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      Spoiler alert—tattoos are painful. Somebody is jabbing a needle into your flesh a few thousand times a minute, and that shit doesn’t feel good. I don’t care how many endorphins your body produces, or how into pain you claim to be, after the fourth hour in the chair, that shit has stopped being interesting a long time ago, and now it just hurts.

      Second spoiler—magical tattoos hurt even more. Because not only are you marking your flesh with permanent ink, you’re pouring mystical energy into the ink at the same time it goes into said flesh, bonding the magic to the ink and the skin in a complicated process that requires a fuckton of concentration, a mountain of magical power, and a practitioner who knows their shit.

      Now, my tattoo artist is a friggin’ wizard, which helps. I know, everybody that likes their ink says their artist is a magician of some sort, but most of them aren’t firing up the gun in the middle of a protective circle and tapping leylines to power the enchantments they’re pumping into the Sailor Jerry heart and roses on your bicep with “Mom” written on a ribbon in nice serif letters. No, my artist is a legitimate wizard, with a robe and everything.

      He’s also a goddamn giant of a man, with ink stretching from his finger all the way up his arms, across his chest, scrolling up the back of his neck and bald head, and down both legs. That proves that he knows how much it hurts. He’s also had all that work done on his own body, so when he tells me to stop wriggling around like a whiny little brat, I just suck it up and sit still.

      “Now, this is going to hurt a little bit,” Tuck said, his blue eyes dancing as he grinned at me through his bushy goatee.

      “What? Like the last four hours of this shit was a tickle fest?”

      “That was the warmup,” he said, not giving a single fuck about my pain level. “Those were some minor wards, some additional physical enhancements, real basic shit. This next hour is going to be more complex spell- and ink-slinging, designed to let you store more energy in your tattoos than you can usually handle in your body, and call upon it in an instant. The designs are more complex, and the power I’m pouring into these is very different from what you’re used to taking in. If you need a break, this is a place where we can stop for today and you can go off and whimper in a corner for a little bit.”

      “Are you good to keep at it?” I asked. I could see a few beads of sweat dotting his forehead, but Georgia in July is stupid hot no matter how much air conditioning you have, so it might have been the weather instead of the strain of the magic.

      “I guess I’ve got another hour or two in me, but it’s gonna leave me pretty drained.”

      I thought about it, then shook my head. “Let’s call it here for today. No point in you getting laid up for a week because you channeled too much power through yourself on my account. I don’t think I’m gonna be running into a big bad in the next few days, so just a little extra oomph will be fine.”

      Tuck nodded, then set his tattoo gun down and capped his inks. He spritzed some water on a paper towel and wiped down my left arm, cleaning off the excess ink. He dabbed a little Tattoo Goo on his fingers and rubbed it into my arm. He wrapped my arm in cling wrap and peeled off his black latex gloves, pitching them into a wastebasket as he started to neaten up his workspace. “You know the drill. Keep your shit clean, keep it moist with the Goo until it heals. For you, I expect this will heal up in a day or two. Between whatever you’ve got going on and the magic in the ink, it’ll speed the process a lot.”

      “Thanks, brother. I appreciate you working me in.”

      “Now what’s this all about, Q? I keep hearing a bunch of weird shit about you hanging out with angels, pissing off the devil himself, and trying to find God. Something tells me that’s not metaphorical.”

      I sat up in the chair and slipped my long-sleeve shirt on over my newly tattooed arms. As I buttoned the cuffs on the black shirt, I shook my head. “I wish it was, old friend. Somebody gave up something important to save my ass last year, and I have to get some divine intervention to help her out.”

      “But angels, Harker? That’s a little out of your league, isn’t it?”

      “My league has gotten pretty expansive since we were closing down strip clubs together, old friend.” Tuck and I had raised our fair share of hell in and around Atlanta a couple decades ago, but in the years since, he’d gotten mostly out of the mystical shitshow that I called my life and focused on becoming one of Georgia’s preeminent tattoo artists. Me, I just took my hell-raising to more literal fronts these days. “I don’t want to drag you back into this world, buddy. Just trust me that I know what I’m getting myself into.”

      “Oh, I don’t doubt that you know what you’re getting into,” Tuck said, taking a long swig from a plastic bottle of spring water sitting on his station. A part of me flashed back to our wilder days, when there almost certainly would have been a bottle of whiskey on top of his rolling toolbox and another one in my hand the whole time he was inking me up. “What worries me, Quincy Harker, is that you usually don’t give a fuck what you’re getting into. Is this something you have to do, or is it just more of your bullshit death wish?”

      I started a little and looked up to meet his eyes. There was no condemnation in the blue, just honest concern. “I don’t have a death wish. No, don’t give me that look. I probably did. Okay, I definitely did, I just couldn’t find anything bad enough to actually kill me. But I don’t anymore. I’m not over Anna, I’ll never be over Anna, but I don’t want to go chasing her into death. I’ve got something to live for, man. Somebody to live for.”

      “Your detective?”

      “Yeah, Rebecca Flynn. She reminds me why I’m fighting all these big nasties, Tuck. She’s worth fighting for. She’s worth living for.”

      “Fuck, I’ll drink to that.” He slid open the bottom drawer of his toolbox and pulled out a bottle of Wild Turkey. He spun the cap off the bottle, took a long pull, and handed it over to me. I put it to my lips and let the amber fire pour down my throat. For a second, it was the nineties again, and I was ready to go out on the town looking for trouble with my old buddy Tuck.

      Tuck erased the magical circle around us with his foot, and my cell phone got signal again. As soon as that happened, the notifications on my phone blew up, and trouble found me.

      Tuck grinned at me, his eyes crinkling as I let out a huge sigh. “That’s why I never got a real job, Q. Too many people looking for you, and you can’t even enjoy a beer with an old friend after he brutalizes you for half a day.”

      “Kiss my ass,” I said, smiling. We bumped fists, I slid him four hundred-dollar bills, and went outside to see what the hell was wrong now.

      The Atlanta heat wrapped around my face like a warm towel the second I stepped out of the air-conditioned shop. It wasn’t cold inside, but it was so hot, and so muggy, that I swear I felt my eyeballs fog up. My tank top instantly adhered to my skin under the long-sleeve shirt, and I felt a row of sweat pop out on my forehead in the twenty feet it took me to get to my car. I opened the door of the Toyota, leaned in, and cranked the engine. I stepped away and leaned on the back bumper to let the AC kick in before I sat down. The car was dark blue, with gray interior, which meant it would be more like a sauna for the next five minutes anyway. Hell, the way the sun was beating down on the asphalt, I couldn’t touch the steering wheel without giving myself second-degree burns.

      I looked at my phone, and Dennis Bolton’s rainbow-horned unicorn face stared back at me. “What’s up, Dennis?”

      “Where the fuck have you been, Harker? Don’t you know we’re trying to save the world up here?”

      “You know exactly where I’ve been, asshole. You track my phone everywhere I go.” He did, too. Dennis was an old friend, a computer whiz who’d been murdered by a corrupt half-demon police detective some years ago. I saved his consciousness by shoving his soul into my cell phone, but thanks to the wonders of the nation’s largest network, he leapt right out of my phone and onto the internet.

      Now there was a smartass twenty-something with questionable decision-making skills and a moral compass that just spun in circles that had unlimited access to every piece of digital data in the world. It made it real convenient when I was short on cash because he could just reroute some Congress douche’s latest lobbyist bribe into my account. It was less convenient when I wanted to disappear for a day or two because not only did he track my phone better than the NSA, he also had access to every traffic cam and networked security camera in the world. All that meant that he never had to wonder where I was. As long as I was in this dimension, Dennis could find me.

      Which meant… “Oh shit, Dennis. The circle. I’m sorry, dude. James casts a circle whenever he’s doing magical tattoos and works off a battery-powered gun so nothing breaches the barrier. Including cell signal.”

      “Yeah, as far as any of us know, you vanished from the face of the earth fifteen minutes after you walked into your buddy’s shop. Which, by the way, has no internet security system, so I couldn’t peek inside, either.”

      “I’m pretty sure that’s exactly why he doesn’t have an internet-linked security system. He knows about you, and he’s got some clients now and then that he’d rather I not ask him any questions about.”

      “You’re saying your tattoo artist also tattoos bad guys?”

      “Dennis, depending on who you ask, I am the bad guy. But that’s not the point. The point is that James is very private and doesn’t want anyone snooping on him. I’d be surprised if he used anything more recent than a flip phone.”

      “He doesn’t. I checked. Not even a burner smartphone. This dude wants to vanish, he’s gone.”

      I wasn’t surprised. Tuck and I had been in some sketchy places and had to make ourselves scarce from those places more than once. I was surprised to find him operating a shop under his real name, or at least the name I’ve always known him by. If anyone would have an escape plan in place, it was Tuck.

      “What’s got you so freaked out, Sparkles?” If he hated the nickname, he could stop appearing as a unicorn.

      “There’s a woman in San Francisco who’s been looking for you since this morning. Says it’s urgent, and she was super pissed that I couldn’t find you. Ask me what kind of tech ops guy I called myself, if I couldn’t find one wizard in North Carolina. I didn’t bother to tell her that you were currently one wizard in Georgia because her point was just as valid.”

      “Who is it?” I asked. I knew a few people in San Francisco, but nobody with a particularly bad temper.

      “I’ll patch her through. You can deal with her. I’m out of this shit. And next time you decide to vanish for half a day without telling anyone anything more than ‘I’m getting new tattoos,’ you get to be the one to talk Flynn down off the ledge.”

      Oh shit. I didn’t explain everything I was doing to Becks before I left the apartment at the crack of dawn this morning. That was not going to go well. I sent a tentative sliver of thought down the psychic link that I shared with my fiancée, but all I got back was a general sense of pissed off, with the tiniest hint of relief that I wasn’t dead. But mostly pissed off.

      That was not going to be a good conversation when I got home. Just the thought of it made me dread the four-hour trip back to Charlotte. I sighed. “Okay, Dennis, put the mystery woman on the phone.”

      The screen went dark, then an unfamiliar face popped into view. She was a dark-haired woman in her late thirties, with strong cheeks and jawline, dark eyes, and the dark skin of a Latina. Her eyes were red-rimmed from crying, and her nose was red, like she’d been blowing it a lot. “Are you Quincy Harker? The sorcerer?”

      “I usually just answer to Harker, but yeah, I’ve been known to cast a spell or two. I don’t think we’ve met. How did you know where to call?” If my identity was out in the world, it could get very uncomfortable for some folks I cared about, so I tried to stay somewhat below the radar. As much as possible, given the fact that I do hunt demons and work with not only the Department of Homeland Security but also a secret organization working for the greater good called The Shadow Council.

      “My name is Arlena Meneses. Lena for short. I found your contact information in my wife’s phone, under her emergency contacts.”

      I cocked my head to the side. “I’m sorry, miss. Who is your wife? And why would she have you call me in case of an emergency?”

      “I don’t know. But your name was in her emergency list, with a note to call you if anything weird ever happened to her. Well, she was murdered last night, and I think it’s because she was a witch. Is that weird enough?”

      I wracked my brain trying to come up with a witch in California who would have me in her phone. I couldn’t come up with anyone, then it hit me like a bag of bricks. “Faye?” The name came out of me in a strangled gasp. “Faye Spataro?”

      The woman on the screen nodded, sniffling a little. “Yes, Mr. Harker. Faye Spataro. My wife. She was found mutilated in a deserted apartment this morning, with all kinds of magical shit strewn around the room. Is that weird enough to get you out here?”

      I was already in the car, slamming the door and punching in Hartsfield-Jackson Airport into the GPS on my dash. “I’ll be on the next flight out. If there are local cops there, tell them that this is now a Homeland Security case and to get the fuck out of my crime scene. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

      I clicked off the call, dialing another number out of my speed dial list. As Becks’ phone rang, I remembered Faye Spataro, a fiery witch I’d worked a couple of summonings with out of California more than a decade ago. She was one of the good ones, and whoever hurt her was going to pay. They were going to pay dearly.
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      “Okay, but call me as soon as you land.”

      “Will do. I love you.”

      “Love you, too. And you’re still taking me out when you get home. Somewhere nice, not just a food truck this time.”

      “Deal,” I said, then pressed the button to end the call. I could feel Rebecca’s concern across our mental link, but it was faint, given the distance. Without concentrating on it, the link would be almost imperceptible when I landed in California, as long as nothing too tragic happened to either of us.

      I sat in the Delta lounge at Hartsfield-Jackson International Airport, the busiest airport in the United States, waiting for my flight west to board. Dennis had worked his magic and gotten me not only onto the next flight, but in first class. Somewhere there was a middle manager who was having a bad day. When I got tired of people-watching, which took about a minute and a half, I pulled out my iPad and surfed the web, looking for any news about Faye. There was nothing on the major sites, which wasn’t surprising. Most witches keep a low profile, and Faye was no exception. She worked in a florist’s shop doing wedding arrangements, mostly, and dabbled in the occult on the side.

      Now her side hustle got her killed. Faye was always more than just the standard crystal ball and Tarot cards BS medium or prognosticator. Faye was a legit water witch, with the ability to make her primary element bend to her will. I’ve never met an elemental practitioner as powerful as Faye, so the fact that she was murdered concerned me, more so that it happened in San Francisco, a city with water all around. She wasn’t short on resources, so what found her that took her so by surprise that she couldn’t fight back? Or worse, what was powerful enough to overwhelm her?

      These were thoughts that normally would have me flagging down a bartender to get another double vodka cranberry, but if something was hunting practitioners in California, I was going to need all my faculties. Plus, I hate having to piss on airplanes.
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      I managed to get through the flight sober, a wonder in and of itself, then I rented a pretty swanky BMW SUV at the airport and headed into town to meet Arlena Meneses. I hooked my phone into the Beamer’s dashboard computer and called Dennis.

      His horsey image appeared on the screen, grinning a ridiculously human grin. “How do you like the wheels, boss?”

      “Pretty good, Boltron, pretty good. Not as much as I liked the first-class plane ticket, but a close second.”

      “What’s the use of having an almost digitally omnipotent friend if you’re going to fly coach?”

      “I agree,” I said. “Now, what can you tell me about Arlena Meneses?”

      “You mean Marine Gunnery Sergeant Meneses? She of the Navy and Marine Corps Achievement Medal for her work in Afghanistan? Or do you mean Sergeant Meneses, of the San Francisco Personal Crimes Division, who is the current city pistol champion?”

      “Well, smartass, I guess I mean both of them since they’re probably the same person.”

      His computerized horse image jumped up and clicked its heels, making a shower of rainbow sparks. Sometimes, he was so cute it made me want to barf. Instead, I just suffered in silence. “You got it, boss-man! Sergeant Meneses has been with the SFPD for five years since receiving her undergraduate degree in criminal justice from San Francisco State University. She minored in art history. She’s been with the Personal Crimes Division, assigned to homicide, for the past year. She’s considered a rising star by the brass, a ‘diversity hire’ by the racist asshole desk sergeant, and a solid investigator who’s a little green and carries a chip on her shoulder, but is overall worth the investment by her CO.”

      “You hacked her personnel files,” I said. I didn’t approve, but I was going into this mess blind, so I wasn’t going to condemn him for doing what I would have asked him to do eventually anyway.

      “Is it really hacking, though? For me, it’s more like walking through the front door. Besides, you were going to tell me to do it anyway. I just got ahead of the curve.”

      Yeah, he got me. We spent another few minutes going over Meneses’s service record (spotless), her employment record (decent), and everything Dennis could find about her relationship to Faye Spataro (blissful). I pulled up in front of a warehouse-turned-brewpub in the Mission District and tossed the keys to a pimply-faced valet with a crew cut and a red vest.

      Southern Pacific Brewery is the kind of industrial chic joint that the hipsters love, with overpriced burgers, apps like garbanzo beans, but good beer brewed on premises, and reasonably priced. I scanned the room for Sergeant Meneses but didn’t see anyone who looked like the woman I video called with six hours before. I grabbed a barstool, ordered the house porter, and leaned back on the bar to watch the room until she showed up.

      Which was about two minutes later as a woman bulled her way through a clump of dudes by the bathrooms, making her way over to me with all the subtlety of, well, a Marine Gunnery Sergeant. I guess you don’t ever get rid of some things. I stood up as she approached and held out my hand.

      “Mr. Harker,” she said, giving me a firm handshake.

      “Sergeant Meneses,” I replied with a nod. “Beer?”

      “Not for me,” she said. “Did you drive here?”

      “Yeah, I rented a car at the airport.”

      “Good. Our…my apartment isn’t far from here, so I walked. You can drive us to the scene.”

      “Now? It’s a little late, isn’t it?” It was only about nine-thirty, but that was still later than most cops wanted to be out looking over a crime scene. Especially one that’s a day or two old.

      “You need your beauty sleep, Demon Hunter? Shit, from what Faye told me, I thought you were a badass.”

      “From what your file told me, I thought you gave more a shit about protocol.”

      “My wife is dead, Mr. Harker. If it gets us closer to finding the motherfucker that killed her, I’ll go over that crime scene with a toothbrush at midnight.” The fire in her eyes was real, and I saw some of what her Marine evaluators saw in her to promote her all the way to E-7 before she decided to get out.

      “Fair enough, Gunny. You drive, though.” I downed the rest of my beer, tossed seven bucks on the bar, and walked out to the valet stand.

      A couple of minutes later, another crewcut pimpled valet pulled up front in my rental, and Meneses looked up at me. “You rollin’ like that, buddy, you damn skippy I’ll drive.” She slid in behind the wheel while I tipped the valet and walked around the SUV.

      “Don’t be too impressed,” I said as I fastened my seatbelt. “I got hooked up at the rental car place. Now where are we going?”

      “Hope you wore good shoes,” she said. “‘Cause we’re going for a hike.”

      She wasn’t bullshitting me, either. An hour after I walked into the brewery, I was following Sergeant Meneses up a dirt trail on the side on Mt. Sutro, a giant hill in a city made of giant hills. This one was also a nature preserve, with one-hundred-foot trees and fog rolling in as the night grew dark. We’d been walking about fifteen minutes when the glow from her flashlight flickered, then died.

      “Shit,” Meneses muttered, slapping the flashlight with the heel of her hand.

      “I got this,” I said, reaching for the light. She obliged, and I focused my will on the tiny bulb. “Lumos,” I whispered, almost a breath of a word, and released a tiny sliver of power into the bulb. It lit up at least three times as bright as before, and I handed it back to the sergeant while I tried to blink the spots out of my eyes.

      “Nice,” she said. “I guess Faye was right when she said you threw around magic like white girls drink pumpkin spice.”

      I managed not to laugh out loud but couldn’t hold back a snort. “How much farther to…where she was found.” I was trying to both treat this like a normal murder scene, and be respectful of Lena’s feelings, but I was tired as fuck, my new tattoos hurt, my back still hadn’t forgiven me for driving four hours to Atlanta, then jamming myself into an airplane for another six hours, and I was more than a little unnerved that someone had the balls, and the talent, to catch Faye Spataro off guard. She was one of the best fortunetellers I’d ever met, so whoever got the drop on her had some serious juice.

      “You can call it the crime scene,” Lena replied, her voice small and tight. “It helps me, too.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I know that doesn’t help worth a damn, but I feel like I should say it.”

      “Thanks,” she replied, forging ahead with the new super-flashlight carving a wide path through the growing darkness. “It does help, a little. I think I’m still in shock, to be honest. It happened…they just found her this morning.”

      I stopped in the middle of the trail. “What?”

      “What do you mean, what?”

      “You mean to tell me your wife died this morning, and you’ve already gotten your shit together enough to call me in and walk me to the crime scene? Holy shit, Marines are tougher than fuck.”

      She laughed then, and it was a brittle thing that sounded like the slightest touch could shatter it, and her, into a million pieces. “You think I’ve got my shit together? Mr. Harker—”

      “Call me Q. Or just Harker. Mr. Harker makes me think you’re going to try to sell me something.”

      “Okay, Harker. I’m focusing on this because the longer I’m out here with you, the longer I can avoid going home to a house with no Faye in it. The longer I hunt for the bastard who took my baby away, the longer I don’t have to deal with telling our dog that Mommy isn’t coming home, and I don’t have to look in the closet, which is almost all her clothes, by the way, and figure out which one of her flowy hippie dresses I’m going to bury her in. The longer I’m out here, the longer I can avoid lying in bed with the awful goddamn silence I know is waiting on me…goddammit!” She veered off the trail, stomping a few feet into the woods, and slammed her hand into the trunk of a towering eucalyptus. She hammered the tree with palm strikes once, twice, three times, then leaned her head against the trunk and let out a scream so primal I knew I’d heard it before.

      I knew I’d screamed it before, more than seventy years ago in France when the woman I loved was taken from me. I knew that pain, and knew that Lena Meneses was dancing on the razor’s edge to madness. I knew, because when I danced on that edge, I fell over and lost myself for four years. I stood by, waiting and watching, ready to bind her if she looked like she was going to do herself any serious harm. She was done, though, and after another minute or two, she came back to the trail, reached down to her hip, and handed me a pistol in a holster.

      “Hang on to that for me. For a little while.”

      I didn’t say a word, just clipped the Sig onto my belt and nodded. Nothing else needed to be said.

      She took a deep breath, then said, “Okay, now that we’ve had our moment, let’s go start the real work.”

      It was another twenty minutes of walking before we came to the crime scene tape, but I saw the light from the portable floodlamps long before that. The scene was lit up like a movie set, with crime scene techs buzzing around the place, snapping pictures and taking samples of dirt and other trace evidence. A burly uniform came over to us as we ducked under the yellow tape, his hand out, but he froze when he saw Lena.

      “Sergeant Meneses…um…I…you can’t…” He looked around, desperately searching for anyone higher up the food chain than him.

      I took pity on the poor bastard and pulled out my badge holder. “Quincy Harker, Homeland Security,” I said, handing over the ID. He didn’t need to know that my relationship with DHS ended not long after I put a bullet in the head of one of their regional supervisors. I mean, he was half-demon and a multiple murderer who was trying to bring about the end of the world, so he totally deserved it, but they still got a little pissy about me shooting their agent.

      The badge had the desired result, though. It immediately got the local LEO’s panties in a twist about the feds coming to take their case away, all the worse because it was the spouse of one of their own. No way was he going to let me in there without a fight. Except, I was with Lena, so…

      I watched all those thoughts flicker across his face in the span of two heartbeats and held up a placating hand. “I’m not here to step on anybody’s dick, Officer…” I leaned in to read his nameplate.

      “Burleson,” he said.

      “Officer Burleson. I promise, I’m here to help. Sergeant Meneses and I served together, and I have some resources that local police departments don’t, so she called in a favor. It’s not like I don’t owe her enough.”

      Burleson let out a breath as some of the tension eased from him. “Oh, okay then. Let me call this in, and I’ll…”

      I wasn’t listening. I’d opened my third eye to the scene and was scanning the area in the mystical spectrum. I rocked back a little on my heels at the ferocity of the energy in the small clearing. There was more anger and pain in a fifty-foot circle than I’d seen since I had a rogue angel serial killer loose in Charlotte. Only the magical footprints this creature left behind were even more vibrant, meaning whatever had killed Faye had more juice than one of the Host.

      I started to think I might be fucked.
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      The clearing was circular, about fifty feet across, with a couple of little hiking trails leading in and out. The ground was littered with dozens of little yellow evidence tags, every one near an area of blood spatter. There were a lot of them. Like, more than I thought most forensic teams carried in their cars.

      “Are you sure you want to be here?” I asked Lena.

      “I want to be any fucking place but here, man. Are you stupid? I’m sorry, that was…”

      “It’s fine. It was a stupid question.”

      “But the real answer is I have to be here. I have to work the case. Even if I can’t work the case, I have to.”

      “I get it.”

      “Okay. What do I do?” She looked up at me, barely hanging on to her sanity through her grief, and she was looking to me for coping advice. I didn’t have much for her. My reaction to loss was half a decade of blackout insanity and a body count that made Jim Jones look like an amateur.

      I took a deep breath. She was not going to like my answer. “You run interference with Burleson for me, make sure nobody screws with me while I do my thing, and generally stay out of the way.” I braced for the inevitable explosion.

      None came. I raised an eyebrow at her. “I get it, man. I’m not a magical type. I don’t have the juice to do what you do. If I did, I would have let you stay on the east coast with all the other uptight wizards. So, go do your thing. I’ll keep Burly off your back. But as soon as you’re done, I get the full debrief. None of this bullshit where you hide stuff because of some Wizard’s First Rule or something.”

      “I’m pretty sure that’s just the title of a book,” I said. Actually, I knew it was the title of a book. I love Terry Brooks.

      “I don’t give a fuck if it’s the Latin translation of those tattoos you’ve got on your arms, I want to know every fucking thing you find out about the son of a bitch who killed my wife. Comprende?”

      “Comprendo,” I replied. “But one question first.”

      “Go for it.”

      “Were you a badass, then a Marine? Or did the Marines turn you into a badass?”

      “The Corps doesn’t make you anything. It takes what’s inside you and makes you into the best you possible, but if you don’t have it, you’re not gonna get it just because you put on a uniform. Now get to work.”

      I resisted the urge to snap off a salute, mostly because my salutes have always been sloppy and usually disrespectful, and said, “Yes, ma’am.” I got to work. I started walking the scene by looking around in the mundane spectrum. I knew the crime scene techs were better than me, there was little to no chance I was going to find anything they missed, but I wasn’t looking for footprints, or dropped cigarettes, or a discarded condom full of the killer’s DNA. I was looking for signs that a ritual was performed here, scratchings in the dirt that appeared random to folks who had never actually summoned a demon but looked like magic to me.

      The soil was thick, dark, and rich. The kind of dirt where you could drop an apple on the ground and come back five years later to find an orchard. Leaves and twigs dotted the clearing between the blood spatter and landscape of yellow plastic evidence tents but nothing arcane in nature. There were scuffed patches in the dirt and a couple of long drag marks, but no evidence of a casting circle, or wax from candles, or anything to indicate that a ritual was performed here.

      I waved Lena over. She patted Officer Burleson on a shoulder and came over to where I knelt on the ground. She crouched beside me, averting her gaze from the patch of bloody earth three feet away from my knee. “What’s up? Did you find something?”

      “Not yet, but I need to talk through what I’m seeing with someone. It helps me process, and sometimes can get me to logic leaps I can’t make on my own. I need you to tell me the truth, can you be objective enough to be that person, or do I need to call my people back home?”

      To her credit, she didn’t answer right away. Her mouth opened, then she closed it again after a second or two. “I don’t know. I want to say yes because telling you I can’t feels like weakness. It feels like I’m not doing everything I can, but…”

      “But it’s your wife.”

      “Yeah. It’s my wife. And I don’t know if…”

      “Then don’t. I’ll call my people back East. If we do this right, there’s going to come a time in the next day or two that I’m going to need you to dig deep and maybe pull my ass out of some bad mojo. If I break you today, there’s no damn way that can happen. Now go back to keeping your buddy Burleson company, and I’ll Skype with my consultants in Charlotte.”

      “You mean your girlfriend,” Lena said.

      “Oh, hell no,” I replied. “It’s almost one in the morning back there. If I wake her up, she’ll march all the way to San Francisco to kick my ass. No, I’ll call Luke. He knows more about this stuff than Rebecca anyway.”

      She chuckled. “Sounds fair. And thanks.”

      “Don’t thank me until we get through whatever this shit is. If we’re still alive when whatever killed Faye is dead, then you can thank me.”

      She nodded at me, dashed away a tear from one eye, and walked back over to where Burleson watched us. I pulled out my phone and pressed the home button.

      Dennis’s human face popped up, looking like he did the last time I saw him alive. He’d been a round-faced twenty-something with curly hair and a feeble attempt at a beard, and seeing that face rocked me a little. It was way more comfortable talking to a digitized unicorn than the actual face of a friend who died because I got him involved in something over his head. I hoped I wasn’t repeating history in the west coast in this case.

      “What’s up, boss?” Dennis asked.

      “How much do you know about what’s going on out here?”

      “I know that Faye Spataro, regarded as one of the most skilled practitioners of elemental magic in the Council’s experience, was found horribly mutilated in the clearing where you’re currently standing. I know her body is currently at the San Francisco City Morgue, where Dr. Jacob Yao is scheduled to begin her autopsy first thing in the morning. The investigation has been assigned to one Harold Rinol, the most senior detective in the Mission District Station. His partner, Arlena Meneses, has been placed on light duty and officially ordered not to have anything to do with the case, due to her personal connection with the victim.”

      “Lena’s partner is the lead detective on the case?”

      “Yep.”

      “That explains why we haven’t had much trouble with the cops on the scene. Lena probably got the nod from her partner to be up here, even if she didn’t mention me specifically.”

      “Yeah, about that,” Dennis said. “How did you manage to not get thrown out the second you got there?”

      “I’m still carrying around a Department of Homeland Security badge. It’s not like they called anybody to check up on me.”

      “Yeah, that never blows up in your face at all.”

      “Have a little faith. Is Luke around?”

      “Yeah. I’ll buzz him.”

      A few seconds later, the aristocratic features of Lucas Card, real name Vlad Tepes, my “uncle,” popped onto the screen. “Quincy, how are you? Rebecca told me of the death of your friend. My condolences.”

      “Thanks. Comes with the longevity, I guess.”

      “How well I know,” Luke said. He did, too. He’d buried more people than I’d met, and I’m a lot older than I look. “What can I do to help?”

      “I need to run the camera around the scene. Tell me if anything looks weird to you.” I held up the phone and pressed a button to transmit the camera view from the back of the phone to Luke’s screen. I slowly turned in a circle, trying to make sure he got a good view of the entire scene. I pressed the button on the screen again, and his face came back into view.

      “What do you think?” I asked.

      “I couldn’t see much, but I am sure that Dennis was recording everything you transmitted, so we can go over it in greater detail at our leisure. I do not know what did this, but there are some things we can eliminate fairly easily.”

      “Like what?” I had my own ideas, but I wanted to see if Luke’s matched mine.

      “This obviously was not a vampire kill. Even the youngest of my kind would not waste such blood. The body would have been equally exsanguinated, but there would not be such a wealth of overspray. I sincerely doubt it was a were-beast of any type because there does not seem to be enough scattered viscera. Even assuming that the police removed all the remains, some indication of dismemberment and disembowelment would remain. I saw nothing of the sort.”

      “No,” I agree. “There’s nothing like that here. Just a lot of blood spatter.”

      “There does not seem to be a pattern to the blood, either. And no mud. Was it particularly hot there today?”

      “I don’t think so,” I replied. “It’s foggy now, and everyone I’ve met has been dressed for warm, but not crazy hot weather. Why?”

      “Your friend Faye was a water witch, correct?”

      Son of a bitch. He was right. “If she had called water to defend herself, there would be mud.”

      “Or if she drew water from one part of the nearby earth, there would be arid soil in that area, and an excess of water somewhere else.”

      “That means whatever killed her either caught her by surprise or dampened her power somehow. Shit, that’s even more power than I thought I was dealing with.”

      “Yes, Quincy. I fear your foe in this escapade may be more than you can safely handle on your own.”

      “There’s nobody else to call,” I said. “I mean, there’s Norton, but he was crazy the first time he was alive. I sure as fuck don’t trust him now. I have to take care of this, Luke. She was one of us.”

      “So is Glory, Quincy. Do not forget that there are many who depend on you now.” His words hit me like a sledgehammer between the eyes. Because he was right. Glory gave up her divinity to save me, and I was supposed to be helping hunt down angels to get it back for her. But I couldn’t leave Faye’s killer to run free. She’d been a friend, and she deserved better.

      “I’ll try to wrap it up fast so I can get back on the hunt for Implements and Archangels,” I said.

      “I might be able to help with that,” Dennis said. “I think the two might be connected.” He was wearing his unicorn face again as he made a split screen with Luke.

      “You wanna tell us about it, or just look smug?” I asked.

      “I think you have bigger fish to fry right now,” he replied. “Look behind you.”

      I turned to see a fortyish Asian man walking my way, one hand clamped on Lena’s upper arm. He carried an air of authority and wore a gold badge on a chain around his neck. Everything about him, from his neat haircut to the pissed-off look on his face, said that he was the man in charge, and no matter what Lena’s partner thought about her being up here, he had some serious issues with it.

      “Quincy Harker,” he said, stopping about two feet in front of me.

      “That’s me.” I swiped the phone off and slid it into my pocket.

      “I’m Captain Paul Chou. This is my District. And, therefore, my crime scene.”

      “Pleasure to meet you,” I said, stepping forward and holding out my hand.

      “I’m not very goddamn pleased,” he snarled, taking my hand and slapping a metal band around my wrist. He was angry, and fast. Before I could pull away, he spun me around and cuffed my hands behind my back. “You are interfering with a police investigation, and you are under arrest.”

      Goddammit. Not again.
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      The Park District Station of the San Francisco Police Department has better interview rooms than the Charlotte-Mecklenburg Police Department. I decided while waiting for Captain Chou to return that I’d bring that up with Flynn’s boss the next time I was home. It would be a terrible idea, but that’s never stopped me before, so why let it now?

      They had me settled into a standard metal chair, one leg slightly shorter than the other, with shackles on my ankles and handcuffs on my wrists. The cuffs were fastened to a large ring mounted in the table, which was bolted to the floor. For some reason, they were treating me like Public Enemy #1 instead of some nosy asshole with an expired badge from a federal agency. I wasn’t sure what was going on, but the minute the stocky patrolman finished securing me and left the room, I set to work on getting out of that shit.

      First, I closed my eyes, summoned up a little energy, and whispered, “Nigreos.” I breathed the word, blowing air out of my lungs in a cloud of darkness that spread through the room. My breath mixed with the air in the room, plunging the room into inky blackness. I pushed the darkness into place with my will, shoving it against the mirrored wall, the window in the door, and covering the camera in the corner of the room. When I was pretty sure I couldn’t be seen, I peeled the spell away from the ceiling so I could see what I was doing.

      I sent a sliver of power into the lock of each cuff, snapping them open. That done, I did the same thing to the shackles on my ankles, stood up, and sat on the edge of the table. I picked up the chair, flipped it over, and started to screw the loose foot in so it would sit level. That’s what I was doing when the door burst open and three people charged in, one with a drawn pistol.

      I released my darkness spell, and the haze over the walls vanished like smoke in a tornado. I turned to Captain Chou, the burly cop who’d settled me into the room, and a woman I didn’t recognize. Most of my attention went to her, not only because she was the stranger in the room, but also because she might as well have been wearing a neon sign around her neck saying “Federal Agent.” She was an athletic woman of Indian descent, with her black hair pulled back in a severe ponytail. With cheekbones like razors and a Roman nose, she would have been pretty in a bar, but with the expression on her face, I was more than a little afraid that she was going to cut her losses and send me to Gitmo without even a conversation. I’m about fifty percent sure Gitmo wouldn’t hold me, but those aren’t exactly great odds.

      Regardless, I kept my cool and smiled as they charged in. “Hi, Captain. Your chair was a little wobbly. I fixed it for you.”

      “I swear to God, Captain. The prisoner was secure when I left the room. You saw on the monitor, didn’t you?” The burly cop was sweating bullets.

      “Oh, that? Yeah, he locked me up good and tight,” I confirmed.

      “And yet you aren’t locked up good and tight now,” the woman said.

      “No, I’m not.” I stood up, set the chair down on its feet, and stepped forward, my hand out. “Quincy Harker. And you are?”

      “Keya Pravesh, with Homeland Security. You remember them? The agency you used to be a consultant for?”

      Well, shit. This was going to get awkward fast. More awkward, that is. “I’ve heard of them.” I sat down, gesturing toward the chair.

      Pravesh turned to the patrolman and Captain Chou. “Give us the room, please. And kill the surveillance. This is not an interrogation. I just need to have a conversation with Mr. Harker.”

      They stared at her, and Chou looked like he was about to say something, but a glance from the steely-eyed woman in earth tones stilled his protest before it ever left his lips. I was impressed. The captain didn’t look like the kind of man who was silenced easily, especially not on his home turf. He nodded at the agent, shot me a dirty look, and walked out. The patrolman followed, obviously confused at seeing his boss shut down like that, but smart enough not to open his mouth. Hell, I was wondering if I was going to have the stones to stand up to this chick. She made Agent John Smith look like a cupcake, and he was half-demon.

      She watched the men leave and looked up at the camera. When the red light winked out, she turned to me. “What the ever-loving fuck do you think you are doing, Harker? Masquerading as a federal agent is a felony. You could have ended up in prison, or worse.”

      I gestured to the cuffs on the table. “They could have tried.” No matter how intimidating this woman was at first glance, threatening me with jail wasn’t going to do her any favors. “Now who are you, and what are you doing here?”

      “I’m the Midwest Regional Director for the DHS Paranormal Division.”

      “We’re not in the Midwest,” I pointed out in my most helpful voice.

      “She told me you were a huge pain in the ass,” Pravesh said, walking to the chair and sitting down. “I’d have to say she understated your charm, such as it is.”

      “Who exactly is the she in question?” I asked, a glimmer of an idea forming in the back of my head, but still nebulous enough for me to hope it wasn’t true.

      “Gabriella Van Helsing.”

      So much for hope. “You know Gabby?”

      “We met a few days ago in St. Louis, when she was working on a project. For you, as I understand.”

      “Was the project a success?” I hadn’t been keeping tabs on Gabby since she was a little nuts and kinda wanted to rip my face off on alternate Tuesdays.

      “We managed to locate the antique you were looking for.” I was glad she was keeping things circumspect. I didn’t think Captain Chou would go against her instructions and leave the recording equipment on, but you never can tell what people will “forget” to turn off.

      “So why are you here? It not being in the Midwest and all.”

      “My superiors decided, given your previous history with our organization, that your activities should be monitored. Closely.”

      I didn’t like the sound of that. The last “monitor” from Homeland that I’d dealt with ended up murdering one of my best friends, among others, in an effort to open up a doorway to Hell in downtown Atlanta. I’m still not sure if anyone would have noticed if he succeeded, but we stopped him anyway.

      “What exactly does that mean?”

      “It means that I’m your case agent, Mr. Harker. I’ve been reassigned from my very nice, calm post in St. Louis, where the worst thing I ever had to worry about was a MoMo sighting on camera, or a rogue gowrow in some backwoods chunk of Missouri. Now I’m supposed to follow you wherever you go and make sure you and your cohorts don’t destroy too much of whatever city you’re in at the time. Thanks to you, I’m going to rack up the frequent flyer miles, and my cat is going to forget what I look like.”

      “You could move to North Carolina.”

      “I was going there to look at apartments when you booked a flight for San Francisco. I wasn’t happy to put my realtor off. Again.”

      I didn’t mention that I owned a building in Charlotte. I had enough weirdos living with me. The last thing I needed was to add a fed to Chez Harker. “Sorry about that. But I got this. If you hop a redeye, maybe you can hit up some showings tomorrow.”

      “Not that easy. I’m here now, and you’re stuck with me. Now, what’s going on?”

      Yeah, like I was going to tell the whole sordid story to a woman I just met. “You’re gonna need to let me have my phone so I can check you out first. Then we’ll see if we can work together.”

      “You don’t get to make demands, Harker. I’m the actual federal agent here; you’re the one impersonating a federal agent. If you think you get to dictate the terms, then we can continue this conversation after I—”

      “After you what, Agent Pravesh?” I asked, standing up and raising my hands in front of my chest. They glowed crimson in the fluorescents of the room. “Do you think I opened those shackles by pulling a pick out from under my tongue? I’m not anything you’re used to dealing with, lady. I’m not a charlatan, a swindler, or a low-level illusionist with visions of David Copperfield money dancing in his head. I’m Quincy fucking Harker, Demon Hunter, part vampire, and general badass son of a bitch. I’m going to find the thing that killed my friend, and I’m going to ruin its fucking week. If you want to help, get me the fuck out of here and stay out of the way. But if you think I work for you, or with you, or generally give a good goddamn what you have to say about anything, then we’re going to have a fucking problem. And I don’t think you want to have a problem with me, do you?”

      Pravesh stood up, her face stony. “We don’t need to have a problem, Mr. Harker. But we are going to work together, and you are going to keep me looped in on what is going on because I am charged with the defense of this country against supernatural threats, and the jury is still very much out on whether or not you are one of those threats, or one of our allies.” She drew her sidearm and pointed it at my face from five feet away. “Now if you want to throw fireballs, or lightning bolts, or whatever the hell you think I’m supposed to be afraid of with your little light show, you go ahead. But you’d damn sure better ask yourself—”

      “Do you feel lucky, punk?” I gave her my best Clint Eastwood impression, and she stopped cold. “Dirty Harry was from San Francisco, remember?” I let the glow around my hands dissipate and sat back down. She holstered her pistol and did likewise.

      “Are we good now? Did I pass whatever test you were putting me through?” she asked.

      “That wasn’t a test,” I said. “I wasn’t sure whether or not I was going to kill you and everybody in my way, but you made a valid point. I can kill you. I can kill every cop in this station. But I can’t kill every Homeland Security puke in the United States, and there are people I care about who wouldn’t do well in prison.”

      “Detective Flynn,” Pravesh said.

      “Among others.” I was actually thinking more about Luke. His aversion to sunlight would be a challenge with yard time, and I don’t think that was going to be negotiable with prison officials. “Let’s back up a step. I’ll make a couple calls, check you out, then you can get me out of here and tag along while I hunt down whatever killed my friend Faye.”

      “That’s a little condescending, don’t you think? I am a federal agent, and I did just work with your friend Gabby on stopping a demon.”

      “No offense, but I wouldn’t send Gabby after anything I thought needed much in the way of supernatural mojo. She doesn’t have any talents in that arena. She was just supposed to chase down a missing person.”

      “She ended up dealing with a demon that tried to open a gateway to Hell in the middle of the St. Louis Arch.”

      I thought for a second. “I might’ve underestimated the shitshow I was sending her into.”

      “Looks like you underestimated her as well.”

      “That happens sometimes. When you get to be as old as I am, you think anyone younger than you is young and stupid. The real problem there is almost everybody is younger than me. Makes shit complicated.” I held out my hand, and she put a phone in it.

      I sent a quick text to Dennis, who popped back immediately with, “Gabby says Pravesh is legit. Gabby also showed up at the apartment with a dickhead Archangel and a half-demon hunk in tow. I’m not sure if she’s going to kill the angel or screw the Cambion first, but pretty sure neither option is off the table.”

      I looked up at Pravesh and sighed. “Okay, you’re in. Let’s go hunt a big bad. If we get  lucky, maybe it’ll eat us both and solve all my problems.”

      She nodded, but before we could formulate a plan, the door to the room opened and Lena walked in, followed by Captain Chou. They didn’t look happy, and not the normal kind of unhappy that I tend to inspire in law enforcement. This was the unhappy that said, “Shit just got worse.”

      I looked to Lena. “There’s another one, isn’t there?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Where? Still in the city?”

      “The Sutro Baths,” Chou said, his face grim. “That’s a national park, which means that—”

      “It means that it’s now my jurisdiction,” Pravesh said. “I had our local field office contact all the other agencies that would normally look into this and told them that we suspected a terrorist plot going awry. That means it’s mine, and I’m bringing in Captain Chou and Detective Meneses to liaise with the local police.”

      “Richmond District is the closest, and I’ve already talked to Captain Vanderschmidt over there. He’s got the scene secured and has forensic techs already out there. They’ll process the scene, then we’ll get in there and you can do whatever it is that you do.”

      “That’s all great, but what makes you think this is the same guy?” I asked. “I mean, you might be right, but I’m pretty sure there’s more than one murder a week in San Francisco.”

      “But there aren’t two in as many days that are this vicious, and not two back to back that seem to target members of the supernatural community,” Pravesh said.

      “So you’re saying that the victim—” I started, but she silenced me with a word.

      “Victims.”

      “Fuck,” I said. “How many?”

      “Four. All members of the same coven. They seem to have been performing a sunset ritual. Diners at The Cliff House saw flames and called it in. The responding officer found the bodies and called it into the local park rangers. My division scans all incoming reports of unusual crimes, and they alerted me. As soon as someone said the word ‘ritual,’ I took over the case. I got a look at the first crime scene photos…it’s the same guy.”

      “One killer, four victims. Captain, I hope you believe in monsters because I’m afraid your eyes are going to be opened.”

      “Mr. Harker, I live in San Francisco. You can’t swing a dead cat without hitting a coven of witches here. It’s one of the most supernatural major cities in the country, right behind New Orleans. It’s not that I believe in them, I’ve seen them. Now can we stop talking about what I do or don’t believe and go find the son of a bitch?”
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      Chou rode ahead of us in his official car. Pravesh followed in her black Suburban, which made her look tiny in the massive SUV. Lena rode in the passenger seat, her face pale at the thought of visiting another crime scene from the same man who murdered her wife. I took the back seat and slipped in my headphones before I swiped open my phone and called Dennis.

      “What’s up, boss? I see you’re moving, which I guess means you and Agent Pravesh must have come to some understanding. That’s good because Gabby seems to think she’s pretty tough, if a little green to our world.”

      “There’s been another murder. Looks like the same guy. Somewhere called the Sutro Baths. Get me everything you can on it.”

      “Will do. That’s…pretty fast, isn’t it? I mean, if he killed your friend Faye yesterday, this is pretty quick if it’s a compulsion.”

      “Yeah, it is. If it’s a compulsion, it could be he’s unraveling and heading into the end stages of his nutjob-ness. Or if it’s a demon, maybe it just got loose yesterday and is killing as many people as it can before it gets sent back downstairs. The full moon was last week, so this isn’t a baby were going nuts, and Luke said there was too much blood left behind for it to be a vampire, even a fledgling.”

      “That makes sense,” Dennis said. “It’s probably a demon. Maybe it’s hunting the Spear, too.”

      “What Spear?” I asked.

      “Oh shit, that’s right,” Dennis said. “You got arrested before I could tell you. I think I figured out what you’re hunting.”

      I sat up in the seat. “I’m all ears.”

      “I’m pretty sure you’re looking for Azrael’s Implement, which was the tip of his Spear.”

      “Azrael was the Angel of Death, right?” I tried to dredge up more than that on the Archangel, but I kept getting my theology and my Batman comics mixed up. After a while, I gave up and let Dennis explain it to me.

      “Yeah, he was basically God’s enforcer. Michael was the Sword of Heaven, the righteous avenger who smite down God’s enemies. Azrael was…more like an assassin. He took out the people God wanted taken out.”

      “Why didn’t God do His own dirty work? I mean, He’s God, right? Couldn’t He make people do what He wanted? Or make them not suck? Or whatever He needed to do to keep from feeling like He needed to kill them?”

      Dennis stared at me, his big blue horsey eyes looking out at me from the screen. “That’s some pretty advanced philosophical shit you’re posing to a guy who basically dresses up like a My Little Pony for kicks, Q. In short, I don’t know, and I don’t give a shit. Leave all that crap to the theologians. What I do know is that Azrael’s Implement was the head of his Spear, which has been used throughout history in some pretty famous murders, including one at Calvary.”

      “Wait, you’re saying…”

      “I’m saying that the Implement you’re looking for is the Spear of Destiny that pierced Christ’s side while he hung on the cross.”

      “Shit.”

      “Yeah, not only is it powerful as shit, it’s got some serious mojo.”

      “And you think it’s in San Francisco?” I asked.

      “I kinda do. More and more now that I’m tracking similar murders over the past seventy years.”

      “Seventy…what the hell are you talking about, Dennis?”

      “I’ll get back to you on that. I’ve got some more shit I need to look at.”

      “You’re essentially a super-computer. You process information faster than any ten humans.”

      “True. That doesn’t mean that I make intuitive leaps any faster. My lizard brain might be digitized, but it still works the same way, Harker. It’s part of my soul, not part of the internet.”

      I don’t pretend to understand how Dennis works as part of the internet, and part of me likes it better that way. Less guilt. I changed the subject. “Tell me about the Spear and why you think it’s here.”

      “You remember that Hitler was obsessed with the occult, and with magic, right?”

      “Yeah. That was one of the things Luke was doing back then, making sure that items of power didn’t fall into Nazi hands, or if they did, recovering them.”

      “Well, he missed one. A big one.”

      “I remember there were talks about Hitler getting his hands on the Spear, and what a bad thing that would be, but I never heard why.”

      “Nobody knows why,” Dennis said. “The Spear has never done anything particularly impressive to its bearer, but Hitler may have had a ritual in mind for it. Whatever it was, it died when the Führer put a bullet in his head because there’s no record of him sharing that information with anyone.”

      “So Hitler had the Spear. How did it get to San Francisco? Why isn’t it still in Europe?”

      “Well, after Hitler and Eva Braun’s joint suicide, Braun’s kid sister Gretl survived. Like a lot of Nazis and sympathizers after the war, she fled to South America, where she lived out her days in comfort.”

      “With the Spear.”

      “Yup. She died in 2002, and pieces of her estate passed through a bunch of hands until finally the Spear was purchased early this year by a collector of obscure mystical objects.”

      “In San Francisco.”

      “Yup,” Dennis confirmed. “A Wyatt Earl Hunnicutt, age seventy-one, currently living in Pacific Heights, one of the swankier neighborhoods in the City by the Bay.”

      “Okay,” I said. “I go check out this crime scene, see what I can find out about what’s killing magical practitioners in what should be a haven for them, and tomorrow maybe I go see Mr. Hunnicutt and ask to see his new toy.”

      “Sounds like a plan. In the meantime, I’ll do some research and see if there’s a pattern to the deaths of practitioners and if there’s anything else I can dig up.” Dennis’s face vanished, and I leaned back in my seat, closing my eyes as I tried to process this new information. Maybe everything was connected. If Lucifer was marshaling his forces here on Earth to keep us from gathering the rest of the Archangels and reuniting them with their Implements, then maybe whoever was killing magic users here was connected to the Spear. Or maybe it was some random psycho, who happened to end up in San Francisco the same time as an angelic Implement.

      Yeah, because my life has always been prone to coincidence. No, the two things had to be related. We can assume that whatever murdered Faye was also sent by Lucifer to get its hands on the Spear, which meant a demon, and a strong one. That fit with the level of magic that had been thrown around at the scene of Faye’s murder and with something being able to overpower her with so much water at her disposal.

      But where was Azrael? There was no chance that he was far from his Implement, but so far we hadn’t found any Archangels that knew what they were, except for Raguel, and apparently they were just an asshole who knew exactly what they were, didn’t want to go back to work and didn’t give a single solitary fuck what happened to the world and all the humans in it.

      Sometimes I fucking hate angels. Not Glory, of course, because even though she nags me and kicks my ass, she’s also saved my ass more times than I can count, and she did give up her wings to save my life. Glory’s cool. But the rest of The Host? Nah, fuck those guys.

      “We’re here,” Pravesh said, rolling down her window. “Homeland Security,” she said to a uniform outside. We got out of the SUV at a parking lot looking down over the ruins of what was, at one time, the largest indoor swimming pool in the United States. Nowadays it was a national park and tourist spot, where people wandered around taking pictures of the few rocks still standing and the admittedly impressive view of the Pacific Ocean.

      It was a long hike down to the beach, and I felt a little pity for the crime scene techs who had to haul all the battery-powered lights around. This made two remote crime scenes in as many days, a lot for a city police department. There was a uniform standing at the bottom of the trail to head off any onlookers, since there was no way to string crime scene tape across the hundreds of yards of open space.

      He held up a hand at us, but Parvesh flashed her badge at the young officer and strode right by, never slowing down. Lena and I followed suit, but Captain Chou stopped to clue the poor guy in on what was going on.

      What was going on was a goddamn mess. I’ve seen some horrible crime scenes, and some even more horrible things that the police never knew about, but this was like something out of my nightmares. The only way I figured out there were four people strewn around the beach was by counting legs, and even then, it took me a couple of times because I got confused and lost count, the limbs were scattered in so many different directions.

      The last scene had been cleared by SFPD before we got there, so the only hint I had at the savagery this guy had unleashed was by looking in the magical spectrum and the blood spatter. This was a lot more gruesome, and it was evident by the fact that the sand was turned to rust-colored mud by the carnage exactly how much blood had been shed here.

      “Holy…” Pravesh stood stock-still for a few seconds, then spun around, her hand clapped over her mouth. She pushed past me back to the trailhead and dropped to her knees in the grass, sending her stomach contents back to nature.

      Lena looked worse, but not nauseous. She looked like she’d been punched in the gut, and I realized that she was replacing every one of these victims with a mental image of her wife. She didn’t see the remains of a coven of witches, their white robes shredded and torn to ribbons, she saw the woman she loved with her entrails strung across the sand like Christmas garland.

      I put a hand on her shoulder. “Don’t,” she said.

      I moved my hand. She didn’t look at me. Didn’t look anywhere but at the dead bodies before us. “Don’t comfort me. Don’t tell me I don’t have to be here. Don’t tell me I should be at home. I know all that. But I can’t. I have to do this. I have to find the son of a bitch and bring him in, then I have to watch him go to prison. Then if I’m ‘lucky,’ someday I’ll get to watch a prison doctor put a needle in his arm and watch him die. So whatever comfort you want to offer, save it.”

      “Okay.”

      “Okay?”

      “You’re a grown-ass woman, Detective. You know what you need better than I do. Besides, I suck at comfort. I’m way better at hunting and killing, and this looks like it’s got my name written all over it.”

      “Then get to hunting, Harker. You hunt this motherfucker down, and if it’s human, we arrest it. If it’s not, we get to kill it.”

      If we can, I thought. I wasn’t going to say it to Lena, but whatever did this was incredibly strong, and judging by what I saw up on the mountain earlier, had an immense amount of magical power. I had every faith that we could find the demon that did this, and after looking at what it did to those witches on the coast, there was no doubt in my mind that it was a demon.

      I knew we could find it. I just didn’t know what the hell we were going to do with it when we did.
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      I looked around the scene. It didn’t get any better. There were four people, or rather, the component parts of four people, strewn around the beach like discarded Legos covered in ketchup. Lena stepped up to my side, pale but with her jaw set.

      “What do you see?” I asked.

      “You’re the expert, why are you asking me?”

      “I’m a sorcerer, Detective. You’re a cop. We look at things a little differently. I want to know what you see.”

      She took a deep breath. “Okay. I see rage. Incredible rage. I don’t know what could motivate somebody to do this to other human beings. It was also fast. There were four people killed here, and no matter how peaceable you are, you’re not going to stand still and let someone get butchered in front of you.”

      “How can you tell that’s what happened here? How do you know they didn’t fight back?”

      “They almost certainly did, but not in any effective way. They also didn’t make a serious effort to run, which means this guy took them all out before they could react. Look at the footprints.” She pointed to the sand, but all I saw was a jumbled mess, and I said as much.

      “Come closer.” We walked closer, to where the forensics team had managed to put up knee-high stakes with yellow tape strung between them. It looked like a morbid archeological dig site. “Now look at the footprints inside the circle of tape. See the four sets of bare feet?”

      I nodded, then looked back to the end of the trail where four pairs of shoes were surrounded by another tape circle. “Those are the victims’ shoes.” She pointed over to a calf with a foot still attached that lay in the sand about three feet to my left. “They’re all barefoot, and those tracks move from the trailhead, where they left their shoes, in a nice, neat line down here, then they branch out and take their places around the circle.”

      “To the cardinal points,” I said.

      “Probably,” Lena agreed. “I don’t have a compass with me, but I know from living with Faye for a decade that a lot of rituals use that as grounding points. Now look at the prints with shoes.” She pointed to a single set of footprints. “You can see from the trail that these prints were at a run, judging by the distance. Unless this guy was over ten feet tall.”

      “None of the monsters I know that are that tall wear shoes, and certainly nothing that small, so let’s assume at least humanoid, and running.”

      Her head snapped around at me, and I could almost see the anger in her eyes as she readied a retort. She relaxed as she saw the absolute sincerity on my face. “You’re not fucking with me, are you?”

      “I wish I was. I’ve fought several things that were more than ten feet tall, and they’ve never worn shoes.”

      “I’m going to focus on my piece of the world, and you take care of the supernatural shit.”

      “Don’t know how well that’s gonna work out for you, but we’ll give it a shot.” I waved at the tracks. “What else can you tell me about the attacker?”

      “It was one guy, unless he had somebody who could step exactly in his footprints, and not only is that impossible at a dead run, it also shows up in the details of the print. This was one person. One really fast, really strong, insanely rage-filled person.”

      “I think you got most of that right,” I said. “Except the ‘person’ part. No human could do this. Look at the bodies. What do you notice about the limbs?”

      “You mean aside from the fact that they’ve been ripped from the bodies and flung around the beach?”

      “No, I mean exactly that. They were ripped off. Do you have any idea how much strength that takes? I can’t do it, and I’m stronger than any human I’ve ever met.”

      “What are you talking about? You’re human, just…magic. Like Faye.”

      “Yeah…not exactly.” I explained about Uncle Luke, and who he really is, and his relationship with my parents, and how being the firstborn son of two people who were bitten by a vampire and almost turned did something to my DNA. She didn’t take a step back, but she did look a little spooked.

      “That’s…new information.”

      “It’s not listed on my Facebook page, no.”

      “You have a Facebook page?”

      “Well, no. I mean, I’ve got an excuse. I’m really old. I get a pass on not being up on the latest tech.”

      “If you think Facebook is the latest tech, you are old.” She shook her head. “Whatever. I’m a Latina lesbian cop who was married to a witch. I don’t get to be all judgy. The killer isn’t human. Where does that put us?”

      “That puts this right back where we started, with the ball firmly in my court. Can you make sure nobody disturbs me for a couple of minutes? I need to try a few things.” I settled down in the sand cross-legged and breathed deeply to center myself. When my mind was relatively clear, I opened up my third eye and peered around the beach, examining my surroundings in the magical spectrum. Like the clearing in the woods earlier, this place was covered in magical trace energy. It looked like a Jackson Pollack painting, only with mystical energy in reds, oranges, and purples splattered all over the place. I focused on the killer’s tracks where I could see them, trying to get an energy signature from any residue he may have left.

      Once I was able to isolate his trail from the investigators coming down from the parking lot above, I noticed something strange—he never went back up the hill. His tracks led off down the beach, past the Cliff House and disappearing into the water. I stood up and ran down the beach, ignoring the shouts from Meneses and Pravesh as I poured on the speed. I ran parallel to the killer’s trail, then clambered over rocks at the base of the cliffs until I saw the trail turn left up the hill to the highway and disappear.

      I let my vision slip back into the normal and sat down on the rocks, all the energy of the hunt disappearing in a rush.

      “Goddammit, Harker, these were decent shoes,” Pravesh called from behind me. “Do you know what saltwater does to leather?”

      “Don’t give a shit, Agent P.,” I shouted back. “I had a trail, so I followed it. You weren’t part of that process.” I didn’t mind using her to get through the local cops, but damned if I wanted her to start thinking we were partners. We weren’t partners. I had a partner. She was a continent away, but I could feel her presence through the mental bond we shared. It was faint. But she was still there, sleeping quietly back in Charlotte.

      “I’m not climbing that shit,” the angry fed yelled to me. “But I’ve got a lead, so if you’re done chasing ghosts, maybe we can go hunt vampires for a little while.”

      I stood up fast, almost toppling over into the sea. “What did you say?” I bounded down the rocky cliffside and stood in front of Pravesh a few seconds later.

      “I said that there were reports in my system of this coven’s leader having issues with a local vampire nest. I’m heading over to check it out, and I thought you might want to come with me.”

      “You might want me there,” I said. “Walking into a vampire den this close to sunrise could be viewed as a threat, an attempt to catch them when they’re weakened.”

      “Is that a thing? The whole sleeping during the daytime bit?”

      “They sleep, but not like humans. And since they can’t go outside, they do usually sleep during daytime hours, but they don’t all slip into a coma the second the sun comes up. They can feel it, no matter how far inside they are, but I don’t know if that’s a magical thing or a subconscious survival instinct.”

      “What did you see?” she asked as we walked back to where Lena was talking with the crime scene photographer.

      “There was a trail. The killer’s essence was still faint on the sand and rocks, but I lost him when he climbed the hill. I don’t know if he had a car up there or if he ran off, but smart money is on a car or van.”

      “A panel van, like all good serial killers?” Pravesh said with a smirk.

      “Make fun if you like, but something with a closed back so people passing by couldn’t see the bloody clothes would be important. Whoever this asshole is, he’s covered in blood and gore. He’d have to have a vehicle he could wash out, or a change of clothes and someplace to stash his messy stuff.”

      “I’ll have the techs go up there and check the side of the road. Maybe they can pull a tire track.” That was a pretty good idea. Maybe this agent wouldn’t be a total waste of space after all.

      Lena looked up from her conversation when we walked up. “Anything?”

      “Nothing solid,” I said. I turned to the tech. “You guys should haul ass and see if he left any trace when he was running along the beach. The tide is coming in, and anything still there will be gone in a couple of hours.”

      The tech, a skinny black guy with close-cropped hair and an earring, gave me a tight smile. “Thanks. We’ll jump right on the suggestion from the civilian from a couple thousand miles away. Let me drop everything I’m doing at the actual crime scene to go see how badly you fucked up any evidence that might have ever been over there.”

      “When you’re done with that, check the side of the road past the Cliff House for tire tracks. We think the killer parked up there.” She completely ignored the guy’s sarcasm, and I decided that even with as tired and grumpy as I was, breaking his nose was a bad idea. The tech gave me another grumpy look and walked off muttering to himself about assholes from back East.

      “You look like you’ve got something,” Lena said to Pravesh.

      “The coven leader here has had run-ins over the past few months with a local vampire group. We’re heading over to have a chat with them. You in?”

      Lena’s face was pale in the LED lights from the crime scene crew. “Vampires? Do you have a name for the guy they had beef with?”

      Pravesh pulled out her phone and tapped the screen. “Yeah, I do. The vampire in question is Doctor Joseph Scolari. According to our records, he’s been in California for at least a century, since before the Division existed.”

      “Oh yeah, Dr. Joe has been here since the gold rush days. He came out right after the Mexican-American War looking to make his mark as the region’s first doctor, got turned sometime around the beginning of the rush, and never left.”

      “Sounds like you know the guy,” I observed.

      “Oh yeah, I know him. Faye did business with him. Until about a month ago when they had a big falling out. Seems he’s been making new vampires, and she didn’t like how he was recruiting. He was in the shop a couple weeks ago, and they had a big argument. Scolari said he’d make her regret she ever laid eyes on him. She called up water out of the air and doused him right in the middle of her store, with his top lieutenants watching. Told him to cool off. He was furious.”

      “Mad enough to kill?” I asked.

      “Dude, I don’t know,” Lena replied. “All the normal rules go out the window when you’re trying to read vampires. You can’t get shit off them as far as getting flushed, and their nostrils don’t have to flare when they don’t need to breathe. If he was human, I’d say sure, he was mad as hell. But a vamp? I don’t know how long they stay mad about stuff. I’d think grudges would seem petty when you basically live forever, but who knows?”

      I did. I knew exactly how long vampires could hold a grudge, having seen Luke’s original Renfield try to kill him more than a century after they last saw each other. Vampires don’t let shit go, ever. And loss of face is the gravest insult one of the undead can suffer. Dr. Joseph Scolari just went to the top of our suspect list. Admittedly, he was the only one on the list so far, but that’s all I had to work with.

      “Let’s go talk to a vampire about a murder or five,” I said. “Maybe we stop for Italian takeout on the way. I could go with some garlic bread.”

      “That’s not real is it?” Lena asked.

      “Nah, I’m messing with you. But it’s been a while since dinner. I could go for a bite for real.”

      “After this?” Pravesh gestured toward the crime scene. “Harker, you’re disgusting.”

      “Agent Pravesh, when you’ve seen the shit I’ve seen, four dead people aren’t nearly enough to put you off your feed.”

      “Then I sincerely hope I never see all the shit you’ve seen,” she said, turning to head up the trail back to the Suburban.

      “Amen, sister,” Lena agreed, following her.

      I hope neither of you do, either, I thought, knowing deep in my gut that they were going to see a lot worse shit than was on the beach behind me before we got to the end of this case.
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      The deserted pre-dawn streets made the drive from Cliff House to the Pacific Heights neighborhood where Dr. Scolari kept his main home uneventful. I got my Italian takeout, after a fashion. Pravesh decreed that there was no way in hell I was eating chicken marsala in her Suburban, so I had to make do with a footlong meatball sub from a 24-hour Subway. It was mediocre, but filling, and I took solace in wiping my hands on the upholstery. What can I say? I’m petty.

      We passed Scolari’s address and turned onto a side street. I balled the sub wrapper up and tossed it into the floor, then opened the door.

      “You planning to leave that in my car, Harker?” Pravesh said.

      “Yep.”

      “Get your trash,” Pravesh ordered.

      I turned to her. “Look, lady. I don’t want you tagging along with me, but I can’t kill you. I’ve killed a DHS agent before, and it made life very difficult for someone close to me. So, you live. That doesn’t mean I can’t be a passive-aggressive prick and do everything I can do to make you want to leave of your own volition. If that means leaving garbage in your ride and making it smell like marinara, that’s a sacrifice I’m willing to make.”

      “You’re an asshole.”

      “Not the first time I’m hearing that.”

      She glared at me for another moment, then turned and fished the wrapper out of the car. She pitched it into a wastebasket on the street and shot me another dirty look. I remained unimpressed. I’ve gotten dirty looks from Dracula. Maybe in a few centuries, Pravesh will be close to Luke’s level, but I doubt it. He’s got a pretty significant head start.

      The three of us walked up the sidewalk to the house, Pravesh and Lena whipping their heads this way and that at the slightest sound. After the third time one of them jumped in half a block, I couldn’t hold my laughter inside any longer. “What the hell is wrong with you two? You look like a pair of guilty teenagers sneaking in after curfew.”

      “In case you missed it, we’re trying to get the drop on a nest of vampires, Harker,” Pravesh grumbled.

      “Oh, you are? Then we should have either waited for six hours until the sentries are asleep, or maybe not driven a vehicle with government plates right past the front door. I guarantee that Scolari’s security, if they’re worth any fraction of what he’s paying them, have already logged your plate, found out who the vehicle was signed out by, researched you and everyone you’ve ever known, and identified me and Detective Meneses using facial recognition software or some other tech mojo. We’ve been in the line of a camera ever since we got within two blocks of the house, and it would be naïve to assume the badass head vampire wouldn’t have access to all the feeds.”

      “What would you suggest, since you’re the expert?” Pravesh asked in a tone that clearly showed she thought whatever I suggested would be stupid.

      “Well, I suppose where vampires are concerned, I am the expert, given my bloodline. So I was going to walk up to the front door and knock.” Then I left them standing in the middle of the sidewalk, covered the last twenty yards to the door, and did just that.

      The door to the well-appointed house swung open almost immediately, and a woman in jeans and a pressed shirt greeted me. “Mr. Harker, a pleasure to meet you. I am Jacqueline, Dr. Scolari’s current Renfield. Please come in. Will your companions be joining us, or would they prefer to stay outside?”

      I couldn’t answer her for a second. It took me back a little, her casual use of the term “Renfield” as a vampire’s personal assistant. I knew the original Renfield, helped kill him, as a matter of fact, but that wasn’t the thing that choked me up a little. No, that was the memory of Uncle Luke’s last Renfield, a man named Sylvester Thomas Efor IV, who died a year ago.

      He was killed by the half-demon asshole that set all my current problems in motion, a Homeland Security agent named John Smith. That Renfield had been my friend, and Luke and I both swore after his passing that no one else would ever bear the title. I guess the rest of the world either didn’t get the memo or didn’t care what we thought.

      More likely the latter, as the short, brown-haired woman continued to stare up at me with her kind eyes and friendly smile. “I’m not sure,” I said. “I think they’ll be joining us, but Agent Pravesh is having a rectal issue at the moment.”

      Jacqueline blanched, then stammered, “A-a rectal problem?”

      “Yeah,” I said. “Her head is currently lodged too far up her ass for her to find the door.” I raised my voice a little and beckoned the others to follow. “Come on up here, you two. I told you they had spotters.”

      Pravesh and Meneses covered the distance to the door, the federal agent scowling the whole way while Lena tried unsuccessfully to smother a grin. We entered the foyer of the house, and Jacqueline locked the door behind us. The deadbolt gave a solid thunk when she locked it, and I knew that nothing was getting through that door without an invitation, or a tank.

      “Steel frame?” I asked.

      “Reinforced, welded into the floor and ramset into the concrete slab. That door can withstand a bazooka,” she replied, stepping past us to lead us into the house.

      “What about the wall beside the door?” Lena asked.

      Jacqueline froze in mid-stride, then turned slowly to look at the cop. “What?”

      “The walls are just drywall and studs, right? The door might stand up to a bazooka, but if the wall isn’t made of the same stuff, it’s worthless. Any breaching team worth their salt will test the door, but after that they’ll blow a hole in the wall.”

      “You’ve done that kind of thing before, haven’t you?” Jacqueline asked.

      “I’m a Marine. We’re the first ones through the door. If there’s not a door, we make one.”

      “I think I may have to re-evaluate our security measures.” The slightly less confident Renfield motioned for us to precede her through an open door into a well-appointed study. “Please wait here. Dr. Scolari will be with you momentarily. He was having a snack when you drove up.”

      “He needn’t stop on our account,” Pravesh said. “We can speak with him in the dining room.”

      Jacqueline looked at me, and I gave the slightest shake of my head. I turned to Pravesh. “I’m pretty sure that Dr. Scolari’s dinner date would prefer to be dined on in privacy.”

      The agent looked confused for a moment, then a slight blush crept across her dark cheeks. “Oh! I…um…”

      “It takes a little getting used to,” I said, then nodded at Jacqueline. “We’ll wait here.” Of course, it didn’t take any getting used to for me, but my upbringing was a little unusual, to say the least.

      Jacqueline nodded and walked out, closing the door behind her. I, of course, took the opportunity to snoop around the room. The study was laid out with a couple of small sitting areas around coffee tables, and one large armchair with an ottoman in a corner by the fireplace. Guessing that this was the doctor’s favorite chair, based on the wear of the arms of the chair and the stack of books on the side table, I walked over for a closer look.

      The armchair was a rich brown leather, plush with a spot in the seat worn smooth from years of use. The stack of books ranged from a couple of Jonathan Maberry novels, to a Walter Cronkite biography, to a history book on Japanese tea ceremonies.

      “What are you doing, Harker?” Pravesh asked once she had recovered herself a little.

      “I’m doing exactly what I was brought here to do. I’m snooping.”

      “I did not bring you here to snoop. I brought you here to help me question a suspect in a string of murders and to cover my back if he tries anything hinky.”

      “I know that. You weren’t who I was talking about. The doc could have left us cooling our heels in the foyer, or brought us someplace with coffee, but he stuck us in this room. Why? There’s something here that he wants us to know about, and I—”

      “This,” Lena interrupted from the other side of the room. While I’d been explaining my snooping, she had continued with her own scan of the room. Now she stood in front of a wall covered in framed photographs. “He wanted us, me, to see this.”

      I walked over, Pravesh in tow, to see what she was pointing at. It was a photograph of a tall man with hair slicked straight back from his forehead in a tuxedo, grinning at the camera with a woman on his arm. The woman was in profile, laughing at something the man said, but she was unmistakable. It was Faye Spataro, her dark hair slipping loose from its bun and curling around her ear like it always did after she had a couple drinks.

      “They knew each other. Well. I mean, I knew that much. But this picture, it…” Lena’s voice trailed off.

      “This looks like a couple of good friends having a good time at some formal function,” I said. “Nothing more.”

      Lena looked up at me, a grateful look on her face. “I knew Faye was bi from the moment we met. It wasn’t a big deal to me. I knew she’d had boyfriends before we met, and other girlfriends, too. I didn’t know…”

      “That one of them wasn’t completely human?” I kept my voice mild, but it stung a little more than I wanted it to.

      “Yeah, I guess. We didn’t talk about our exes, either of us. That was something we agreed to early on. But still…”

      “I guess it explains why they got in such a big argument about the doc’s recruitment methods,” I said. “If they were close, then it would have been a bone of contention in the past, too.”

      I opened my mouth to say something else, but the door opened to admit the same trim man from the picture into the study. Obviously, he hadn’t aged a day, since he was dead more than a hundred years before the photo was taken, but it still made for a second of cognitive dissonance, even for me, and I live with Luke.

      “In fact, that was the reason Faye left me,” Dr. Scolari said, walking over to where we stood. “That very night, as a matter of fact. Ten years ago. That was the San Francisco Opera’s annual fundraising gala, and I had Golden Circle tickets. I am a significant patron of the arts, as was Faye. You must be Arlena. I am terribly sorry for your loss.” He held out a hand, and Lena took it. “If there is anything I can do to help you in your time of grief, please let me know. I loved Faye, and even as strained as our relationship was, losing her takes much of the light out of my world.”

      He looked sincere, but that was the tough part about vampires, they didn’t give off the little clues that humans do. Their micro-expressions are very different, and like Pravesh said earlier, they don’t show the variations in breathing or coloring that normal people do when they lie. But there are ways to tell when a vampire is lying to you, if you know what to look for.

      “Dr. Scolari, I’m Quincy Harker,” I said, holding out my hand.

      “I know you, young man. I know your uncle, as well. A good man, if a little archaic in some of his beliefs.”

      “Like?”

      “His view that we need to remain hidden from the humans. It’s silly. We could easily learn to live alongside humans, if we manage the reveal in the right way.”

      “Sure,” I said. “Because humans do such a good job of living alongside themselves.”

      “That is a valid point,” Scolari agreed. “But please, sit. Would you like a drink?”

      “No sir,” Pravesh said. “We need to talk to you about Faye Spataro’s death, and the murder of a group of witches out at the Sutro Baths tonight.”

      Scolari blanched, and if he could have gone pale, he would have. “The Baths? A coven was murdered tonight?”

      “Yes, sir,” Pravesh replied. “Do you know something about this?”

      But Scolari was already on his feet, heading for the door to the study. “Renfield!” he shouted, and Jacqueline came running.

      I caught up to him in the foyer as he was slipping on a jacket. The look on his face was one of pure murder. I grabbed him by the arm and turned him to face me. He resisted, but I’m a lot stronger than I look.

      “Let go of me, Mr. Harker. This does not concern you.”

      “The fuck it doesn’t,” I growled. “This has something to do with Faye’s death, and you have an idea what’s going on. That makes it concern the fuck out of me.”

      “Why? What do you care about a California water witch?”

      “Faye was my friend,” I said. “I don’t have a lot of those, and I take it personally when somebody hurts one. Now tell me what you know.”

      “Let go of me, or I will have to hurt you.” His eyes were inching closer and closer to the full black of a raging vampire, but I held on to him.

      “You want to step it down a notch and remember who you’re talking to, pal. You might be King Shit of Turd Mountain out here, but I learned to fight by having Dracula himself kick my ass, and I’ve got magic to back up my haymakers. Now, we can stand here all night measuring our dicks, or you can tell me what you think is going on, and why you suddenly went from grieving friend to avenging fucking angel.” I let enough power leak through to make my eyes glow red, and I felt Scolari try to draw back.

      He took a deep breath, then closed his eyes and let it out in a whoosh. “You’re right. I’m sorry. You and your friends may prove helpful, and Mrs. Meneses certainly has a right to be with me when I confront the bastard responsible for this.”

      “Responsible for what, Scolari?” I asked. “Loop me in, man. What the fuck do you think is going on?”

      “It’s a turf war. It’s a stupid, petty, magical turf war, and it’s gotten out of hand. It was silly and funny when it was vandalism and spell slinging, but now people are getting killed, and I’m the only one who can put a stop to it.”

      “Well, then lead on, Macduff,” Pravesh said, jingling the keys to her SUV. “I’ll drive.”

      We stood there in the foyer for a few seconds as Scolari looked from me, to the federal agent, to Lena, and back around the circle. After what felt like ten minutes, but was probably more like fifteen seconds, he nodded. “Fine. We can all go together. But in my car. It’s got better UV protection, I guarantee it.” He opened the front door and hurried down the steps, the three of us in tow. I gave Jacqueline a nod as I pulled the door closed and followed the motley crew out into the gray predawn light.

      “And it’s lay on, Macduff,” Lena said to Pravesh as I caught up to them on the sidewalk. Lovely. I was rushing into a supernatural street fight with the world’s most literary Marine.
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      We hadn’t even made it to the car when a trio of black luxury sedans pulled up in front of Scolari’s house, disgorging nearly a dozen very angry, very muscular men and women onto the street and sidewalk in front of the vampire’s home.

      Scolari whirled around and stalked toward the new arrivals, his body language screaming that a fight was about to break out with every step. Jacqueline put a hand on his shoulder, but he shrugged her off with a growl. She stepped back and pulled out a cell phone, tapping the screen and pressing the phone to her ear.

      I muttered, “Goddammit,” and went after the vampire. Along the way, I pitched my phone to Lena and said, “Dennis, get me some intel.”

      I didn’t slow down as Lena looked at me in confusion and asked, “Who’s Dennis?”

      I caught up to Scolari as he squared off with a big black dude with dreadlocks and more muscles than I’d ever seen on a human. He stood easily six and a half feet tall and wore a sleeveless shirt more out of practicality than pride, because I couldn’t see how fabric was going to holster those guns without ripping. His upper lip was peeled back in a snarl, and I could tell it was taking everything these two had not to throw down right in the street.

      Scolari pulled up before he dove right at the guy and somehow composed himself enough to say, in a voice as smooth as lake water, “Darius, I was on my way to see you. How nice of you to save me the trip. Shall we take this inside? To my gym, perhaps?”

      “I would love nothing more, Joseph. My seconds here will accompany me, unless you have an objection, of course?” The veneer of civility was thin, but it was all that was keeping these two from coming to blows. I couldn’t put my finger on what type of supernatural being this giant was, but if he wasn’t afraid to go toe to toe with an elder vampire, he was either packing some serious juice of his own, or he was brutally stupid.

      “Then let us adjourn.” Scolari executed a sharp turn to the left and stalked over to his front door, where Jacqueline met him at the top of the three steps and unlocked the door. The behemoth followed him, along with his entourage, leaving a quartet of Jaguars half-parked and double-parked on the street. I looked from Lena to Pravesh, then back, and when I got blank looks from both of them, I followed the party back into Scolari’s house. It seemed as though the good doctor’s quest for justice was put on hold until he kicked this guy’s ass, and since there was definitely something weird going on, I thought I’d better stick around.

      I followed Scolari and the new arrivals down the long main hall of the house, then down a curving flight of stairs. Underground lairs, great. I love underground lairs. They always work out well for me, I thought as I looked around for something I could use as a weapon. I was underground, outnumbered, and I had two humans to protect from becoming collateral damage in a throw down between an angry vampire and whatever this Darius dude was. My gun was under the seat of my car in the Atlanta airport parking lot, and something told me that Lena and Pravesh would need all the firepower they had before the sun rose.

      I needn’t have worried about weapons since the steel door at the bottom of the stairs opened up into a gym loaded with weapon racks. There were swords, axes, staves, chains, knives, shields, and all sorts of things for people to beat the shit out of each other with. Now I had an entirely different problem. It was no longer worrisome that I didn’t have a weapon, but I was certainly concerned that I was hugely outnumbered and surrounded by weapons.

      I sped up and stepped between the two men, holding out my hands. “Hold up, kids. I hate to be the voice of reason in a room, but would somebody tell me what the actual fuck is going on here?”

      “Get out of the way, little man,” the dreadlocked man growled. And when I say growled, I mean he literally growled, low in the back of his throat. Shit, I thought. He’s a were. A tiger, from the look of him.

      “Mr. Harker, I would hate for you to come to harm under my roof, but if you do not remove yourself from this conflict, I cannot ensure your safety,” Scolari said, the threat heavy in his voice, too.

      That was it. I was tired as shit, my arms hurt from hours of tattooing, I hadn’t slept in about thirty-six hours, and a good friend was dead. I needed a shower, a nap, a good meal, and a fresh set of clothes. What I didn’t need was a pair of macho assclowns flexing on me. I called up power, feeling it rush into my body way more easily than usual thanks to the new ink focusing my personal energy.

      Surrounding my hands in disks of pure kinetic energy, I shoved them outward from my body like Samson toppling the pillars, and slammed Scolari and his were-buddy about ten feet backward. I called up even more energy and wrapped myself in a cocoon of magical flame. “Stop!” I bellowed, glaring at each of them in turn. My voice was magically amplified and lowered a full octave by the amount of power I was channeling, so I sounded even more commanding than normal. And let’s face it, a full-grown man wrapped in fire was pretty goddamned commanding.

      I turned to the minions who rode in with the were-boss and stilled them with a look. “Move, fuckers. I dare you.” They didn’t take my dare.

      Motioning for the guy called Darius to step over beside Scolari, I gave them a stink-eye learned at the feet of the master himself. Nobody throws side-eye like Vlad Tepes, so when I gave the vampire boss and the were-asshole the hairy eyeball, they knew that teacher was pissed. “Now do you two want to tell me what this is about, or should I just fucking incinerate everyone in the room and go about hunting down Faye’s murderer myself?”

      “There is no need to hunt anyone, Mr. Harker,” Scolari said. “Darius has been kind enough to deliver himself up to us for his just punishment. Now stop being foolish and let me kill this overgrown housecat.”

      Darius turned to Scolari, and if looks could kill, the vampire would have died all over again. “This pompous piece of shit murdered my niece, and I’m here to rip his heart out and eat it over her grave. Now turn off your fireworks and get out of here before I show you what power looks like, human.” When he turned back to me, his eyes were the yellow of a big cat, and I could see the tips of fangs protruding past his upper lip.

      I did drop my flames, but only to walk over and level the were-cat with an uppercut that would have shattered the neck, jaw, and skull of a normal human. I put everything I had into the punch and drew in some power from my surroundings as well. He floated a good six inches off the floor before flying back about four feet and stretching out to his full length on the floor. I walked forward, standing with my feet on either side of his head. “You want to threaten me again, motherfucker? I’m not human, you dipshit. I’m Quincy Motherfucking Harker, and I’ve gutted more weres than you’ve scratched fleas. Now you lay there like a good kitty and I won’t have to hit you again.”

      I very much wanted him to lay there like a good kitty because that meant that I could give all the broken bones in my fist time to heal. I wasn’t going to let either of them see it, but my hand fucking hurt. Pro tip: the jaw is fucking hard. Try not to punch it without brass knuckles. Mine were back in Georgia. With my pistol. If this cross-country shit kept up, Luke and I were totally going to look into chartering planes.

      I looked back at Scolari, who was covering his mouth with his hand. “Don’t you look fucking smug, Doc. I will beat your ass, too. Now what makes you think this asshole killed Faye?”

      Darius started to speak, and I whirled around, holding up one finger. “Don’t. I asked Scolari a question. He gets to answer it. When I want any shit out of you, I’ll squeeze your head.” The big were growled but kept otherwise quiet. I hazarded a glance around at his pack. They were all looking at each other, completely confused. If he wasn’t a psychotic murderer, I owed Darius some help in rebuilding status with his pack when this was over.

      Back to Scolari. “Go ahead.”

      “His niece was almost certainly in the coven that was murdered tonight. Well, last night, now. The sun just came up.” It’s a little creepy how vampires always know when the sun comes up, no matter how light-tight the room they’re in might be. “Darius hated the idea of any of his family practicing magic. He wants them all to live normal lives, to be productive members of society, to fit in.” The last bit was said with a pretty hefty sneer, and I flashed back to his disapproval of Luke’s idea that vampires and other supernatural folk should stay hidden from the humans.

      “I would never hurt Tanya,” Darius snarled. “You killed her whole coven because Faye was mentoring them, and you were pissed that she went off and got married. You couldn’t stand the thought that she was happier without you, you jealous fuck.” Darius was up on one knee now, but he showed no desire to dive in and start throwing punches, so I didn’t give him any shit for it.

      “I was thrilled that Faye found some measure of happiness, you idiot. She could never be happy with me. I will outlive any human that I consort with, and she would never allow me to turn her. We were doomed from the beginning; why shouldn’t she find happiness with someone more like her? Someone she could actually walk in the sunlight with?”

      “Faye loved the sunrise,” Lena said from behind me. I caught a flicker of movement from the corner of my eye and saw Scolari dash away a reddish tear.

      “I did not hurt Faye. I did not harm Tanya. You are the one who got in a very public screaming match with your niece several months ago when she told you she wanted to join a coven,” Scolari said, pointing a finger at Darius.

      “Tanya was my family,” Darius protested. “She was like my own cub. I would never hurt her. I didn’t want her to be a witch, no. But I wouldn’t hurt her. And I liked Faye. She helped our people. Made poultices for us when we got hurt on hunts and gave us readings when we had big decisions.”

      I sighed. “Oh, for fuck’s sake, can we all sit down now? Obviously neither one of you had a goddamned thing to do with the murders, or you wouldn’t be this upset over them. But you had to go after each other to show off who’s got the biggest dick, didn’t you?” They both looked reasonably ashamed at that.

      “Darius,” I said. “Can you have a couple of your guys go park their cars in reasonable spaces. And maybe send most of them off to…I don’t know, wherever cats go. Have them chase a laser pointer or molest a milkman or something. The rest of us need to talk about this and see if we can actually come up with a clue or a plan, instead of running off half-cocked to bash somebody’s head in.”

      Darius nodded and stood up to walk over to his people. Scolari came over to me. “I’m sorry, Quincy. I lost myself for a moment when I was certain that Darius was responsible. You’re right, we need to pool all our resources to find the killer. I will have Jacqueline prepare some breakfast. We can meet in the study and discuss our options.”

      “Have her bring a bowl of ice, too?” I asked. He didn’t say anything, just gave me a quizzical look. “My hand hurts. Were-cats have hard heads.”

      “Oh, you have no idea,” Scolari said with a mild chuckle. “You have no idea.”
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      Twenty minutes later, we were seated in Scolari’s ornate dining room with plates of food in front of us, and I had my hand soaking in a bowl of ice. Scolari offered a few drops of his blood to speed my healing, but I demurred. I tried not to use that method of boosting my recovery unless it was absolutely critical, and it would have felt a little bit like cheating on Luke. Which was weird in its own way, but my relationship with my “uncle” has never been what any sane person would consider normal.

      Jacqueline set us all up with a decent if hastily assembled spread of scrambled eggs and bacon, with orange juice, and milk for the kitties. I didn’t make a single crack to Darius about him wanting a saucer, and he didn’t sharpen his claws on my face. I felt like that was a fair trade. There was even toast, with a couple of kinds of jam.

      “This is a lot of food for a vampire to keep around, Doc,” I said around a mouthful of bacon. “You got something you’re not telling us? A bevy of humans chained up as blood donors in the basement?”

      Scolari looked embarrassed, but after giving me a plaintive look that I completely ignored, he sighed and said, “My breakfast book club meets tomorrow. It is my turn to host, and now Jacqueline will have to go shopping again.”

      “You have a book club?” Lena asked, a thin smile playing across her lips.

      “I am very old, Detective,” Scolari replied. “Reading is one of the pleasures that I still have afforded to me. One that doesn’t require seducing or assaulting humans, that is.”

      “What’s the book?” Darius asked. Scolari looked over at him, a look of surprise on his face. “What? I read.”

      “This month’s selection is Lost Boy, by Christina Henry,” Scolari said. “It is a retelling of—”

      “Yeah, it’s the Peter Pan story,” Darius said. “I liked it. Listened to the audiobook a few months ago when I took a trip down the coast. Can I come?”

      “Come?”

      “To the book club. I’ve been looking for more people to talk books with. My pack doesn’t read a whole lot.”

      “Color me surprised,” Pravesh muttered.

      Darius glowered at her, but let it slide. “They’re good kits, but way more interested in hiking and music than sitting still reading. I can’t blame them. They’re all pretty young, and you know how kittens are—all energy, no focus.”

      Scolari seemed genuinely pleased, and surprised. “You certainly may join us, Darius. I do feel like I should warn you, though. Many of the members are human, and not everyone knows about my true nature. They think I have an odd skin condition that makes me extremely sensitive to ultraviolet light, thus never leaving the house during daylight hours.”

      “Well, that’s technically true,” I said.

      “Exactly,” the vampire agreed. “And if the members of my book club don’t know the full details about my condition, well, that’s something that doesn’t harm anyone.”

      “Whatever,” Darius said, snatching the last scrap of bacon from the plate and shoving it into his mouth. “I just want to talk to some people who like good books, and I really liked Lost Boy.”

      “Be back here tomorrow morning at eight a.m.”

      “If we’re still alive, I’ll be here.”

      That was my cue. The food was gone, and Jacqueline cleared the table while I patched Dennis into Scolari’s wall-mounted smart TV. And by “patched him in,” I mean I called him and told him to hop onto the screen and make himself look like a grown-up human. I had to clarify that, because even as an adult, Dennis had one of those round faces that kept him getting carded at R-rated movies well into his twenties. Not that he had a problem with that now, what with being a disembodied soul trapped in the internet, but at least he could watch anything he wanted while it floated around in the digital sphere. Look on the bright side, right?

      “Dennis, what do you have for me?” I asked.

      Dennis actually conjured up an image of a dress shirt and tie to make himself look more official. I was impressed. There weren’t even any zombies having sex on the tie, which was a thing that happened once. I never knew there was a zombie Kama Sutra, but apparently there is, and there are neckties.

      “I looked into other cities along the west coast that may have had murders with similar MO’s in recent months, but the only thing I came up with was a ghoul attack in Portland back in November.”

      “There is no way this is the first time this guy has killed,” Pravesh said. “The level of savagery at the Baths was more than any first-time murderer could manage without extreme provocation, and certainly not without getting caught. This guy has done this before.”

      “Give the lady extra bacon!” Dennis exclaimed, a grin breaking across his face.

      “I keep kosher,” Pravesh said. “Harker can have my bacon.”

      “There’s no more bacon,” I said. “Eating breakfast with a were-tiger will do that. What do you mean, Dennis? You said there weren’t any similar murders.”

      “No, I said there were no similar murders on the west coast. There have been killings of occult practitioners all over the country in an unbroken string dating back almost twenty years. The murders start in New York City, go down the Eastern seaboard all the way to Atlanta, turn across the country and zig-zag up and down from Nashville, to Alabama, to St. Louis, to Dallas, to Denver, to Phoenix, then finally through Vegas, LA, then here to San Francisco.”

      “Why hasn’t anyone from the FBI looked into this?” Lena asked. “If you found the pattern, shouldn’t they be able to?”

      “I have…certain advantages that the FBI doesn’t have,” Dennis said.

      Like a moral compass that just spins in empty space and the ability to hack into any computer network with a thought. I managed to keep my statement to myself, but it was a struggle.

      “For example,” he explained, “I was looking specifically for the deaths of people with a Talent, or practitioners of one sort or another. The FBI didn’t know to look for that. Also, I could go back thirty-five years without a real stretch. For the feds, that would take weeks of research.”

      “How did you manage that, young man?” Scolari asked, his curiosity obviously piqued.

      “I have my resources,” Dennis said. “And yeah, before you ask, Harker, I did exclude any mass murders that happened when you were in a city, or any of the other Council members.”

      “We don’t murder people,” I said. Anymore, I added silently, thinking back to a few dark times in my travels with Luke.

      “Right, but the authorities don’t know the difference between a bunch of guys playing RPGs, and an evil den of necromancers harnessing the power of a cemetery to enslave all the women of a small Nebraska town.”

      He had a point. That particular adventure had left a half dozen dead farmers laid out in a field surrounded by calf’s blood and a strangled cat. We took the trappings of their half-baked ritual and added a few twenty-sided dice and Monster Manuals to the scene. Viola! Instant Satanic panic in the heartland, and nobody knows how much panic they very nearly saw.

      “Is there a pattern to the killings?” Lena asked. “Anything traceable?”

      “At first I didn’t think so,” Dennis said. “But I worked the murders backward, and I saw it.”

      He paused, and I gave it to him so we could get on with the show. Dennis was performing for an audience, and if I had to play Vanna to his Pat Sajak, fine. “Saw what?” I asked.

      “I saw that the killings in each area stopped when a specific trigger happened.”

      “Are you going to tell us what that trigger is, or do I have to beg?” I was getting less and less interested in feeding Dennis’s performance and more interested in tracking down whoever murdered Faye.

      “The Spear.” Just before he said the words, it clicked in my head, and I spoke in unison with his digitized image.

      “You guessed it. That’s why they put your name on the door,” Dennis said with a grin. “The Spear of Destiny was in each city before a string of witches, sorcerers, or otherwise Talented people were killed.”

      “What’s the difference?” Darius asked.

      I turned to look at the big were-cat. “What?”

      “Witches and sorcerers. What’s the difference?”

      “None,” I said. “It’s just a preference of terms. We all manipulate energy to do things that humans can’t do. Often witches will use objects as their focus, or work with plants and potions, infusing them with magic to do specific things. And usually sorcerers just fling fireballs around.”

      “Faye always said that sorcerers are more showoffs, and witches get shit done,” Lena chimed in with a sad smile.

      “She said that for years,” Scolari said with a nod.

      “And it’s pretty much true. The focus of a witch’s training is more internal, and they can perform a lot finer workings than most sorcerers. Witches are a scalpel, where sorcerers are more of a shotgun.”

      “What are you?” The alpha were’s tone was mild, but I could hear the meaning under his words. He wanted to know how much splash damage there would be when I went after the murderer.

      “I’m the guy you call when it’s time to nuke the site from orbit. Let’s be clear, guys. I’m not here to keep the peace and make things comfortable in good ol’ San Fran. I’m here to find out who killed my friend and fuck them up in new and creative ways, then tear them apart and fuck up the pieces. This information about the Spear, that complicates shit, and that means it’s going to get even messier before I leave. I’m sorry for that. I really am. It won’t stop me, or even slow me down, but I promise to add it to the list of things I regret when I can’t sleep at night. If that helps.”

      “Something tells me it won’t.” The alpha cat met my eyes, and in his yellow irises, I saw a man who had fought, and lost, and gotten back up to fight again. Darius knew what the deal was.

      “No, it won’t. But it will help us win this fight. If whatever is killing mages is tracking the Spear, then it’s here to do one of two things, neither of which I can allow.”

      “What are those things, Mr. Harker?” Scolari asked.

      “It’s either here to destroy the Spear, or to kill the Spear’s rightful owner. Both of those options are unacceptable to me, so there’s going to be a fight.”

      “Who is the Spear’s rightful owner?” Darius asked.

      Dennis and I shared a look, but just as I drew breath to answer, Pravesh stood up. “I’m sorry, gentlemen. That information is classified. It is a matter of national security, and Mr. Harker faces significant consequences should he reveal the identity of the person we feel is the rightful owner of the Spear.”

      “Well, since the centurion Longinus has been dead for several millennia, I don’t think he will mind Quincy telling us his thoughts on the current owner of the Spear.” Scolari’s tone was mild, but I could see in the tightening around his eyes that the boss vamp was not accustomed to being told what he could and could not know, particularly in his own dining room.

      “I’m sorry, I truly am, but—”

      “Azrael.” I cut Pravesh off before she started to spin more bureaucratic bullshit about why I shouldn’t tell everyone exactly what we were dealing with. I’d seen this kind of “operational compartmentalization” before, and all it ever did was get people killed. “The Spear is actually the Implement of the Archangel Azrael, also known as the Angel of Death. At the end of the War in Heaven, the Archangels ended up on Earth, without their Implements or their memories. Now the Spear is in San Francisco, and whatever demon is chasing it has followed it here. We need to find the Spear, kill the demon, and hunt down Azrael so that I can find God and have a little chat with Him.”

      Darius looked at me, his eyes wide. “You are either the bravest or craziest white boy I have ever met, and that is a high bar, Mr. Harker. You mean to tell me that there’s an angel in San Francisco, and now there’s a demon in the city trying to kill it?”

      “Yeah, pretty much,” I said.

      “Fuuuuuck,” he said, leaning back in his chair.

      “Yeah, pretty much,” I repeated.

      “You’re standing there acting like this shit is normal.”

      “I wish it weren’t, if that helps.”

      “It doesn’t.”

      “Didn’t figure it would.”

      The big were-tiger let out another long breath. “Okay. We gonna hunt down a magical Spear and kill a demon so we can save the Angel of Death. Got it. I’ve got one question before we start on Pee-Wee’s Big Adventure.”

      “Shoot,” I said.

      “Can we go back to when I just wanted to strangle the vampire? That shit sounds way easier.”
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      “Okay, the first thing is to find the Spear,” I said. “Dennis, you said you had a line on its location?”

      “Oh yeah,” he said. “The Spear is owned by a gentleman named Wyatt Earl Hunnicutt, a third-generation millionaire who seems…eccentric, to use a less insulting term.”

      “Or batshit crazy, to be honest,” Darius snarled, his lip curling to show a canine that seemed to have more of a point to it than it did a few minutes ago.

      “Care to enlighten the out-of-towners?” I asked.

      “Sure,” the big cat said, leaning forward and placing his elbows on the table. “Wyatt thinks he’s the reincarnation of Wyatt Earp, right down to buying the old lawman’s Colt for a quarter of a million bucks. He walks around in a cowboy getup, with a big ten-gallon hat on his five-quart head, that big old Peacemaker on his hip, and says shit like ‘pardner.’ It’s like talking to a parody of a John Wayne movie, only in a five-foot tall body.”

      “Little man with a big pistol?” I asked.

      “Oh yeah, with all the scrappy attitude that comes from being a short dude with a buttload of money in a tall man’s world.”

      “What does this have to do with the Spear?” Pravesh chimed in. “He sounds charming, but not all that out of line for San Francisco. Your fine city did have the United States’ only emperor, after all.”

      “If only Norton would stay in the past tense, we would have far fewer problems,” Scolari muttered. I raised an eyebrow at him, but he waved me off, and I didn’t have time to ask about his time-traveling Emperor Norton. That sounded like a story better left for another time.

      “Yeah, but at least Norton wasn’t an asshole,” Darius said. “Hunnicutt throws money around like it’s confetti and expects any supernatural in the area to do whatever he wants. He’s got mediums on staff to let him talk to Wyatt Earp’s ghost whenever he feels like it, a wizard that he keeps in the house to glamour him to look taller, and a curator for his personal museum. That’s probably why he wanted the Spear—to put it on display in his house and have it for the party tonight.”

      “Oh shit, that is tonight, isn’t it?” Scolari’s eyes went wide. “I need to make sure my tuxedo is back from the cleaners.”

      “It is,” Jacqueline said. “I had to order a new shirt, though. You were messy and got blood on the collar. That stuff never comes out.”

      “Would you like to explain to the folks who don’t run in your social circles exactly what the hell you’re talking about?” I asked, raising my voice to get over the vampire and the were-tiger complaining about some soirée.

      Scolari and Darius both swung their heads to look at me, then Scolari chuckled and shook his head. “I’m sorry,” he said. “Hunnicutt throws a big party on the fall equinox every year, kind of his beginning of the Halloween season bash. It’s a smaller affair than his Halloween party or his solstice celebrations, but it does get most of the city’s powerful practitioners and high-ranking supernatural beings in attendance.”

      “Tonight is the equinox?” I asked. “I thought it was in about a week.”

      “It’s next Tuesday,” Lena said. “Faye had the shop scheduled to be closed.”

      “Yes,” Scolari said with a nod. “But today is Saturday, and Hunnicutt is far more interested in having a big party and getting people to look at his newest toys than he is with actually observing a holiday.”

      “That tells me that most of the city’s Talented will be in his house tonight,” I said.

      “Yep,” Darius said.

      “And the Spear is there.”

      “Also yep,” Dennis chimed in.

      “Does the fact that this party looks like a beacon in the dark to exactly the demon we’re chasing occur to anyone else?”

      “Oh yeah,” Pravesh said. “I’d better get in touch with our local field office. We’re going to need a bigger boat.” She got up and walked to a corner of the room, her phone already out.

      “Dennis, does the Council have anyone close enough to get here?” I asked, already knowing the answer.

      “Not in the time we have,” he said. “It’s already eleven on the east coast, and one by the time I can get anyone scrambled to an airport, if we’re being realistic. Even if I could charter something that can make it nonstop, by the time they get here and get to us, it’ll be too late.”

      I did some quick mental math and nodded. “Yeah, if this mess is going to happen at sundown, then we’re going at it solo. Not to mention Luke can’t move around in the daytime.”

      “And Adam can’t fly commercial.” He was right. The metal detectors in airports had issues with certain of Adam’s components, and if he went through one of the full-body scanners…well, let’s just say it was a good thing it looked like I was back in the good graces of Homeland Security, at least for the moment. That left us with the human members of the Shadow Council, and while they were great in a gunfight, I had the sneaking suspicion this demon might be a little more than they could tackle.

      “Okay, then let’s get our shit together and reconvene here at four to go crash a party. I guess I have to go rent a tux,” I said, standing up and walking toward the door. Nobody else moved. I stared at them all. “What are you waiting for?”

      “That’s it?” Darius asked. “Just…go get your affairs in order because we have to take on a demon who wants to steal the Spear of Destiny? That’s all you’ve got to say?”

      “What do you want, the fucking St. Crispin’s Day speech? Fine, fine.” I hopped up on the table and surveyed them all. “We few, we merry few, we band of brothers. We are truly fucked. We are probably all going to die, and if we don’t, we’ll see some shit that we can’t ever un-see and will wake us up gasping and sweating until finally we don’t wake up anymore. We’re rushing headlong into a confrontation with a demon that I don’t know a goddamn thing about except that yesterday it murdered one of the most powerful witches I’ve ever met, and that scares the fuck outta me. So we’re going in without a plan, without enough backup, and without nearly enough mojo, but we’re going in anyway because this son of a bitch killed our friends, and I cannot, will not, let that shit stand. Now go get your pack, and get your ammo, and meet me back here at four o’clock to go demon hunting.”

      I jumped down off the table, and this time when I headed for the door, I heard the scrape of every chair pushing back from the table as they all followed me. Not for the first time in my life, I wished they wouldn’t.
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      When the going gets tough, the tough go shopping. And shop we did. With time of the essence, we had to go for the places that could hem a tux and make any alterations in a matter of hours, and that didn’t come cheap. After a little whining about explaining things to her boss, Pravesh broke out the DHS company card. Two hours later, she was rocking a black Diane von Furstenberg pant suit, while Lena and I both sported Dolce & Gabbana tuxedos. We didn’t have enough time to get either of them tailored enough to hide a shoulder holster, so I had Lena’s backup .380 in an ankle holster while she could stash her service Sig at the back of her waist. I didn’t ask Pravesh where her sidearm would go, but looking at the lines of her suit, I assumed it was in the small shoulder bag she carried.

      After picking out our respective ensembles, we changed back into our street clothes and made a stop by the magic store Faye had run. The door was shrouded in black fabric, and the place was obviously closed in mourning, but Lena gave me the key. I didn’t say a word when she stayed behind in Pravesh’s SUV, but there were some things I needed to pick up. I grabbed a small bag of sea salt, some holy water, a silver athame in case I needed a little of my blood for a working, and a couple of other herbs and spices that might come in handy.

      I sat down on a stool behind the counter and opened up my Sight. The shop, a warm, homey kind of place with a vaguely hippie vibe in the daylight, blossomed into a rainbow of colors in my Othersight. Every surface swirled with color, trace energy from the good people that Faye served. And they must have been good people, too, because there was hardly any black or red energy mixed in with the blues, yellows, oranges, and greens of the trace the customers left behind.

      I could see Faye’s essence, too, which was the whole point, and why I was happy that Pravesh and Lena let me have a moment in here alone. Her silvery lavender streaks were everywhere around me, and it felt like having my friend back, just for a moment. I remembered the fun Faye and I had working together on a couple of cases in San Francisco, like when we laid a revenant to rest at Alcatraz so the tourist boats could resume unmolested. Or the time a junkie was possessed in the Tenderloin, and we got stuck in a strip club trying to cast an exorcism while strung-out bottle blondes kept offering lap dances to both of us, but mostly to Faye.

      I dropped my Sight, surprised to see my vision foggy, but when I felt my face, I realized that I was crying. “I’m sorry, Faye,” I whispered to the empty room. “This is on me. I’ve been trying to do too much, deal with too much shit at home, and I didn’t start looking for this goddamn Spear soon enough. Now you’re gone, and there’s a fucking demon murdering Talents in San Francisco, and I don’t know if I can stop it. It took you out and slaughtered a whole coven in the middle of a circle. That’s some serious power, and I don’t know if I’ve got the mojo to pull this off. And if I don’t? Well, then I don’t have to worry about it because I’ll be dead, but Glory is stuck as a human, and Dennis is already stuck in some kind of awful Tron remake, and Lucifer takes over the world.

      “I don’t know if I can do it, kiddo. I just don’t know. I try to keep my shit together while the rest of the crew can see me, but this might be too much. I mean, it’s fucking Lucifer, Faye. The goddamn devil himself. And I’m supposed to take him out? Me, an aberration from London, with the help of my two-hundred-year-old golem and the king of the goddamn vampires. If we aren’t the sorriest excuse for a bunch of heroes the world has ever seen, I don’t know what is. Fuck. I don’t even know why I’m doing this. Sitting in your store, laying this all out on the universe when I know you’re not even here.” I sat there with my eyes closed for a while, trying to soak in some of Faye’s leftover positive energy, hoping it would somehow give me the backbone to get up off that stool and charge into another unwinnable fight. Again.

      I heard someone clear their throat behind me, and I spun around. Pravesh stood in the doorway that led back into the storeroom, looking more than a little embarrassed. “Sorry to intrude. I came in through the back, so the door didn’t chime. We had to move the car into the alley to keep from attracting too much attention, and I wanted to let you know where we were.”

      I looked at her, this woman I’d never met before the previous morning, as I stood there with tears coating my cheeks and my eyes redder than a drunkard on Monday morning.

      “I’m sorry to intrude—”

      “You said that.”

      “I know.”

      “Say what you want to say.” I heard how my voice sounded. Curt, clipped, frankly rude. But I didn’t care. She caught me off guard, something not many people get to do.

      “I just wanted to say I get it.” There was more following that, I could see it hanging in her eyes, but she stopped herself.

      “You get what?”

      “The doubt. The fear. The guilt. I get it. You’re wrong, though. We can do this. Lucifer is powerful, but so are we.”

      “Because our cause is just and our heart is pure?” I could hear the bitterness in my words, but I couldn’t keep it out. She’d caught me in a moment of weakness, and that gifted her with the dubious pleasure of seeing a piece of Harker that only Luke and Becks had seen in a long, long time.

      “No.” She shook her head with a smile. “Because we are His chosen children. That’s why The Host hates humanity, you know. They’re jealous. They want to be more like us.”

      “Frail, fragile, mortal?”

      “Free.” I didn’t respond, so she went on. “We have free will, Harker. That’s is His greatest gift to us, and our greatest burden. But it gives us everything. It makes us unpredictable, and a little crazy, and more powerful than even Lucifer himself. So yes, we can do this. We will do this. Now let’s go. We’ve got a party to crash.”

      Pravesh turned to go back into the storeroom and out through the back door, but as she spun, a hip caught the corner of the counter, and a medallion fell off a rack by the cash register. I picked it up and looked at it. A little silver medallion, like you see everywhere, except it felt a little out of place to have a rack of saints’ medallions in a magic shop.

      “Whose is it?” Pravesh asked, looking to my hand.

      It was a silver medallion depicting a man with a club or staff in one hand and a corona of light around his head. I chuckled, and moved to put it back on the rack, then paused. “It’s St. Jude.”

      “The patron saint of lost causes.”

      “I thought you said you were Jewish?”

      “I’m Jewish, I’m not uneducated. You should keep it. Maybe someone here wants you to have it.” This time when she turned to leave, she made it through the doorway without incident.

      I looked around the shop, wiped my eyes and cheeks, and nodded. “Okay, kiddo. I can take a hint.” I put the necklace around my neck and went off to chase my lost cause.
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      And crash we did, in spectacular fashion. Admittedly, the party was pretty spectacular even before we got there, with magicians throwing around illusions like sparklers at a kid’s birthday party. The house was more of an estate, with a long circular driveway pulling up in front of a huge three-story main house. Magic flowed down the marble steps on the front of the house like a waterfall in jewel tones, pooling around our ankles as we made our way to the front doors, glamoured to look like the front doors of Hogwarts. The grand foyer was exactly that, grand. Chandeliers floated around the room, from barely above head height to twenty feet in the air, casting flickering shadows in brilliant color into every corner.

      “This guy isn’t into subtle, is he?” I said, looking around. The entire place was a mishmash of fantasy novels, science fiction movies, and magical tomes brought to life. A faun straight out of a Narnia book carried a tray of drinks, and I took a flute of glowing blue champagne with a nod. At least it tasted like champagne. Good stuff, too.

      “Subtle is not a word that has ever been associated with Wyatt,” Scolari said, the disdain dripping off his words like venom. He had that look of moral and intellectual superiority on his face that old money always trots out whenever they deal with someone they think is beneath them somehow. It wasn’t a good look, but I expected it to come out at some point.

      “Yeah, well, we can’t all be old-money vampires,” I said, fully aware that I was at least tangentially related to the oldest-money vampire in the world. Scolari shot me a look but didn’t say anything more. I needed him, but I didn’t have to like him. He was snotty, and condescending, and I wanted to punch him, just a little. Well, I really wanted to punch him, but I didn’t want to punch him too much.

      We walked farther into the house, me, Lena, and Pravesh with our heads on a swivel trying to catch all the razzle-dazzle flying around. As we stepped through into the great hall, which was bigger than some ballrooms I’ve been in, I was rendered speechless by the enormity of the illusion in front of me. The entire roof of the room, which was bigger than a basketball court, had been enchanted to appear like the night sky. But not the night sky as it actually appears over San Francisco, which would have been a large but relatively simple working. No, this was a mystical tapestry of shooting stars, constellations whizzing by, aurora borealis ringing the horizons, and a few very familiar spacecraft making a lazy trek across the sky.

      “Is that the Millennium Falcon?” I asked, pointing up. I couldn’t help staring and pointing. I felt like a kid on his first trip to Disneyland. Or at least what I felt like a kid would feel like at Disneyland. I was nearly ninety the first time I visited the house that Mickey built.

      “Hunnicutt is a huge Star Wars fan. Don’t get him going about Jar-Jar Binks,” Darius warned. “You’ll think George Lucas invented a time machine just so he could go back and shit all over little Wyatt’s seven-year-old head.”

      Down on the ground, the illusions were at least as amazing, if not as grand in scope. All the catering staff were glamoured to look like mystical creatures, from unicorns and fauns, to an ogre that was realistic enough to have me reaching for my gun, to a very disturbing little man in a red flat cap walking around with a tray of canapés and a chilling smile. I passed on the taking a baby quiche from the murderous redcap and kept my fingers close to the grip of my gun.

      The action in the room centered around a huge sculpture seemingly made of spun gold, platinum, and harnessed light. It was a huge tree, reaching from deep within the floor all the way up to the vaulted ceiling, with branches spindling up and out some dozen yards in all directions.

      “That’s—” Scolari began, but Pravesh cut him off.

      “Yggdrasil,” she said, a tone of pure wonder in her voice. “The world tree of Norse myth. I’ve never seen a more beautiful representation of it. It’s truly astonishing, and beautiful.”

      “You know your Norse,” I said, seeing another layer of the Homeland Security agent. If she wasn’t careful, I was going to stop hating her on principle and actually think of her as a human being. Dangerous thing to do with a government agent.

      “I spent some time in Norse Studies at UW,” she said, not taking her eyes off the sculpture. “This is remarkable. I can almost feel the other realms pressing against the barriers here, as if the tree is an actual conduit between dimensions.”

      I opened my Sight, and what I saw was, in addition to being almost overwhelming in the sheer amount of magical energy around me, was a little terrifying. Pravesh was pretty much spot on. The tree, or image of a tree, was actually woven into the barrier between dimensions, and everything was a little closer to our world here. It wasn’t exactly Yggdrasil, but it wasn’t exactly not, either. It was some kind of manifestation of the world tree bound to this spot by a fuckton of magic. I could feel the distant touch of the Divine, and sense the malevolent attention of Hell, among other dimensions. There was enough extra-dimensional magic seeping through along the seams to feed the magic of the tree, and keep it firmly anchored in our world. But if anything ever happened to that tree, we were going to have big problems. Like, world-ending, dimension-shattering problems.

      I dropped my Sight and looked at Scolari and Darius. “Does this Hunnicutt guy know what he’s doing? Because there is a flaming fuckton of energy harnessed in that tree, and if it ever went down…”

      “Then the entirety of San Francisco would be nothing but a much larger bay?” Scolari said.

      “Yeah, he knows. All of us know,” Darius agreed. “It’s part of our job. To protect Yggdrasil, and to make sure that it’s fed with enough magical energy from this side to keep the boundary intact.”

      A lightbulb went off for me. “That’s why he throws the parties. He uses a shitload of magic on the quarter-year holidays, and when the party’s over, he funnels it into the tree to reinforce it. Like mystical fertilizer.”

      Darius nodded. “Yeah, Hunnicutt definitely throws around plenty of manure, but once a quarter, his parties keep the World Tree growing strong.”

      Scolari sniffed, his sneer growing every second we talked about Hunnicutt.

      “What’s your problem with this guy, Doc?” Lena asked. “It sounds like he’s one of the good guys.”

      The old vampire looked slightly abashed, but after a few seconds, he finally said, “It’s so…gauche. I can’t bring myself to approve. In my time, we fed the Tree as well, but our ceremonies were much more restrained, much more—”

      “Boring,” said the short man in a bespoke tuxedo and a giant cowboy hat from behind Scolari. “Your ceremonies were boring, Joseph, and when I took over as the Tree’s Guardian, I decided to liven things up a little. Now we feed Yggdrasil every few months, and everyone gets together and has a good time. It’s what I call a win-win. Now, please introduce me to your friends.” He turned to us and bent down into a florid bow, sweeping the hat off his head with a smooth motion and exposing the yellow smiley face painted in the huge bald spot atop his round dome.

      I couldn’t help it, I kinda liked the little guy. I started to hope I didn’t have to punch him too many times to get him to hand over the Implement.

      “Keya Pravesh, Department of Homeland Security Paranormal Division,” Pravesh said, stepping forward and holding out her hand.

      “Whoa, little lady!” Hunnicutt stepped back, holding up both his hands with a big grin. “Ah didn’t know we was gonna have no gubmint types at this here shindig!”

      “Hunnicutt, your family has been in California since Scolari last had a suntan. You can drop the accent,” Lena said.

      The little man’s big grin fell away, and he stepped over to her, holding out his arms. She nodded, and he hugged her tight for a moment. “I’m real sorry to hear about Faye. I thought a lot of her, and she was a hell of a power. She will certainly be missed. Now who’s this tall drink of water with you?” He turned to me and cast an appraising eye. “He smells like power and trouble in equal parts.”

      “Nah,” I said, holding out a hand to shake. “I’m more like two parts trouble to one part power. Quincy Harker. I hunt bad things.”

      He put his hat back on and shook my hand, grip firm but not overbearing. “I’ve heard of you, Reaper. There’s a lot of folks here who won’t like you just for who you are. Or who your uncle is. I don’t want no trouble at my party, you understand me?”

      “I don’t want any trouble, either,” I said, thinking at the same time, Trouble seems to find me whether I want it or not. “But we need to talk to you. Preferably somewhere private.”

      Hunnicutt looked around the room and laughed. “Son, if you’re looking for private, we’ll have to relocate this party to my mountain house! There’s people everywhere, all over the estate. The only place I can go to get some peace and quiet between now and sunrise is my panic room, and not only am I not interested in showing all y’all where it is, it ain’t big enough to hold more than two or three folks. So, anything you need to talk to me about, it’s gonna have to be right out here in the open, not in the shadows where you usually operate.”

      The weight he put on the word “shadows” told me that he had some dealings with the Council in his history, and it didn’t sound like they were good ones. But whatever, that wasn’t my problem tonight. Tonight, I needed him to give me the Spear before the demon arrived and turned his party into an all-you-can-eat magical murder buffet.

      “You recently came into possession of an extremely powerful magical artifact,” I began.

      “The Spear of Longinus,” he said with a nod. “I’ve been hunting that thing for most of my life, all over the world. When that old biddy down in the jungle died, I thought I could get it then, but I had to chase it down the last fifteen years or so through a bunch of other collectors until I could finally get my hands on it. It was worth the hunt, though. It’s one of the greatest artifacts I’ve ever laid my eyes on, much less my hands.”

      “Yeah, about that…I need that Spear.” I said.

      He looked at me and laughed, almost losing his Stetson in the process. “Boy, you have studied at the feet of that old vampire, haven’t you? Well, son, let me tell it to you like I told Vlad the last time we got in a bidding war over an artifact. I wanted it, and now I got it, and if you don’t like it, you can kiss my ass.”

      I took a deep breath and silently counted to ten. I wanted to break his nose, but I’ve been working on my anger management issues, so I tried to explain things to him instead. “That Spear is more than the weapon that pierced Christ’s side as he hung on the cross. It’s—”

      “One of the seven Implements. I know. It’s not just holy, it’s God-touched. It belonged to the Archangel Azrael, the literal Angel of Death, until he lost it in the War on Heaven.”

      I managed to hide my surprise. For all he looked like a dilettante, Hunnicutt knew his magical artifacts. I didn’t sense any Talent around him, but he could have masked it somehow, I supposed. It didn’t matter. Talented or not, he was going to give me that Spear. “I hate to be the heavy, Mr. Hunnicutt, but I need that Implement. I need all the Implements. The Archangels can’t remember who they are unless they’re in contact with them, and I need the Archangels to be their old angelic selves for one more big scrap. After that, you can take it up with Azrael. Maybe he’ll let you have it back.”

      The smile was gone from Hunnicutt’s face, and now I didn’t see the genial party host, I saw the shrewd businessman and ruthless negotiator. “Mr. Harker, let me be perfectly clear. I don’t give a good goddamn what you want my Spear for, you can’t have it. I bought it, fair and square, and now it’s mine. If you want it, you can wait around until I die, then you can talk to my son, Billy, about what he wants to do with it. I expect he’ll sell it to you for not much more than I paid for it because he doesn’t like magic. But I do, and as long as I am drawing breath, the Spear of Destiny is going to stay right here, warded by the strongest circle California’s top mages can create, and guarded by two ogres, a wyvern, and a half-dozen armed human guards.”

      He pointed over to a case on a dais, where the Spear rested on a pair of Plexiglas arms allowing it to be observed from all angles. It didn’t look like much, just a bronze spear tip on a bronze haft covered with a patina of age. But when I looked at it with my Sight, it almost blinded me. This was definitely an Implement.

      “That’s it, all right,” I said. “That’s the Spear of Destiny.”

      “Yep,” Hunnicutt agreed. “And if you want it, you’re gonna have to pry it out of my cold, dead fingers.”

      It was all I could do not to oblige the little man, but just as I opened my mouth to reply, the doors exploded inward, splinters followed by the corpses of the four security guys we’d seen on the front steps. I threw up a quick shield to keep us from getting pelted with debris and turned to see what the hell was going on.

      Standing in the doorway, looking like ten thousand miles of bad road, was a man. Or at least, something wearing the skin of a man. He was tall, built like a powerlifter, and looked like he’d been living out of a dumpster for about a hundred years. I called up my Sight, and when the glow coming off him seared my mystical retinas, I knew we were well and truly fucked.

      There was no question that this was the guy who’d torn through Faye’s defenses and slaughtered the coven on the beach. There was also no question that he had enough power to level everyone at the party without breaking a sweat. The question was, now that I’d found the obviously psychotic Archangel Azrael, what the fuck was I supposed to do with him?
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      I stepped in front of Lena to keep her from charging in after the angel. “Change of plans. Lena, get yourself and all the human waiters and servers the fuck out of here. Scolari, get ready for a fight. Darius, time to let the dogs out.”

      The big Alpha gave me a dirty look. “Seriously, man? Now? And we’re not dogs!”

      “I know, but I might not get another chance to make jokes, and I really wanted to work that in somehow tonight.”

      “What about me?” Pravesh asked, stepping up beside me with her gun in hand.

      “Can you call in an airstrike? Drones? Tanks? Small nuclear weapons?”

      “Ummm, no.”

      “Then go with Lena and get the hell out of here. Don’t forget Hunnicutt. He’s a bit of an ass, but he doesn’t deserve to get ripped to pieces for it.”

      “You’re way too slow for Hunnicutt,” she said. “He vanished before the splinters from the door stopped falling.”

      “Smart. He could no more stop an angel than an earthquake. Did he happen to take the Spear with him?” I wasn’t taking my eyes off Azrael, who whipped his head around like a predator with a scent. The angel wore a long coat, tattered jeans, no shoes, and no shirt. I could see bloodstains on the coat and his pants. How in the hell had this guy been wandering around San Francisco looking like a mass murderer for days?

      “No.” Pravesh’s words broke me out of my reverie. “It’s still in the case.”

      “Okay, then. That’s the plan. We defend the Implement. I don’t know how much power this asshole has right now, but it’s going to be multiplied by a shitload if he gets his hands on that Spear, and there is no guarantee that it will snap him out of this rage. Scolari, will these folks listen to you?”

      “To a degree.”

      “Then get them organized and let’s throw everything we’ve got at this motherfucker.” I shrugged out of my tux jacket and rolled up my sleeves as I walked toward the angel. I snatched up a discarded serving tray and wove magic around it, turning it into a glowing purple replica of Captain America’s shield, but with a lot more magic repellant. With my other hand, I drew my pistol and aimed it at the angel.

      “Hey asshole!” I shouted, squeezing off two shots that whizzed by Azrael’s head. “I don’t think you were on the guest list.”

      The angel focused on me, his eyes blazing with golden light. In a blur of motion, he was across the fifty feet of floor that separated us and in front of me. I barely got my shield up in time to block his first punch, and I felt the shock reverberate up my arm all the way to my teeth. My defenses flared to life, and his kinetic energy was amplified and returned to him by the energy repelling spell I’d spun on the shield, hitting him with three times the force that he used.

      It didn’t even faze him. His eyes widened ever so slightly, then he raised both hands overhead and clasped them together, preparing to bring them down in a crushing blow. I knew that even through my shield, that shot would shatter my arm, so I decided I wouldn’t be there when it landed.

      I darted around behind the angel, pressed my gun to the back of his head, and squeezed the trigger three times. I would have done more, but since I couldn’t penetrate his skull, the bullets and gases had nowhere to go, and the gun blew to pieces in my hand. I snatched back my bleeding fingers, noticing that I was now missing the tip of my pinky finger, and swore loudly. Parts of my shirt caught fire from the gunpowder, and I patted them out, diverting my attention for a crucial second.

      I swore again, much less loudly, when the angel swept his arm around and clubbed me in the gut. The only thing saving me from broken ribs was my shield, which managed to angle his blow to the side. I still fell flat on my back, skidding a good ten feet and ripping the back of my shirt to shreds. I scrambled to my feet and readied myself to take the angel’s next charge. He raised a fist and moved toward me, but a huge black blur slammed into him from the side.

      The panther was big. Like seriously big. It was taller than my waist at the shoulder, and when it crashed into Azrael, the psycho angel went flying. They rolled across the marble floor all elbows and fur, then slid apart and got to their feet. I let the magic around my shield dissipate, and it dropped to the floor with a clatter, once again just a serving tray. Raising my hands above my head, I summoned up a flood of raw energy from the room. The entertainers had been flinging magic around the party for a couple hours already, so there was plenty of extra mojo to grab hold of, and I sucked it in.

      The hair on my arms stood up as I channeled energy, then released it in a crimson ball of eldritch fire straight for Azrael’s chest. I guess I felt a little encouraged by the fact that he didn’t laugh, but just a very little. His coat burned off, and he staggered back another couple of feet, but otherwise the dirty Archangel was completely unharmed by a blast of power that would have sent most demons home to Lucifer in a pizza box.

      “Shit,” I said.

      “No kidding.” I turned to my right and saw Lena standing there, her Sig in hand.

      “What the fuck are you doing here?” I asked. “I told you to get to cover.”

      “Last time I checked, I didn’t take orders from skinny-ass east coast white boys. That motherfucker killed my wife, and I’m going to kill him or die trying.” She raised her pistol and fired three times, all striking the angel right in the middle of his approaching torso. None of them broke the skin or slowed his steady walk across the remains of the scattered door even the slightest.

      By this point, the great hall was total chaos. Darius was in his half-tiger form, a towering seven-foot beast clad in orange fur and bad attitude. I watched as the rest of his crew converged on him, some on four legs, some on two, but all of them exuding menace. They came at the angel from behind as Lena and I backed away, her shooting him in the chest every few steps and me calling up bolts of power and throwing them as fast as I could. Nothing slowed the monster down, and nothing seemed to draw his attention until Darius stepped in front of him and laid down a huge punch that shook the entire room.

      The angel staggered, and the weres swarmed. Darius slammed another punch into the side of Azrael’s head, knocking him back another couple of steps. Pack members in big cat form darted in to rip and bite at the angel’s hamstrings, but their teeth found no purchase. Still, they harried the demented bastard enough for me to catch a little bit of a breather. My shoulder throbbed, my gun was a mess of twisted metal and plastic, and my finger hurt like a son of a bitch.

      Lena and I took refuge behind an overturned buffet table. I looked over at her. “You’ve got to get out of here.”

      “Kiss my ass.”

      “Seriously, Lena, get the fuck out of here. You can’t do anything against him.”

      “Neither can you, but I don’t see you going anywhere.”

      “It’s my job.”

      She held up the badge that now hung around her neck, the gold shield a stark contrast to the eveningwear she wore. “Mine too. Now how are we going to stop that thing?”

      “I have no fucking idea.”

      “Then it’s a good thing we have backup, isn’t it?” Scolari’s voice surprised me a little, but when I looked up, he’d brought the whole goddamned cavalry. Spread out behind the dapper vampire were supernaturals of all shapes and sizes. Vampires, witches, ogres, creatures of the Fae—you name it. If it was a Talent with enough juice to be at Hunnicutt’s now-ruined party, they were standing in front of me, a phalanx of freaks the likes I’d never seen. And I’ve gone drinking with Frankenstein’s monster.

      A loud yelp from behind me told me that we’d better get our shit together, and fast. I stood up and looked over the assembled troops. “Okay. Scolari, you and the vampires are going in close. Hit like cavalry—in and out fast. Don’t stay too long within reach because if he gets his hands on you…”

      As if to punctuate the idea, another yelp sounded, and a mountain lion’s head flew across the room to splatter against the far wall. “Yeah, that happens.”

      Scolari nodded, then he and the vampires were off, headed into the fray like streaks of very well-dressed death. I looked at the others, a mix of humans and Fae. “Who here is a wizard, witch, warlock, or other kind of spellslinger?”

      About a dozen hands went up. “Okay. I need four of you to work together to make sure the building doesn’t fall down on us. Until I tell it to.”

      “You’re going to destroy the house?” a slight woman with long blond hair asked.

      “If it stops the pissed-off Archangel, yes. Now the rest of you, take up positions around the room and hit that motherfucker with everything you’ve got.”

      I looked at the others. “Faeries—sprinkle faerie dust on him, or fuck with him somehow.” I had a chilling thought. “Can Fae magic touch divine beings?”

      They looked from one to another, apparently not knowing the answer. I couldn’t blame them. After all, how many Archangels is a person going to run into in their life? A person who isn’t me, that is.

      The redcap I’d seen serving canapés earlier cleared his throat. “I don’t think so. Our magic can only touch someone from Faerie or one of the lands that touches ours. Those planes are far from ours, and since I know our magic doesn’t work on demons, I doubt it will do anything against that thing.”

      I hazarded a glance back over my shoulder at the thing in questions. The cats and vampires were holding it in place, but they weren’t doing any harm to Azrael. Every few seconds, he would throw a punch or a kick and someone would go flying, but he’d stopped coming at me and was kinda looking around the room, like he was looking for something. Then the mission, the part of it that was bigger than just “don’t die” slammed back into my head.

      “Shit. I forgot about the Spear. We’ve got to keep him from getting it.”

      “On it,” Lena said.

      “I’ll help,” Pravesh said, stepping forward from the line of humans that still stood assembled in front of me.

      “I thought I told you to leave,” I said.

      She gave me a smile and said, “That’s cute, Harker. You actually thought I’d listen, too. I don’t work for you. I work for the United States government, and those are my citizens that thing is killing. That means it’s my job to stop it.” She turned and followed Lena into what was very quickly becoming an absolutely destroyed great hall.

      I watched them go for a few seconds, then turned to the others. “What are you guys?”

      “Psychics and mediums.” One guy with curly brown hair and big eyes stepped forward.

      “Get the fuck out of here. Go help the mundanes and try to keep the cops out of here. I don’t need more deaths on my conscience.” A scream from the battle in the center of the room reminded me that I didn’t have a choice.

      “What are you going to do?” the curly-haired boy asked.

      I ripped my tattered shirt apart and threw the pieces to the ground, displaying the ornate and now glowing tattoos that covered my entire chest, back, and arms. “Me? I’m going to call down the motherfucking thunder.”
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      I strode through the wreckage of the room, Azrael in my sights. As I walked in his direction, I watched him literally rip the arms off a half-transformed weretiger and bludgeon a vampire with them. He was still in human form, but he moved faster and stronger than any human, vampire, or were that I’d ever encountered. Hell, he was stronger than a lot of demons I’d met.

      How the hell was he so powerful without his Implement? None of the rest of the Archangels had this kind of power. Was it because of his gig? Was the Angel of Death mojo so potent that he was a badass even in human form? Or did the rest of them have the same juice, they were just too sane to tap into it? I gave my head a shake and banished the contemplation for another time. If there was another time. But now? Now it was time to fight.

      “Hey, dickhead!” I shouted, using a trickle of the ambient energy in the room to amplify my voice. The angel’s head whipped around, and he grinned at me through a mask of blood. “Yeah, you,” I said, a lot more confident than I felt. “You ruined a perfectly good party. And a bunch of perfectly good weres. That’s not cool. Now why don’t we all sit down and talk about this before somebody, and I mean me, gets seriously hurt?”

      “MINE!” the angel bellowed, loud enough that I almost felt the sound waves from twenty feet away. “MIIIIINNNNE!”

      “Okay,” I muttered. “Guess talking it out is off the table.” I pointed my hands at a pair of four-foot tall stone planters on either side of the grand staircase. “Wingardium Leviosa!” I shouted. The planters flew through the air and crashed into Azrael’s shoulders, exploding into dust, potting soil, and expensive greenery.

      Oh, that? Sue me, I love Harry Potter. I didn’t expect the assault by fauna to do a whole lot more than distract Azrael, but that’s all I wanted. I ran across the room and jumped up onto one of the remaining tables to get a better vantage point and started calling up power. Scolari gathered his vampires and lined them up for an assault from the front and sides, while Darius got the few surviving weres set to try for Azrael’s unprotected rear. We had barely ten seconds before the pile of dirt and stone fragments shifted, then exploded upward with a Hulk-worthy roar.

      Azrael looked around the room, and his eyes lit first on the Plexiglas case with the Spear in it, then on me. I could see the indecision in his eyes. Did he kill the annoying wizard, or get his precious back? While he took two seconds to think about it, I acted, channeling more power through myself and casting green and yellow strands of magic into the plant parts that surrounded his ankles. “Adalligare!” At my words, the plants grew into vines, thickening to the size of fingers, then more until they twined around Azrael’s legs all the way up to the knees, trapping him in place. He jerked against his bonds, but I kept pouring energy into them, replacing the strands almost as quickly as he could snap them. But only almost. He was getting ahead of me, and I felt like I only had a few seconds left before he was loose again.

      “Now!” I shouted, and the vampires, weres, and other supernaturals sprang into action. Scolari led the charge, darting in and ripping out a huge chunk of the angel’s throat with his bare hands. I thought for a second, It can’t be that easy, and then the universe proved me right again, as the wound closed in seconds. Scolari dashed away from a clubbing fist as two of Darius’s cats came in behind their prey, ripping at him with claw and fang alike. It did a little more than the last time, since this time I actually saw long scratches open up before healing immediately. Azrael reached around behind him, caught a tiger by the tail, and effortlessly swung the half-ton cat around in front of himself, knocking down two vampires and the redcap, who tumbled ass over teakettle back before sprawling on the marble, unconscious.

      The angel lifted the huge cat overhead, then slammed it to the ground with a sickening crunch, reaching out to each side and crushing the skulls of two vamps that were too slow getting out of the way. My vines were weakening, and even with all the magic that had been thrown around earlier, I was exhausting all the spare energy in the room. Pretty soon I was either going to have to use up my own stores, or tap into the local mystical reservoir. I was pretty loathe to do that since if I drew too much, I could screw up the magical environment irrevocably, and something told me that taking out this angel was going to require more power than I’d ever used before.

      “Get out of there!” I shouted, and the surviving creatures retreated. Most of them, anyway. Two remained, the largest of the half-transformed tigers, and the oldest and most dapper of the vampires. Darius and Scolari regrouped about ten feet in front of where I had Azrael pinned, stood shoulder to shoulder for just a second, nodded to each other, and dove in.

      I’ve seen Luke fight. I’ve watched him pushed to his limits by the strength and speed of another vampire, and I gotta say, Scolari looked like he could certainly give my uncle a run for his money. The tuxedoed Master charged in, then leapt over the angel’s head at the last second, pulling Azrael’s attention away from the onrushing man-tiger and landing a thunderous punch in the angel’s spine. Half a blink later, Darius closed on Azrael and threw a haymaker that came from somewhere about ten feet underground. His fist crashed into Azrael’s jaw, and the force of the punch ripped him out of my plant bonds and knocked him several feet backward through the air.

      Azrael landed with a clatter of overturned chair and tables, and I staggered back with the unexpected shattering of my spell. I dropped to one knee, and by the time I recovered enough to look up, everything had gone south. Again. The angel was back on his feet, and he had Scolari held off the ground, with one hand wrapped around the vampire’s throat. I thought for half a second that it was going to take a lot more than choking to kill a creature that didn’t need to breathe, but Azrael shoved his other hand into Scolari’s chest and ripped out his heart. He held the unbeating organ up in front of Scolari’s face, then tossed it back over his shoulder, letting the true-dead vampire drop to the blood-spattered floor.

      Darius let out a roar that rattled the crystal chandeliers and shifted fully into his tiger form. I know they say lions are the kings of the jungle, but I think that term was coined by someone who had never seen a pissed-off Bengal tiger charging. Darius slammed into Azrael, shoving the demented angel back, then he reared up on his back legs and dug his claws into his foe’s shoulders. I watched the tiger’s giant jaws open wide, but Azrael didn’t give him a chance to chew his face off. He stepped forward, into the tiger’s grip, and wrapped his arms around the big cat’s chest. I remembered with horror the story of the Nemean Lion, and watched as Azrael squeezed Darius tight, then tighter, until finally I heard a sickening crack, and a gout of blood fountained skyward from the dead Alpha’s mouth.

      Azrael tossed the pack leader to the side like he was a rag doll, and he locked eyes with me. A tiny smile crept across his face, and I could see through the madness that he enjoyed this. I shook my head. Of course he enjoyed killing. It’s what he was made for, after all. The Host don’t have free will, their only real satisfaction came from doing their job, and the Angel of Death was about to do his job all over me.

      He raised one arm and pointed at me, and said, “Mine.” I looked behind me and realized that he wasn’t staring at me, he was staring past me. I was standing on a table ten feet in front of the case holding the Spear of Destiny. Azrael started in my direction, while I turned around and vaulted the table, hurrying to the case where Lena and Pravesh stood, their faces pale but their guns drawn and expressions resolute. “Get in close to the case,” I said.

      I looked to the great hall’s shattered doors, where a dozen witches and other practitioners stood, their faces a mask of concentration as they kept a shield around the room that limited the casualties to those of us on the wrong side of the dome, as it were. “Get out of here!” I yelled. “I’m about to do something really, really dumb!”

      As opposed to all your other great ideas tonight? I felt Becks in my head, even from a continent away.

      Hey babe.

      Hey. Looks like you’re having a rough night.

      Yeah, you know, angels. What are you gonna do?

      What are you gonna do, Harker? Do you have a plan?

      Yeah, but it’s not a very good one. I love you.

      Don’t say that shit like you’re about to die, Quincy Harker. You deal with this asshole Archangel and get your ass back to Charlotte. We’ve got shit to do.

      I love you.

      I love you, too. Now go do your job.

      I felt her close down our connection, down to just a trickle so she could keep an eye on me, so to speak. Good. I didn’t want her seeing what I was about to do. The witches dropped their shield and ran like hell. Pravesh, Lena, and I were all standing right by the case holding the Spear, so I drew in all the ambient power from the room and spun a dome of force around us. This was more than just a circle to keep out mystical threats, this was a forcefield, hopefully impenetrable, eight feet in diameter, big enough to wrap around the three of us.

      With us hopefully shielded, or as shielded as I could manage, I spun out all the power Tuck had drawn on my body two days ago. Or was it yesterday? The days were starting to blend together thanks to no sleep and a shitload of stress. The tattoos were a battery, super-charging my own mystical energy and giving me at least triple the mojo I could usually call up. As I pulled in power from around me, I felt another source nearby, one with more juice than anything I’d ever touched. Yggdrasil. I tapped a line into the power of the world tree and spun power around me, leveling up my attack and unbinding the tree from this point in our plane at the same time. I felt the energy feeding into me from the tree vanish as it blinked out of our plane, and knew I could unleash hell without, well, unleashing Hell. I wrapped all my siphoned energy around my personal stores, drew up what I could from the earth around me, and let it all out in a huge circular maelstrom of magical power the likes of which I’ve never summoned before.

      My vision started to get sparkly from the strain, and I could feel the lights starting to go out, but I grabbed the St. Jude’s medal around my neck and felt the tiniest bit of power bleed back into me, barely enough to keep me conscious. I called up all the power I could, spun it out into the sky over the house, and slammed it down like a magical thermonuclear warhead, directly onto Azrael.

      The magical sledgehammer had about exactly the effect I expected, weakening the building around us enough that it couldn’t hold together anymore. So just like Dorothy all those years ago, I dropped a house on the bad guy. The whole mansion came down on us, walls, ceiling, staircases, upper floors, everything. It hit my dome and bounced off, the slight bit of repelling magic I had put on the shield keeping us from being buried.

      After a few seconds, when we were the only thing standing in a clear circle of floor, and the house looked like a giant had stepped on it, I let the shield drop. I dropped with it, every bit of magic gone. I didn’t even have enough juice left to light a cigarette if I wanted to do a cool John Constantine pose. Of course, I’m not as cool as Constantine, and I hate trench coats, so it wouldn’t have worked anyway.

      “Did that kill him?” Lena asked.

      “I doubt it,” I said from the floor. “Our best hope is that it knocked him unconscious and we can bind him somehow before he wakes up.”

      “What if it didn’t?” Pravesh asked. I noticed that her gun was still pointing at the wreckage.

      “Then we’re fucked.”

      “Well, that’s disappointing,” she said.

      “Why?”

      “Because that section of roof is still moving.” She pointed one long brown arm, and I turned to the area in question in time to see Azrael stand up and fling a big chunk of ceiling off himself. He was dirty, even dirtier than before I dropped a building on him, and he wobbled on his feet a little, but seemed otherwise unharmed.

      “Yeah,” I said, struggling to stand. “We’re fucked.” I turned to the crowd of partygoers and first responders scattered across the mansion’s lawn. “Get out.” I tried to yell, but it was more of a croak. Didn’t matter. They were in full gawker mode, and nothing was going to get them to leave until the psycho angel had them strewn across the grass like Dahmer-brand Tinkertoys.

      I drew my pistol and leaned on the case. Lena looked at me. “That’s not going to do a goddamn thing, is it?”

      “It’ll make me feel less useless as he kills me.”

      “Fuck this.” She reached over and tried to open the case. Locked. One quick 9mm bullet took care of that, and she reached in and pulled out the Spear. “He wants this thing that fucking bad, he can have it.” With that, she darted around me and ran at Azrael, who was staggering a little, but walking toward us nonetheless.

      “Lena, wait!” I reached for the furious detective but didn’t have the speed or strength to stop her. Pravesh stepped in and caught me before I fell over. “Thanks.”

      “You want this, asshole?” Lena asked, standing five feet from the Angel of Death.

      “Mine.”

      “Oh yeah? Well, here you go, motherfucker.” She took one big step forward and shoved the Spear at Azrael’s chest. At the last second, something under her feet gave way, and she stabbed him, not in the chest, but in the right side, right under the ribcage where that same Spear had made a lasting scar in a Jewish carpenter convicted of blasphemy two millennia ago.

      “Mine?” Azrael said as the Spear pierced his side. Then he wrapped his hands around the haft of the Implement and pulled it free. “MINE!” A brilliant white and gold light shone from within him, and in seconds, all the dirt and blood of his human form burned away, and he stood before us, a resplendent divine creature reunited with the tool God Himself had given him to do his job.

      Azrael looked around, then his eyes locked onto Lena. “Thank you, mortal. I have searched for this for many years, in many places.” His face grew troubled. “All the…places. All those…people…none of them had it, but they had…power…I…” His words trailed off as his face grew stricken. He whirled around, surveying the wreckage of the house, the blood-splattered onlookers, the carnage in his wake. “Oh, my Father, what have I done?”

      With those words, the Archangel sank to his knees and began to weep.
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      The red and blue lights of emergency vehicles flashed across all our faces, making us into disco-lit harlequins standing in stark contrast to the flattened house behind us. I leaned on the stone banister beside the steps. Pravesh was off dealing with Homeland Security jurisdictional stuff and making sure that the night’s carnage got written off as a tragic gas main explosion or some such bullshit. Lena stood ten feet across the paving stones from me, arms folded across her chest as she glared at the final member of our little dance party, the Archangel Azrael.

      He hadn’t spoken a word since he came to his senses, just knelt in the wreckage sobbing until the first fire truck rolled up. Then Lena and I were able to hoist him to his feet and haul him from what was left of the three-story mansion I’d dropped on his head. We made it as far as the steps before he collapsed again, and I didn’t have the strength to carry him any farther. I was spent, physically and magically. I could feel the magic trickling back in, but the area around the battle was going to be pretty much a magical wasteland for a while after all the haymakers I threw. It was kinda like the Bikini Atoll of magic—not a place you wanted to try to grow tomatoes.

      “What are we going to do with him?” Lena asked, her voice tight.

      “I have to take him back to Charlotte with me.”

      “Why?”

      “I need him. There’s a big fight coming, and he’s got a role to play.”

      “He’s a murderer.”

      “I know.”

      “He killed Faye.”

      “I know.”

      “He killed dozens, no, hundreds of Talents across the country.”

      “I know!” I shouted. I walked over to her, looking down at her scowling face. “You think I don’t know that? You think I don’t want to rip his head off and shit down his neck for what he did? Faye was my friend, and I’ve had damn few enough of those in the far too many years that I’ve been alive. If I could kill this motherfucker without unleashing perhaps literal Hell on Earth, I would. But I can’t. It would fuck up things that are way bigger than either of us.”

      “Bigger than Faye?” Her jaw was tight. I could see the muscles twitching in her face as she tried not to break. One tear rolled down the side of her face, and I saw her shoulder twitch as she reflexively started to dash it away, then stopped herself. She held my eyes, her brown eyes on my blue ones, and in them I saw the strength, the passion, the fire that Faye must have fallen in love with. This woman was fierce. And I couldn’t let that stop me.

      “Yes,” I said, hating the sound of my voice. “Bigger than Faye. Bigger than Faye, bigger than you, bigger than me, bigger than even this clusterfuck behind us. This is some cosmic-level shit we’re dealing with, and I need every Archangel I can get my hands on to deal with it. I’ve already lost one, and I can’t afford to lose another. And that’s if I could even hurt him if I wanted to. He might have been mortal in his other form, although it sure as fuck didn’t feel like it, but like this? There aren’t enough magic users in America to even give him a hangnail.”

      Lena nodded, never taking her eyes off mine. “I know. I just wanted to hear you say it.”

      “Say what?”

      “That the mission was more important than the individual. That we all had a part to play. That our sacrifice was important, but not as important as the objective. I’ve heard it before. I heard it playing sports, I heard it in the Marines, I hear it in the squad room. And it’s bullshit, Harker. It’s nothing more than bullshit.”

      I opened my mouth, but she closed it for me with an open-handed slap that turned my head to the side. “It’s bullshit,” she went on. “It’s bullshit because the people we fight for are important. They’re why we fight. They’re how we get up when the bastards knock us down. I didn’t stab this motherfucker for me, I stabbed him for Faye. You didn’t drop a house on him for some abstract idea of a job, you did it for somebody.”

      As soon as she said that, I saw dark hair and coffee-colored skin in my mind’s eye. I saw brown eyes full of love and a heart full of strength. Becks felt me thinking about her all the way across the country, and I felt her blush and felt the little smile purse her lips. I felt the love pulse between us, and I knew Lena was right.

      “That. That right there, Harker. That look in your eye. That’s what you’re fighting for. So take him. Take him back to Charlotte, and take him along to save the world. But don’t forget who you’re fighting for. Because that’s the important part.”

      We stared at each other for a moment that stretched into minutes, our eyes locked, until finally I felt like we’d communicated everything that we couldn’t say, and I nodded. “Got it.”

      “Good. And if you both live through this, bring that son of a bitch back to me so I can figure out how to put an angel on trial for mass murder.” With one more glare at Azrael, she turned and walked off into the night.

      I looked down at the Archangel, once again wrapped in his human form, but without the madness in his eyes from before. He was shirtless, shoeless, and silently weeping on his knees as the chaos of firefighters, EMTs, and cops whirled around us. Now that he wasn’t trying to kill me, he wasn’t a bad-looking guy, which made sense with the whole divinity thing. He had long blond hair, a strong jawline, and muscles on top of muscles. On his face, he wore the mien of a broken man, one whose entire world had shattered in an instant, which I guess it had.

      “What the fuck am I going to do with you?” I asked, not expecting an answer.

      “I don’t know, but I’ve arranged it so we don’t have to do it here,” Pravesh said, walking up beside me. Her approach was masked by the noise around me and the general ringing in my ears from the battle. I looked down and saw that thick rubber boots had replaced the designer heels she’d worn to the party, and a pair of SFPD sweats covered her legs. I was still in my tux pants and shoes, my shirt a casualty of the fight, and of my need to make a badass hero gesture by ripping it off to show my ink before I charged the boss monster. I needed to quit watching all those superhero movies.

      “We’re good to travel, and I have my plane waiting for us at a private airfield about twenty miles from here. If you’re sure that Hannibal Lecter here won’t go nuts and tear the plane apart in mid-air, we can leave immediately.”

      I looked down at the catatonic angel. He just sat there, on his knees, silent, tears streaming down his face. “Hey, asshole,” I said, nudging him with my foot. “Let’s go. You gotta walk to the car. I’m too worn out to carry you.”

      He looked up at me, and the pain I saw in his eyes went on forever, from tonight back to the beginning of the War on Heaven. “So many…dead.” Tears ran like rivers from the corners of his eyes, and I idly wondered if angels ever ran out of tears.

      “Yeah, you killed a lot of people. It was kind of your thing, being the Angel of Death and all.”

      “Why?”

      That stopped me. This was a first for me, one of The Host questioning his purpose. But he wasn’t an angel now, was he? He was in his human form, but with all his angelic memories. No wonder the poor guy went batshit. The human brain just isn’t built to comprehend some things.

      I knelt down in front of him, picked up the Spear from where it lay in the grass, and held it out to him. He looked at it, but didn’t reach for it, so I pressed it into his chest. The second the Implement touched his skin, he flashed into his celestial form, and I had to look away for a second until he dimmed his light.

      Azrael in his true form was not nearly as broken as the human version, but there was still a heaviness to his gaze that I hadn’t seen in any of the other angels I’d dealt with. “What do you want, human?” His voice boomed, and I scooted back, my ears ringing. I looked up, because without ever seeming to move, the Archangel was now standing. And glowing.

      “I need you to dial down the light show, turn down the volume, and make your human self able to cope with what he did, at least a little. We’ve got a job to do, and I can’t very well haul one of The Host through airport security.”

      “You don’t go through—” Pravesh started, but I held up a hand.

      “I know. I was making a point. I turned back to Azrael. “Your brother has kidnapped…well, your other brother. Lucifer, I mean. Lucifer has kidnapped Uriel and taken him to Hell. I think he plans to kill him there, take his Implement, and Ascend.”

      Azrael’s face grew even more grim, if that’s possible from something that looks like it has a jaw made of solid gold. “He must be stopped. I cannot do it alone. I am not strong enough, and he has had much time to fortify his realm.”

      “Yeah, I’ve got help. Most of your other brothers, or sisters, or whatever you are.” I gestured to his blank crotch. “Are in Charlotte with the rest of my team. We’re getting ready to…did you say fortify his realm?”

      “Of course. Lucifer will torture Uriel for quite a long time, but he will not attempt to Ascend without destroying the rest of us first. He knows that we can Ascend at will, and if we are in Heaven, he cannot breach the Gates.”

      “Then that’s good. He can torture Uriel, we can keep looking for God, and a couple of you guys can go to Heaven and keep it on lockdown. Sweet, that’s one less thing to worry about.”

      “No.”

      “No?”

      “No. We cannot stand idly by and allow one of the Host to be tortured, especially not by our wayward brother. We must take this opportunity to do what Father should have done millennia ago. We must gather our forces, charge into Hell, and slay Lucifer. It is the only way we can end this conflict and rescue our brother.”

      “Did you just say charge into Hell?” I asked. I turned to Pravesh. “Did he say charge into Hell?”

      “That’s what I heard,” she said with a nod.

      “Of course, human. We must assault the gates of Hell as Lucifer stormed Heaven, and bring his realm crashing down upon him as you brought this building down upon my other form.”

      “Yeah, ‘cause that worked out real well the last time,” I muttered. “You’re saying as long as I agree to go to Hell to help you fight Lucifer, you’ll put your human self back together enough to get on the plane?”

      He looked around the wreckage, taking in the flashing lights, the firetrucks, the parade of ambulances and coroner vans lining the road, and nodded. “Yes. I will restore some of the broken pieces of his mind.”

      “What happened to him, anyway?” Pravesh asked.

      “These forms are not truly human,” the angel said. “They are constructs, and they wear out over time. The one I inhabited began to wear thin the barrier between my divinity and this plane, and my power was too much for the construct to contain. Its mind splintered, it knew only the need for my Spear, and the need for more energy to hold itself together.”

      “That’s why it killed Talents. It needed their mojo to keep from dying,” I said.

      “We cannot die in any form,” Azrael corrected. “He would have simply ceased to be, and I would have created another construct to house my essence for a time.”

      “Yeah, that would have been better,” I said, looking around and the devastation. “How long did you wear that construct, anyway?”

      “I do not know,” he admitted after a long pause. “Being separated from the Spear for all those centuries weakened my ability to control my shell. I am afraid that it went quite mad, and I was not strong enough to break it free and create a new form.”

      That explained a lot. The dotty bookseller in Charleston, the savant trumpet player in New Orleans. All these were constructs, and without frequent contact with their Implements, the Archangels trapped within them lost control, and the bodies they wore were driven insane. But why only some of them? I shelved that question for a time when I wasn’t at the center of a bomb strike, and looked back to Azrael.

      “Well, can you put Humpty Dumpty back together again enough for us to get him across the country? We need to hook up with the rest of my team. It looks like we’ve got some shopping to do.”

      “Shopping? For what?” Pravesh asked, as Azrael morphed back into the grief-stricken human, who for the moment was neither catatonic nor psychotic, so I grabbed his elbow and started walking to Pravesh’s Suburban.

      “He said we’ve got a trip to take, and I don’t have anything suitable for a nice summer jaunt into Hell.”
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      James R. Tuck, Jr. is a real tattoo artist. I have three tattoos by him currently, with a plan to get more. He’s a great friend, a hell of a writer, and an incredible tattoo artist. Look him up.
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