he said, his normal scowl returning. 

“That’s my Smitty,” I said, heaving myself up to a sitting position. Three Smiths swum in front of me for half a second, then they snapped into focus. “Fuck, that hurt.” 

“What part?” Smith asked. 

“The broken arm was a bitch, and the concussion sucked, but I wasn’t expecting to get blown up,” I replied. “So that part was pretty much no fun.”

“Yeah, apparently there was a van load of fertilizer bomb behind the bar, which caught fire and blew the whole building to hell. You were under most of a wall for an hour. We figure the plan was to take his band of merry men over to the Johnson C. Smith campus where the First Lady was speaking and blow themselves up, Al Qaeda style,” Smith said. 

“Shifting all the attention to the Middle East, who we’re already inclined to shoot at…” I said. 

“Yeah, and you kill the President’s wife and kids with a Quran anywhere on your person and we’ll have a shooting war within the hour,” Smith finished. 

“Pretty good plan, frankly. It’s exactly the kind of attack a terror cell would try on U.S. soil, and exactly the kind of ruse that would work. Where’s Ares?” I asked. 

“He’s still standing out there, pissed off and stuck in that magic circle you left him in. We tried to secure him, but couldn’t break the lines.” Smith looked grumpy at that. 

“Don’t even think of recruiting that asshole. He’s the embodiment of War, he lives for nothing but combat. You stick him in one peaceful little village and you’ll have civil war in three hours and a nuclear incident in six.” 

“Sounds like my kind of guy.” The corner of Smith’s mouth twitched again, and I looked away. Watching that guy try to crack a joke was more painful than my last confession, which took seven hours and made three priests retire. 

“Where’s the sword?” I asked. 

“Still laying where we found you. I wouldn’t let anyone touch it.” 

“Good call,” I said. “It does funny things to humans.” 

“You’re human, Harker,” Smith said, and I looked at him with one corner of my own mouth twitching. 

“Mostly. Today’s a good day to be a little something different, though.” I got to my feet, checking the various hurt parts, and decided nothing was permanently damaged. My concussion was gone except for a splitting headache, and my left arm was back to at least half strength. I was covered in bruises from having a building fall on me, but I learned how to ignore bruises a long time ago, so I did. I opened the door and walked down the metal steps, looking around. The Command Center was in the middle of the street right outside where the biker bar had been. Debris was scattered everywhere, like a bomb had gone off or a building exploded. Which it had, so I figured it made sense. 

The only thing still standing from the bar was a pissed-off god of War, still locked into my circle. He was a clear spot in a football-field sized blast zone littered with body parts, bricks, shattered pool tables, motorcycle pieces, and glass. 

I walked over to a pile a cinderblocks and pulled Ares’ sword out of the rubble. It still thrummed with power, and I felt it reaching out to me. I allowed the power to touch me, to explore who I was and what I was. I felt the power draw back at the part of me that came from Uncle Luke, and embrace the rage that ran through my human side, all the feelings of rage and loss that came from more than a century of living. I felt the magical essence of War search through my soul, and eventually decide that I was lacking. I wasn’t the avatar War wanted. 

“Good,” I said quietly. Didn’t need the local constabulary to see me talking to a sword, even a magical one. Maybe especially a magical one. “Now that we’ve got that settled, I need you to do something.” 

I walked up to the shimmering circle and stood facing Ares. “What’s your name?” 

“I told you, pitiful human, my name is Ares, and I am the god of War!” The giant in the circle roared, then beat on my metaphysical boundary with both fists. I felt the barrier give a little, then felt it snap back to full strength. Shit. He’s stronger than I thought. I didn’t anticipate him being able to do anything to that circle, especially not once it was tied into the city’s ley lines. 

“I mean what was your name before War manifested in you?” I pushed at him a little with my will, just enough for him to know I could probably pull it out of him, but that wouldn’t be comfortable for either of us. 

“Josh. Josh Monroe,” he said, looking at me through narrowed eyes. 

“Josh Monroe, I’m sorry for this. You got caught up in forces you couldn’t possibly understand. Most humans can’t. You became a pawn in a bigger game, and your side lost. So I’m sorry.” With that I reached out with a toe and broke the circle. The second my aura touched the circle I’d cast, all the energy I poured into the circle rushed back into me, and all the energy I’d trapped from the city’s main ley line poured back into the line, triggering a small earthquake. Most people wouldn’t feel it, but I was at the epicenter of the quake, so it rocked me and Ares a lot harder. I knew it was coming, so I recovered my balance faster, and before Ares had a chance to gather his wits, I plunged his sword into his chest, shoving the six-foot blade through to the hilt. His eyes went wide and he looked down at the sword sticking out between his ribs. 

Ares opened his mouth, but no sound came out. He just let out a small wheeze, and blood poured from his mouth as the light left his eyes. I watched as the god of War dropped to his knees and fell sideways, taking the sword from my grasp as he did. I turned around and motioned for a couple of the cops to come forward. 

“Pack his body up and get it back to police headquarters. Take the sword in a separate car. Put it in a rifle case, or something, but whatever you do, don’t touch it with your bare hands. There’s a biological contaminant on the metal connected with the attack we foiled this morning. Do you understand?” They nodded, and I walked back to where Smith stood outside the Mobile Command Center. 

“Let’s roll. By my figuring, we’ve got one more Horseman to stop before we have to deal with Death himself.” 

“Actually, Flynn just called. They took out Famine at the North Mecklenburg Water Treatment Facility. He was going to poison the water supply for half the county.” 

“Nice. How did they figure it out?” 

“I asked, she said something about being a detective and leaving that kind of work to her. She sounded a little smug.” 

“If she took out a Horseman with nothing but her wits and Renfield, then she’s got plenty to feel smug about,” I said. Flynn? I sent down our link. 

Her mind came back weakly, as if she was a long way from me. Yeah? I’m having trouble connecting. I’m on 77 heading back into town. Where are you?

At the biker joint. Just meet us at headquarters.

Will do. You okay? You sound funny, if that makes sense.

It does. I got my egg scrambled a little, makes it hard to concentrate. I’ll see you in a bit. And Flynn?

Yeah?

Nice work. Not many humans could take out a Horseman on their own. 

I wasn’t on my own. Renfield was with me. He’s pretty impressive for a butler. 

Don’t let him hear you call him that. I chuckled and cut off our connection. 

“She okay?” Smith asked. 

“How could you tell?” I asked. 

“You both get kind of a dazed look on your face when you’re talking in your head. It’s pretty easy to figure out after a while.” 

“Fair enough. But what won’t be easy to figure out is where is Death going to manifest. Let’s get back to HQ. I need a big map.”                            


Chapter 13




I had a huge map of Charlotte tacked to the wall of the conference room and was scribbling on it with magic markers when Flynn and Renfield walked in. 

“Is it Arts & Crafts time, Harker?” Flynn asked. “Because I have this awesome elbow macaroni and yarn necklace I’ve been dying to make.” 

“I’m trying to figure out where Death will manifest,” I said, circling one last point on my map. 

“What do you have so far?” she asked, stepping in to look at the map. 

“A whole lot of fuck-all,” I replied. “The last three Horsemen popped up in different places, attempted to attack more different places, and there’s no pattern to any of it.” I pointed to the map. I’d put pushpins in where the Horsemen appeared and attacked, or tried to. It all looked random. 

“What are all these pins?” Flynn asked. 

“Known supernatural actives in Charlotte. Green pins for friendly, red pins for hostile, and blue pins for the ones that just want to be left alone, like the ghost of Queen Charlotte.” 

“The ghost of Queen Charlotte is here?” Flynn asked. 

“Part-time. Poor girl gets bounced around between Charlotte and Kew Palace just outside London. She doesn’t really do anything, just hangs out wherever there are statues to her.” 

“Oooh, so she’s stuck at the airport?” Flynn asked. “That doesn’t seem very restful.”

“It’s not. And she doesn’t know why she can’t move on. Might have something to do with her jewels not being laid to rest with her, but I haven’t really cared enough to go look for them,” I replied. 

“That’s awful, Harker. You should help her,” Flynn said. 

“No profit in it,” I said. “And since she’s not hurting anybody, I figure let her haunt the airport, and the palace, and Queen Square in Blumbury until she figures out how to move on or she goes apeshit and becomes a problem. For now, there are enough red pins in my map to keep me busy for the rest of even my life.” 

“Good point. There seem to be a lot of things in town that don’t like you,” Flynn pointed out. 

“Those aren’t the ones that don’t like me. That list is way longer. These are creatures or magic-users that don’t like anybody, and will kill humans on sight.” 

“Oh.” 

“Yeah, so any bright ideas?” I waved at the map. 

“Have you tried to cast a spell?” she asked. 

“A spell to do what?” 

“Find Wally. Isn’t he still the point of all this? If we find him before he breaks the fourth seal, won’t it all be over?” 

Fuck, she’s right, I thought as I swept all the notes and crap off the conference table. “Renfield, bring me Wally’s overnight bag from his apartment.”

“What are you going to do with that?” Smith asked. 

“Well, since you two went off the reservation and killed the third Horseman instead of finding Wally, I’m going to have to break out more mojo. Watch and see,” I said, putting on my inscrutable face. 

Renfield hurried back in a few minutes later with a blue and white duffle with ASICs on the side and put it on the table. I started digging around in the bag, then just turned it upside down and dumped everything out onto the table. T-shirts, crumpled jeans, socks and underwear all spilled across the table. I swept all the clothes onto the floor. I opened his toiletries bag and spilled a razor, deodorant and a couple different tubes of toothpaste out. I turned the little bag inside out, then tossed it aside. I grabbed the duffel and opened the side pocket, reaching all the way down into the corners. 

“Gotcha!” I said, pulling my hand out with a plain wooden box about two inches by four inches. I flipped a tiny latch on one side and the top slid open, revealing a fake cigarette. “I knew that little bastard wouldn’t go anywhere without his favorite one-hitter.” 

“What are you going to do with that?” Smith asked. 

“The same kind of sympathetic magic I cast using his blood back at the apartment. Because this is something he carried with him a lot, it will have a lot of his energy soaked into it. It’s even better because it’s wooden. Natural materials absorb energy better than metal or plastics. Hopefully I can get a rudimentary tracking spell off this thing. If I cast it right, maybe I can make it light up and gimme a puff whenever we’re going in the right direction.” 

Nobody laughed. Tough room. One little apocalypse and they get all serious on you. I closed my eyes, focused my will on the little pipe and murmured “Corpus ad corpus, sanguinem sanguini. Corpus ad corpus, sanguinem sanguini. Corpus ad corpus, sanguinem sanguini.” With the third incantation, I felt a tug along my magical senses pulling me off to the left. I opened my eyes and saw Flynn staring at me, her eyes wide. 

“What the fuck was that?” she asked. 

“You felt that, huh?” I wasn’t surprised. Our bond was unusually strong, and with me throwing magic around this close to her, if she had any sensitivity at all, she was bound to feel it. 

“Yeah, like something wants us to go east,” she said. 

“That’s the tracking spell. The pipe wants to go to its owner now.”

“Why didn’t I feel anything when you cast the spell in the apartment?” she asked. 

“I don’t know for sure, but it might have something to do with the newness of the bond, or the weakness of your body. You were just recently brought back from the dead, you know.” 

“I wasn’t that bad,” Flynn scoffed. I just looked at her, one eyebrow in the air. “Was I?” she asked. I still didn’t say anything. Exactly how close she was to dead was not something I wanted to discuss in a building full of mundane cops. I wasn’t sure I ever wanted to discuss it, but I figured I probably wasn’t going to be given a choice.

“Well, now that the spell works, let’s get after this kid,” Smith said. “I want four units rolling with us. Two snipers, a full insertion team—” 

“No,” I said. “Just us.” 

“What the fuck, Harker? You think you’re still a solo operator? You’re a goddamn government agent now, and you have the full weight and power of the United States Government behind you. You don’t have to do this lone wolf bullshit anymore,” Smith growled in my face. 

“It’s not so much lone wolf bullshit, Smitty, as it is a desire to limit the body count. How many men did you lose going after Ares?” 

“Six in the botched vac of the daycare, a couple more across the op. I’d say we lost nine altogether.” 

“How about we handle this next one my way and we don’t lose anybody?” I crossed my arms over my chest and waited. 

“What’s your way?” Smith asked, crossing his own arms. 

I thought about making some crack about whipping them out and measuring but did the uncharacteristic thing and kept my smartass comment to myself. “Flynn drives and waits outside with your team of heavies. You, me, and Renfield go in quiet, see if we can get to the kid before the fourth seal is broken. If we can get to him, we kill the bad guys, get Wally out, and it’s all sunbeams and unicorns.” 

“If we can’t?” Smith asked. 

“Then Flynn comes in with the heavies and avenges us.” 

“Whoa,” Flynn said. “Avenge?”

“There’s only two ways this thing goes down, Becks, and that’s with all the bad guys dead, or everybody dead. Sorry, but them’s just the facts of it.” 

“I told you, don’t call me—” 

Fuck. I saw her eyes go wide just before she finished the sentence. She was about to say, “Don’t call me Becks, only my father called me Becks,” and I knew it. So my mind unconsciously went back to that night in the alley and looking in her father’s eyes as the last light went out of them, and right there, tied to me with a bond tighter than blood or love, was Detective Rebecca Gail Flynn. I felt all her pain come rushing up through the years in one half-second. All the milestones missed, all the father-daughter dances that never happened, all the prom dates her cop dad never scared the shit out of, all the graduations missed—high school, college, Police Academy. I felt all that loss pour through our connection as she saw through my eyes the last moments of the father she’d idolized. 

She looked up at me, eyes suddenly full of tears and recriminations, and I felt the door in my mind slam shut, cutting off our connection like a light switch. “We need to talk,” Flynn said. 

“Not now,” I replied. 

“No, not now. But you better not get dead, motherfucker, because you have some serious explaining to do.”

“I’ll try to survive. You know, for your sake.” I turned back to Smith. “Sound like a plan?” 

“What the fuck just happened?” the agent asked. I looked over at Renfield, who gave me the tiniest shake of his head. He was right, Smith didn’t need to know anything about Paul Flynn’s death and my promise to him. 

“Remember that connection you made me forge to Flynn’s soul?” I asked. Smith nodded. “We just had a whole argument, without ever having to yell at one another. It’s not really satisfying, but it’s better for the crockery. Now, the plan?” 

“It’s fine, but why is he coming with us instead of Flynn?” Smith pointed at Renfield. “I don’t like involving civilians in my operations.” 

“And ordinarily I would applaud that effort and go home straightway, but this endeavor requires certain skills which I possess that I daresay would escape most, if not all, of your men,” said the dapper little manservant.  

“He means he can pick any lock ever made and move like smoke,” I said. 

“I do have certain skills in that regard.” Ren tipped an imaginary hat. 

“So whattaya say, Smitty? We rollin’ or not?” 

“Might as well try it your way, since it worked so fucking swimmingly with Ares,” Smith said, then turned and started walking to the front door, where Ren had left the Hummer parked. We climbed in, Flynn behind the wheel, and headed down Elizabeth toward Kings. Following the marijuana-beacon, we turned left on Central and followed it down past Eastway toward Albemarle. The beacon started shifting right after we crossed Eastway, and pulled hard right onto Norland. I motioned for Flynn to park in a school parking lot, and we got out. 

“Of course,” I said, staring across the street at the cemetery. “If you’re going to raise Death, why not start with a bunch of dead people?”  


Chapter 14




The cemetery was pristine, with rolling hills of freshly-mown grass and not a soul in sight. There was a green tent still standing from a recent interment, but all the holes were filled and all the heavy equipment was gone. Fresh flowers dotted some of the nearest graves, and a few tiny plastic flags fluttered in the light breeze. I didn’t really need the one-hitter in my pocket pulling me toward the small chapel in the center of the graveyard; the fact that the only two cars that weren’t government-issued in the entire place were parked outside of it was clue enough. 

Smith and I walked side-by-side to the front of the building, with Renfield hanging back a little and keeping an eye open for trouble coming up behind. I saw the goon standing by the door before he saw us, and I drew my pistol, keeping it down by my leg and dropping a step behind Smith as we approached. 

The goon saw us and stepped forward, holding up a silver shield. “Sorry, folks, this is an active crime scene. You can’t go in there.” 

We were still a good ten yards away, so I pretended not to hear him. “What was that, Officer?” I yelled, putting one hand up to my ear. 

The goon took a few more steps forward and we closed to about fifteen feet before he repeated, “You can’t be here right now, there’s been a murder. You’ll have to come back later.” 

“A murder?” I asked, then raised my gun and shot him in the left eye. He dropped like a stone, the back of his head turning to a mess that resembled nothing more than a raspberry cobbler. 

Smith stopped in his tracks and spun to face me. “What the actual fuck was that about, Harker? That was a human, not a monster! You can’t just go around shooting people for no reason!” 

I didn’t stop walking. “No reason, Smitty? He’s helping to open the seven fucking seals. I think that takes him right off the Dalai Lama’s Christmas card list.” I was at the door and tried the handle. It was every bit as locked as I expected it to be. “Renfield, take care of this before I blow it up.” I gestured at the door. 

“I don’t believe the Dalai Lama sends Christmas cards,” the slight man said as he knelt before the chapel doors. 

“That explains why I’ve never gotten one. And here I thought he didn’t like vampires. I feel better now. Thank you, Ren.” 

“Happy to help, sir.” He pulled a small leather case out of his pocket and slid a couple of thin metal rods out of it. He manipulated the rods within the lock for a few seconds before I heard a tiny click and the cylinder rotated. Renfield stood up, put away his tools, and motioned at the door. “After you, sir.” 

I turned to see Smith standing on the bottom step fuming. “You wanna bitch at me some more or you wanna go save the world?” 

“I’m thinking,” he growled. 

“Well, you think about it, and I’m going to go in here and see what else needs killing.” 

“Master Harker?” Renfield tapped me on the shoulder. 

“Yeah, Ren?” 

“There seems to be a certain odor emanating from the building.” 

“Yeah, you’ll have that where they bury lots of people, Ren.” Then I smelled it. “Shit,” I said under my breath. 

“No, Master Harker, I don’t believe that’s the smell,” Renfield said. 

“Stay here, Ren. No matter what, you stay here,” I said and turned to the door. Then I thought for half a second and turned back. “Scratch that. If it all goes to shit, you get Detective Flynn out of here. It won’t do any good long-term, but it might give her a few extra hours.” 

“I don’t think I understand, sir.” 

“Yeah, and I’m sorry about that, Ren, but I don’t have time to explain. And we won’t be going in stealthy anymore, so you should stay up here where it’s safer. Smith, come with me. We’ve got a lot of bad things to kill.” 

“I don’t think I can trust your judgment on what needs killing, Harker. That man back there—” 

“That man allied himself with creatures that are working on opening a portal to Hell right under this church, right fucking now. So that put him on the ‘Bad Guys’ list. And I don’t believe in rehabilitation, Smith. I see big nasties, I put them down. And there’s some serious big nasty going on here today, I can smell the brimstone all the way up here. So can we please haul ass before they break the fourth seal and unleash Hell on Earth?”

I pushed through the door and went into the chapel without looking to see if Smith was following me. I opened up my Sight as I crossed the threshold and almost went mind-blind with the force of the magic hammering against me. The inside of the little church looked about like those places do, with half a dozen rows of pews split by two aisles leading to a small pulpit with a clear space in front for a casket. There was an electric organ off to the right of the pulpit, and a font of holy water off to the left. Light from a dozen or more stained glass windows depicting events in the life of Christ sent a crazy-quilt of colors dancing around the room, and a rose window in the small choir loft shone white light through a huge dove onto the communion table down front. 

And laid out on the communion table was a man I assumed was the priest. At least that was my guess based on the robes. I couldn’t have identified him by anything more than his teeth or DNA because his face was missing. So were his hands and a fair amount of the flesh from his torso. His organs were laid out on the table in front of him, like some kind of twisted sacrament, and a goblet full of a thick red liquid sat beside his head. 

The body glowed red to my Sight, and the smell of brimstone became so thick I could almost taste it as I drew near. I holstered my gun and knelt by the body. Something gold glittered from within his abdominal cavity, and I looked closer. I took a deep breath and reached into the priest’s body, wrapping my hand around the object and pulling it free with a squelching sound. I reached down and used his robes to wipe the crucifix free, then wiped my hands. I set the crucifix on the table by his head and stepped over to the font. I dipped my hand into the holy water and leaned over the priest’s body. I dabbed a little holy water on his forehead and closed my eyes. 

“Per istam sanctan unctionem et suam piissimam misericordiam, indulgeat tibi Dominus quidquid,” I whispered. 

“You know it’s supposed to be olive oil, right?” Glory’s voice came from behind me as I knelt by the body. 

“Yeah, and it’s supposed to happen before he’s dead, too. But I figured it couldn’t hurt.” 

“And you’re not opposed to covering your fists in holy water before you try to find the steps down to wherever the ritual is taking place, either.” 

“That thought had crossed my mind.” I turned and looked at Glory. She was wearing Smith’s body, and it was really disconcerting to hear the angel’s voice coming from Smith’s grizzled face. “Glory, I need you to do something for me.” 

“I’ll try.” 

“If this all goes to shit, get Flynn out of here. Get her to her mother’s, or church, or somewhere. But get her as far from here as possible.” 

“Why Harker, I’d almost think you care about this girl,” Glory said, and I saw a little smile on her face. 

“I made a promise to her father. And I keep my promises.” I leaned over the font of holy water, preparing myself for the coming battle.

“That you do, my reckless ward. That you do indeed.” I watched Smith’s eyes go blank, then watched his consciousness take control again as Glory left him.

“What the fucking fuck was that?” the agent asked, turning around looking for whatever had just been in his head.

“You, my dear Smitty, have just been touched by an angel. Now let’s go downstairs and kick some ass,” I said, pointing to a thin door behind the organ.


Chapter 15




The first thing I noticed when I opened the door to the stairwell was the stink. Brimstone—real, unfiltered, straight-from-the-bowels-of-Hell brimstone—is way stronger than sulfur. It’s like sulfur on steroids, with a dash of blood and rot mixed in. And it was brimstone I smelled. Even without my Sight, I could tell there was some serious mojo being thrown around downstairs, and it wasn’t anything good for anyone. The chanting in Enochian was another dead giveaway. The language of angels wasn’t something to be thrown around lightly, and anyone willing to play with that shit under a slaughtered priest was definitely working against the common good. 

Smith and I crept down a narrow stone staircase, pressing our backs to the wall opposite a row of flickering torches that cast long shadows ahead of us. The chanting grew louder as we moved closer, and I began to be able to pick out a few words here and there. None of them were words that I wanted to hear in an occult ritual—things like “devourer,” “ravager,” “destruction,” that kind of light-hearted little ditty. 

I held up a finger to Smith and he froze. I opened my Sight and pushed my will outward from myself, using my Sight to peek around the corners and get a sense of what was ahead. I got a feeling of rage, pain, and fear and pulled my Sight back in as a dark consciousness locked onto mine. 

“We’ve been made,” I whispered to Smith as I stepped off the wall and strode openly into the room. What had once been a storage room for communion candles and decor for the multiple denominations the chapel served had been turned into a collage out of a haunted house or a horror movie. It was so over the top it would have been funny if there hadn’t been a terrified black kid bent backward over an altar stripped to the waist with Enochian symbols drawn on his chest in blood. 

The pulpit had been a pair of file cabinets in a former life, covered with red velvet and with Wally tied to it. There were black candles scattered all around the room, probably fifty or more of them. Black fabric draped every wall, and half a dozen men and women in black robes and golden goat masks surrounded the altar. They all looked up when I walked in, and their chanting trailed off to silence. 

“Hi kids, how’s it hanging? Gonna raise a little hell?” I asked, stepping up to the altar and putting a hand on Wally’s chest. I also made it a point to step across the huge circle drawn on the floor around the altar and drag my foot through the lines, breaking the circle and disrupting any protection it may have offered the idiots outside of it. 

“You cannot stop the Acolytes of Armageddon, fool! Leave now before we smite you down!” the goat-head nearest Wally’s right shoulder bellowed at me. 

“You know I’m standing right here, pal. No need to yell. Or do these things make it hard to hear?” I reached out and yanked his goat mask off and threw it over my shoulder. A Rick Moranis look-alike, horn-rims and all, goggled at me from inside his cavernous black hood and robe. “Is that better? Can you hear me now?” 

“You can’t interrupt the ritual!” Moranis bleated at me. “We’ve already begun summoning Death incarnate! He whose arrival will signal the oncoming Apocalypse! The sacrifice must be completed!” The little dude stretched out his right arm and jabbed a curved dagger downward toward Wally’s chest. I gave the kid a shove and he toppled over, homemade altar and all. The nerd with the knife staggered forward and I stuck out a leg, sending him sprawling. He tumbled into a heap at Smith’s feet and his knife slid across the floor. 

“Where did you guys find each other, Henchmen-R-Us?” I asked. “‘Cause I was way more worried about the thug you left guarding the door. This is your fearless leader? He couldn’t summon a cheeseburger at McDonald’s, much less bring about the end of the world.” 

“You’re right, Mr. Harker. Eric was simply a cog in my machine. He was never intended to be the leader of anything, merely a distraction for meddling do-gooders.” 

“You mean like moi?” I pointed at my chest. 

“I mean exactly like you. I thought if you decided Eric wasn’t a threat, then you would probably do something brash and stupid, like break the containment circle and free our Dark Lord.” 

“What do mean…oh fucksticks.” I turned to see Wally getting up from where I’d toppled the altar. There was no hint of the enthusiastic but addled stoner I’d met the night before. Standing in front of me with his eyes gone completely black was Death himself. Power rolled off him in waves, and I felt it even without using my Sight. 

“Mr. Harker, I must say that I am pleased to finally make your acquaintance. You have sent so many to my realm, I feel as though we are old friends.” Wally/Death raised his hand and the two goat-heads nearest him dropped to the floor. “Ahhh, they were full of life. Delicious, but you know that, don’t you, Mr. Harker?” 

“It’s been a while since I ate my meals tartare. Trying to live in civilized company nowadays. You know how it is.” 

“No, I don’t. And I suggest that if you wish to continue breathing, you stop moving toward your gun, Agent Smith. Or whatever they are calling you now.” I turned my head a little and saw Smith put his hands up. 

“That’s nice. Just stay there for now. I’ll let you know when it’s time to die.” 

“So what’s the plan?” I asked. “You gonna go up out of here and kill everybody, is that it? Gonna wipe the Earth clean as a baby’s butt? Bring about the end of the world? Without Wally, you can’t open any more of the seals, can you?” 

“With Death at my command, I won’t need to open any more—” The lead goat-head cut off in mid-soliloquy, dropping to one knee, then falling face-first to the concrete. He pressed one hand into the floor and flopped himself over, ripping at his mask. I watched his face turn red, then purple, then move right on to black as the life poured out of him into Death’s upraised left hand. 

“Let me guess, you have altered the deal, and I should pray that you don’t alter it further,” I said, frantically scrambling around in my brain for anything that would get me out of this mess. Wally was gone, as far as I could tell, possessed by the spirit of Death, just like the other Horsemen. 

“Exactly. Now, Mr. Harker, are you going to get out of my way and let me pass, or are we going to do this the hard way?” Death asked. 

“I only really know the hard way, sorry.” Flynn, you there? 

On the stairs. He hasn’t seen us yet.

Us? 

Renfield wouldn’t let me come alone. 

That’s probably good. You’re going to have about half a second if I do this right, a lot less if I screw it up. 

I got this. All you need to do is piss off the most badass of the Four Horsemen enough to drop his guard for a second. 

That’s kind of my specialty. I wasn’t one hundred percent on exactly what Flynn had in mind, but from the images in her mind it involved Renfield, a sniper rifle, and me maybe dying. I was good with two out of three. 

Death hadn’t moved, just cocked his head a little to the side. “What are you plotting, parasite?” 

“Now that’s just rude,” I said. “Stuff like that really hurts, and it makes me want to poke holes in your meat suit.” I drew my Sig and leveled it at his chest. 

“You won’t shoot. You like this mortal and think there’s some chance of saving him. You’d never—” Death’s character assessment was cut off and proven wrong as the 9mm round slammed into his chest, followed by two more in a tight grouping. He staggered back, then smiled at me. I hate it when the bad guys smile; it always means things are about to get painful for me. 

Death waved a hand, and three misshapen chunks of lead and copper slowly wiggled their way out of his chest and clinked to the floor. “That was anti-climactic. My turn.” He stretched out a hand, and I felt my life force begin to drain away. I started to go weak, then my vision started to dim, then feeling started to fade in my extremities. I fought to stay on my feet as the blackness crept over me, clinging to consciousness by a thread.

Drop, jackass! I heard in my head. I fought harder, struggling against the weight of Death’s life-draining power. 

Fall down, you moron! Flynn’s mental “voice” hit me like a slap across the face and I realized what was happening—she was feeding me her life force to keep me alive, but she was running out, and I was screwing up the plan. For the first time, I saw the whole thing unfold in front of me and dropped to my hands and knees. 

A loud crack split the air inside the room and Death’s head snapped back. His hold on me vanished as his attention was diverted, and I felt my energy rush back along our severed connection. I fed some back down the line to Flynn and stood up, pulling a flask out of my back pocket. I unscrewed the lid of the flask and threw the whole thing at Death. It hit him in the chest and toppled over, covering him in holy water. 

“Ego te demonium in inferni profundos abyssos expello,” I said, pushing my will outwards and enveloping Death in my will and the power of the holy water. I could feel the Horseman fighting me, struggling against the incantation as I repeated the words again and again, increasing volume until I was yelling at the top of my lungs. I felt him begin to break free when out of the corner of my eye I felt more than saw a slight figure dash past me and tackle the avatar to the ground. 

Renfield reached beneath his shirt and pulled out something shining on a golden chain. He pressed the necklace to Death’s forehead and bellowed, “In the Name of God, the God of Yisrale: may Michael be at my right hand, Gabriel at my left, Uriel before me, Raphael behind me, and above my head, the presence of God. I command you to begone!” With a crack of thunder that almost split my eardrums in the confined space, a blinding light flared out from Renfield’s hand, then all was still. 

I stepped forward, my gun trained on the bodies on the floor, but everything looked moderately normal. Renfield was on his knees, hunched forward and either sobbing or retching, or maybe both. I couldn’t really tell. Beside him lay Wally, all hint of Death’s possession gone and the happy-go-lucky dreadlocked college kid restored to his very mortal glory. Wally lay there with his eyes closed and a tiny smile on his face. For a second I waited for him to wake up, then I saw the round hole in the center of his forehead, and I dropped to one knee. 

I put an arm around Renfield’s shoulders. “I’m sorry, buddy. The first one is always the hardest. But you did good, Ren. You saved a lot of lives today.” 

“That doesn’t help,” the kind-hearted little man said, sniffling. “We were supposed to save this one.” 

“No,” I said. “We were supposed to stop the end of the world. And that’s bigger than any of us. Bigger than all of us. And that’s what you did. You saved us all. What was that, anyway?” I pointed to the necklace he was white-knuckling. 

He opened his hand to show me the Star of David lying in the palm of his hand. “It was an ancient Jewish ritual of banishment.” 

“I didn’t know you were Jewish, Renfield.” 

“There’s more to me than meets the eye as well, Master Harker,” Renfield said, struggling to his feet. “Now, should we being cleaning this…?” 

“No, I’ve got that covered,” Smith said. “Harker, you never told me your butler was a wizard.” 

“I’m not,” Renfield said, clearing his throat. “I am neither a butler nor a wizard. I am an executive assistant, and I have many skills in many areas. Some of them I choose not to disclose until they become needed.” 

“Well, Ren, I’m damn glad you decided to disclose this one today. Let’s get out of here before the press shows up and I have to mojo a dozen asshole reporters,” I said, walking to the stairs. Flynn sat on the stairs and I held out a hand to help her up. 

You okay? 

I’m not sure yet. You have a lot of explaining to do. 

True, but I’m not going to do it in front of Smith, and I’m not going to do it without alcohol. So if you want answers about your dad, you’ll have to come with me. 

Fucker. 

True enough. 

She reached up and took my hand, and we walked up the stairs into the daylight. 


Epilogue




The sunset painted the sky with broad strokes of red, orange, and purple, with a single white contrail slicing over the city as I stepped out into Uncle Luke’s backyard. The scene looked like something out of a twisted Normal Rockwell painting—Renfield in a fresh suit identical to the tattered one he’d left the cemetery in, a crisp white “Kiss the Chef” apron wrapped around his middle as he turned steaks and potatoes on Luke’s thousand-dollar extravagance of a grill, the most frivolous purchase in the history of cooking devices. Smith stood beside him, offering advice on how and when to flip the steaks, which Renfield promptly ignored. Smith’s own steak was already steaming on a plate, one half step past tartare in prep and stewing in a plate full of juices. 

Luke stood on the porch glaring at the last rays of sunshine as they retreated across the yard from him, their poisonous golden light fading into a more welcome blue and lavender-hued evening. I stood next to him for a moment, looking out across the yard at more activity than the home had seen since Luke and I moved to Charlotte decades ago. 

“Looks like a strange family picture, Uncle,” I said, passing him a bottle of dark red liquid I brought out from a cabinet in the kitchen. Luke liked his dinner room temperature, but that made storage a bitch. But after a while we’d determined the right mix of anticoagulants to keep blood fresh for at least a week, so he could hunt less frequently and stay in one place longer. 

“Well, we have always been a strange family, Quincy,” the king of the vampires replied with a sigh. “I wish your parents were here to see this. They always worried that you would grow up twisted by my influence.” 

“Luke, I can’t say that I’m well adjusted, but I’m pretty sure it’s not your fault. I’ve done plenty of twisting all on my own.” I patted him on the shoulder and walked across the yard to where Flynn sat on a two-seater swing. 

I put the plastic grocery bag on the seat beside her and sat down. I pulled an Olde Mecklenburg Dunkel out of the bottle and pried the top off with my pinky finger. Flynn reached in and took out a bottle of Olde Meck Copper and tilted the neck towards me. 

“These aren’t twist-tops,” she pointed out. 

“I’m a super-hero, it comes with some perks,” I replied as I used my finger to pop open her beer. We sat there in silence for a few moments, drinking and watching the Ren and Luke cooking show. I finished off my beer and opened another. 

“You know that’s a winter brew, right?” Flynn asked. 

“I spent a lot of time in Germany, where they invented Dunkel. I get to drink it whenever I damn well please.” 

“How did my father die?” 

“That’s all the small talk we’re going to do? You’re drinking beer out of season, then right into the heavy shit?” 

“I’m not looking for foreplay, Harker, I want information.” 

“Are you sure you want this information, Rebecca?”

“I need to know.” 

“Let’s start with what you remember, what you were told.” 

She took a deep breath and I could see her focus, put herself back in the moment. “I was ten. It was late, past my bedtime, but I stayed up late to wait for Daddy. Mom and Dad let me do that on Fridays because it wasn’t a school night. Mom was asleep on the couch, so I had turned down the TV really low so she wouldn’t wake up. I was watching Nickelodeon because grown-up TV was boring. I knew something was bad when the doorbell rang. Nobody had ever rang our doorbell that late before. I opened the door and two policemen were standing there. One of them I knew; it was Uncle Robert. He wasn’t really my uncle, but he was my dad’s partner. His face was all red, like he’d been crying, and when he looked down at me, two big tears rolled down his cheeks. The other man was older, skinny, with a lot of medals and things on his uniform. I didn’t know him then, but he was Chief McFrayn, the Chief of Police. Once he saw me, he knelt down in front of me and asked to see my mom.

“‘Is my daddy dead?’ I asked him. 

“The skinny man knelt there staring into my eyes for a long time, then he said ‘Yes, darling, he is. A bad man killed your daddy, but your daddy killed the bad man, too. Your daddy is a hero.’”

I sat next to Flynn while she told the pieces of the night that she remembered. It was standard disjointed little-kid memory stuff, pieces here and there. When she finished, she knocked off the last of her beer and handed me another one to open. “Your turn, Harker. What happened to my father? They wouldn’t let us have an open casket, said it would be too hard for me to handle. Why wouldn’t they let me see my father’s body?” 

“Because there wasn’t enough left to see,” I said simply. “The initial vampire attack drained most of his blood and his essence with it. But the vamp that attacked your father was a newborn, and insane to boot. So after she was full, she took a few minutes to play with her food. By the time I got there, your father was just barely hanging on.” 

I remembered it like it was yesterday. The light mist making everything slick, the newborn vamp running out of her master’s lair, flush with new power and starving from her rebirth. Her maker laughing at his insane progeny and daring me to do something about it. I’d been hunting him for weeks, following a trail of bodies across the South as he bounced from Atlanta to Charlotte to Knoxville to Memphis back to Atlanta, then to Charleston and back up to Charlotte. I finally cornered him on the top of the Bank of America parking garage, catching him as he snacked on a violinist for the symphony who was just a little too slow getting her car unlocked. He drained her in front of me, then opened his wrist and dribbled just enough of his blood down her dying throat to turn her, but not enough to satisfy the new urges she didn’t understand. She sprang back to life, desperate for blood, and ran at me. 

I fought her off and put her through the windshield of a parked truck. I hoped that would keep her out of the way until I dealt with her maker, but no such luck. I turned to face him and heard the truck door open behind me, then listened to her feet dash away through the garage. 

“What’s it going to be, Hunter? You going to fight me, or chase down the murderer I just turned loose on the city? You know she’s going to go kill someone. She can’t help it. But you can. You can stop her. All you have to do is let me go.” 

I couldn’t. I’d chased this maniac for a month and a half up and down the East Coast. There was no way I was going to let him go. The city would just have to fend for itself for half an hour. 

“And in that half hour…” Flynn said. 

“Yeah. In that half hour, there was an altercation at Mythos, a dance club that used to run downtown, and your dad and his partner were called. When they arrived on the scene, your father noticed a severely intoxicated woman in the neighboring parking garage. He sent his partner, your Uncle Robert, into the club to see what the call was about while he tried to help the woman. She turned out to be the newborn vampire, and she attacked him with a savagery that you can only imagine. He was not only killed, he was horribly mutilated. There was no way a child’s last memory of her father should be that.” 

“Where were you?” 

“Two blocks away. If took me less than fifteen minutes to destroy the vampire and track down the newborn. But it was too long. She was kneeling over your father’s body when I got there, and she came at me again. This time I decapitated her with one swipe of my katana. I mentioned this was the 90s, right? Long coats and katanas seemed somehow in keeping with the decade. Anyway, I killed it and checked on your dad. He was almost gone, but with his dying breath he made me promise to look after Becks for him. So I have.”

“You have what?” Flynn asked. Her eyebrows were crawling high into her hairline at this point. 

“I’ve been around every major event in your life, Detective.” I opened my mind and let her see the memories I carried—her high school graduation, college commencement, Police Academy graduation, her first collar, more bad first dates than she even remembered having, and a couple of embarrassing karaoke moments with other cops in her precinct. 

“You’ve been…”

“Keeping a promise.”

“Spying on me!”

“It was never like that, and you know it.” And she did, we could feel each other through our link and she knew that I was telling the truth. There was never anything prurient in my skulking. I was just keeping a promise to her father. 

“When were you going to tell me?” 

“When I had to. It was going to come out eventually, with us working this closely.” I sat there, watching her out of the side of my eye. We rocked back and forth on the swing for several minutes, her not speaking a word to me. 

“Thank you,” she said at last. 

“For what?” 

“For being with him at the end. All these years, all I knew was that a bad person killed my daddy, and his partner was okay. I assumed he died alone, and I didn’t want that.”

“I was right there, his hand in mine.” 

“Good. Thank you.” 

I didn’t say anything else, just sat rocking beside Flynn as the smell of cooking drifted over the darkening lawn. 
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