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      "Welcome to the Breakfast Dish, I’m Alma. What can I get you, stranger?" The hefty woman with a graying bun smiled at me and her voice cut through the chatter of the diner as the bell over the door announced my entrance.

      "Two eggs, fried, bacon, toast, and enough coffee so I don't sleep for a week," I said from the door.

      "Good enough," she said with a smile. "Sit anywhere you like and I'll bring it right out to you. You heard the man, Jarrod, get them eggs cracking!"

      I crossed the scuffed tile floor to sit at the counter. The cracked red vinyl seat groaned under my weight and spun a little as I settled onto it. I nodded to the man sitting at the corner and pulled a folded newspaper out of my back pocket.

      I spent a quiet few minutes reading the box scores, listening to the reed-thin man, who the waitress called Herman, pontificate to anyone who would listen, and anyone who wouldn't, about how miserable the Reds' pitching was this year, then turned to the classified ads.  I had a fleeting thought about trying to pick up a used washer and dryer, then decided that I didn't plan on staying in Lockton that long. Just that morning I had secured a small apartment over one of the shops on Main Street on a month-to-month agreement. I flipped to the job listings and gave a quick scan, more to kill time than anything else. I hoped I wouldn’t be there long enough to need the second month, and I certainly didn’t plan on getting a day job at this point in my long life.

      "Anything interesting in there, stranger?" Jarrod asked from the grill.

      "Not so you'd notice, friend," I replied, folding the paper and putting it back in my pocket as Jarrod scooped a pair of fried eggs onto a plate, slapped a couple of strips of perfectly crispy bacon down beside them, and slid the plate under my nose. The smell of fresh breakfast cleared the last of the cobwebs from my brain and I dug in.

      "So what brings you to Lockton, buddy? We don't get too many strangers around here." The man called Herman turned his attention to me.

      "I'm a software developer working on a new mobile app for off-interstate travel, highlighting local eateries and points of interest off the beaten path. I'm here taking some photos and working on the graphical user interface. The first draft of the software is in beta right now. Once that gets all the testing completed, we'll work on the micro-payment side of things, then we'll get the launch site optimized and be good to go. Maybe another four months, maybe six, and we'll be out for sale." Herman's eyes glazed over after the second disconnected buzzword, and I called it a job well done. I pretty much had no idea what I'd just said, but I figured Herm didn't either, so my cover was going to survive at least through breakfast.

      I finished my eggs and bacon in peace, having successfully bored Herman. The food was delicious, but the lights were a little too bright and my shoes pinched. The bright red Flash t-shirt was so not my style, but I was trying to be inconspicuous, so my usual black leather coat and Doc Martens were out of the question for now.

      I dropped a ten on the counter and turned to leave, then froze as a big wall of trouble strolled in. The man was tall, broad, and thickly muscled, and he sniffed the air as he stepped into the diner. The bell over the door dinged his arrival, and all heads turned to him. He preened a little, enjoying the attention. I stood motionless as the newcomer paused in the doorway, looking around the room.

      "Mornin' hon," Alma called out, her voice cheerful. "Just sit anywhere you like."

      His eyes scanned the room, then landed on me. One eyebrows went up, and I almost felt the challenge in his gaze. His eyes were brown, with flecks of gold that I could see from across the room. He could look me in the eye, as tall as me, but much broader, with a thick beard trimmed close and wiry dark hair covering his arms. He rolled his shoulders and cocked his head to one side, taking me in with a glance. My t-shirt, jeans, and sneakers weren't exactly made for intimidation, but he recognized another predator as quickly as I had. Great, not forty-eight hours out of one frying pan, and here I am right back into the fire.

      Werewolf. The word came into my head without any prompting, and the second I had the thought, I knew it was correct. Everything I'd ever known about werewolves fell into place at once, and it all made sense. Big, dark, hairy, arrogant as fuck—he looked every bit the alpha dog. That meant there was a pack in Lockton. No rogue wolf carried himself with that kind of confidence. They always had an air of whipped cur about them, like they were expecting somebody to come around and kick the shit of them. Which usually happened sooner rather than later.

      The big wolf looked me up and down, then locked eyes with me again. He nodded, and I nodded back. A pair of predators acknowledging each other, and then moving on. I didn't feel the need to piss on my territory, and I hoped he wouldn't either. I'd been in enough fights in the last week, and I needed time to heal, recharge, and let the world forget about Quincy Harker for a little while. I was very happy hiding out in a small town in the guise of Harold Quinn for as long as I needed to, or at least until Flynn and Luke could clear my name.

      I walked to the door, and the werewolf slid out of my way, allowing me to pass without ceding the appearance of dominance. I stepped out into the street, knowing that my time in Lockton just got a lot more complicated.

      I walked down the sidewalk, my Sight open to overlay the Otherworld onto my view of the ordinary world. Nothing looked out of place, but that didn't mean anything. I'd made a couple of quick laps through the town before I rented my stay-by-the-month apartment and didn't see any monsters, magicians, or werewolves then. But they were there, and now I had to deal with them.

      I turned right past Lucky's Pawn Shop and walked down the narrow alley. I stepped into the back parking lot, then walked up the stairs to the studio "loft" above, really just a big room with a small bathroom hastily built out in a corner. I unlocked the door, then drew a pair of runes in the air along the doorjamb at eye level. The wards I had protecting the apartment dropped, and I turned the knob.

      "Be pretty damned embarrassing to get dropped by my own magic," I muttered as I closed the door behind me and re-activated the protections spells. I didn’t take down the wards when I left that morning, just opened a portal in them to let me or any visitors through. Except I didn't expect to have any visitors. Not here, not in this life.

      I opened the fridge, took out a Stella Artois, popped the top off with a thumb, and drained half the beer in one long draught.

      "Fuck," I muttered. "That's all I need. Goddamn werewolves."

      [image: ]
* * *

      I slipped out into the night, muttering an incantation of cloaking then resetting the wards on the door. It wouldn't make me invisible, but it would help me blend into the shadows and disguise my features from a distance. Anyone looking at me from more than ten feet away or so would only remember a tall guy in a long coat. A little dab of vinegar behind each ear to hide my scent, and I was ready to hunt some wolves.

      In my pocket I carried a folded printout of home sales within the past five years, with two houses circled. The wolf was young, so I assumed the pack had moved in fairly recently, but everyone seemed to know him when he walked in, so he wasn't a complete stranger. I didn't remember hearing a car door slam before he came in, and the engines in the parking lot were all stone-cold when I left the diner, so I assumed he lived within walking distance. That helped narrow my search. I headed east to the first house on my list, dodging the very few streetlights and keeping out of sight the best I could without looking like a burglar.

      A tricycle on the lawn of the first place pretty much marked it off my list, but I walked around the side of the house and hopped the fence regardless. A backyard full of toys and little piles of dog poop confirmed that this was a were-free zone. Werewolves don't like their domesticated cousins, especially the yippy little variety, so the dachshund going apeshit through the sliding glass door at me would have been a snack if there were any bipedal furballs hanging around.

      Back on the sidewalk, I revisited my poor life choices while I walked across town. It's not that big of a town, so I didn't get very far. I basically only made it through the past few days, where I landed in Lockton, Ohio, after killing a federal agent who happened to be a half-demon serial murderer trying to open a portal to Hell in North Carolina. It's not the first time I've had to stop that sort of thing, but it is the first time I had to go on the lam afterwards.

      The second house on my list was at a cul-de-sac with open lots on either side of it and a patch of woods behind it. In other words, exactly the kind of place you would expect to find a pack of werewolves. Dogs aren't terribly creative, and they don't get any better just because they walk on two legs some of the time.

      I didn't even have to sneak around to confirm my suspicions; there was a wolf on the front porch smoking a cigarette. He wasn't one of the guys from the diner, but his thick chest and shoulders, his posture, and the aura around him all cried "wolf!"

      Sticking to the shadows, I slipped between two houses about fifty yards out from the wolf den and slipped through the woods to reach the back of the house in question. The yard dropped off in a steep incline in back, and a big wooden deck stuck out over the grass. I crept under the deck, keeping an ear out for feet or paws around me, but the place seemed silent.

      I stepped out into the yard, bunched my legs, and jumped ten feet to vault over the railing and land on the deck. It's really handy sometimes to have Dracula's DNA mixed up in yours. Other times it's a huge pain in the ass, but at that particular moment, it was a bonus. I crouched on the deck and peeked into a nearby window, the shadows and my spell masking me from the occupants.

      The lights from the living room blazed out onto the porch, and three werewolves sat around the screen, pointing and laughing. All the laughing stopped when I tapped on their sliding glass door. The biggest wolf, the one I'd seen in the diner that morning, walked over to the sliding glass door and opened it. He stepped out onto the deck, then slid the door closed behind him.

      "I figured I'd be seeing you sometime," he drawled. "You wanna fight, or you wanna talk?"

      "I guess that's your call, isn't it?" I asked. I held my hands out to my sides and summoned glowing orbs of energy to float above the palms. "Are you sure I'm somebody you want to throw down with?"

      "I don't want to throw down with anybody, wizard, but I also don't like people skulking around my property in the middle of the night."

      "I'm too tall to skulk. Sneak maybe, but not skulk."

      "Whatever. You want to talk, come on in and grab a beer. You want to fight, throw those little glowballs at my ass and we'll throw down. But I'm going back inside. Arrow is on and I haven't seen this one."
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      "I don't give a shit what you have to say, Detective. Now what do you have to say for yourself?" The red-faced pudgy man bellowed in my face. Again. He'd been alternating between screaming at me and cajoling me for two hours, playing both sides of the Good Cop/Bad Cop routine, and it was starting to wear very thin.

      I was tired of this shit. I'd been dealing with all goddamn night, and I was over it. My partner/maybe fiancée/wizard/demon hunter/whatever else he was, Quincy Harker, was MIA. My immediate supervisor within Homeland Security was dead at Harker's hand. I had a pissed-off Lord of the Vampires to deal with, and I was really jonesing for a decent cup of coffee. Not to mention I needed to use the bathroom. I decided to lead with the easy one.

      "I have to pee."

      Homeland Security Deputy Director, Southeastern Region, Peter Buprof backed up a little. That was a bonus. The look on his face was priceless, too. It was kinda like you'd expect a dog to look when it finally caught the car it had chased for years. He looked so confused it was all I could do not to giggle, which I felt would be highly inappropriate, given the circumstances. Not to mention the evening's body count.

      "What the fucking fuck did you say, Flynn?"

      I stood up and walked to the door. "I said, I have to pee. And I'm going to go pee. Then I'm going to go to my office, and I'm going to fire up the very nice Keurig single-cup coffee maker that my Uncle Morris gave me for Christmas last year, and I'm going to make myself some real coffee, not like the shit they keep in the squad room. I’d offer you some, but you’re being a dick, so drink the swill. Then I'll come back, and you can keep asking me the same questions you've been asking me for the past two hours."

      Buprof moved to get between me and the door. "The fuck you will. You aren't going anywhere until I say you are."

      "Am I under arrest, Deputy Director Buprof?"

      His eyes got wide at my formal tone. "What?"

      "I'm sorry, did I suddenly develop a stutter, or have you lost your comprehension of English since you've been yelling at me in mostly monosyllables and profanity since we got here? I asked if I was under arrest. Should I repeat the question? In Spanish? How about French? My Mandarin isn't very good, but I've got a pretty functional grasp of Farsi, if that works better for you."

      He looked at the floor, his nostrils flaring as his forehead flushed an even deeper crimson. The way the vein in his left temple was throbbing, I was afraid he might stroke out right there in the interview room. Then I'd be blamed for two Homeland Security deaths in one week. And this one wouldn't be a half-demon serial murderer, so I might even feel bad about it.

      After a solid fifteen seconds of staring at the floor, Buprof raised his bloodshot eyes to mine. "No, you are not under arrest, Detective. You are answering my questions completely voluntarily."

      "Then I am voluntarily going to the bathroom and to get a cup of coffee. I'll be back in ten minutes or so. Why don't you take a minute to go wash your face? You're looking a little flushed." I reached past the Director and pulled the door open.

      I stepped out into the hall and walked to the ladies' room, ignoring the stares from the squad room and the offices around the floor as I passed. I walked into the stall farthest from the door, sat down, and buried my head in my hands, thinking back to the events of the past few days, including being betrayed by someone I trusted, getting stabbed, and finding out a friend died at the hands of my ex-boss. This wasn't the worst week of my life, that was reserved for the time right after my dad died, but this was definitely number two with a bullet.

      I felt something pull in my side, then something warm on my belly, and yanked off my jacket. I probed my black t-shirt and felt dampness under my fingers. "Fucking hell," I muttered, standing up and taking the shirt off. The small dressing I had taped over my belly wound was soaked through with blood, and now was nothing more than a sopping red square on my torso. I peeled the tape from around the gauze and stepped out of the stall.

      A patrolwoman stood at the sink washing her hands. She looked up as I stepped out, starting to give me that little smile that women give one another when they find someone else working in the boys' club, kind of a solidarity thing that we can only express when no guys are around to see it and get threatened. But the smile faded as she recognized me, then her eyes widened as she saw the knife wound on my belly. The staples in my belly weren’t going to do me any favors in bikini season, but that wouldn’t matter much if I didn’t figure out how to stop the world from ending before it got warm again.

      "Detective, are you..." She was torn. I could see it on her face. Part of her wanted to shun the accused cop-killer, or girlfriend of a cop-killer, or agent-killer, or whatever Harker was supposed to be. But part of her was still a cop, and we protect and serve, and I was standing in front of her bleeding. And another part of her was a female cop, and there aren't many of us, and we try to look out for one another.

      I gave her a little smile. "It's just a flesh wound, Santos. You don't need to bandage me up. I just need to wash the wound a little and dry it before I put my shirt back on and get back to my interrogation."

      "I hate to...I mean, is it...I mean...Never mind, Detective. I'm sorry, I'll go."

      I stepped in front of her. "Don't apologize. You're better than that. Ask me what you want to ask."

      She straightened up and nodded. She looked me in the eye and asked, "Is it true? Are you dating Harker? And did he kill Agent Smith?"

      "Yeah to both," I said. "But here's the other part. The part that hasn't gotten out in the whisper-mill yet. Smith was dirty. He was the serial killer we were chasing, and Harker and I knew it. But most of the evidence burned up along with Smith's body in that fire, so it's gonna be a bitch to prove it. So yeah, I'm dating Harker. And yeah, he killed Smith. But he saved a lot more lives in the process, and the real bad guy is dead, so now I have to patch up my shit and get back to proving his innocence."

      Officer Santos looked me up and down, then nodded. "Detective, I don't know if I could stand in the middle of a public bathroom with no shirt on and blood running down my stomach and defend my husband that well, much less a boyfriend. So if you need any help, you let me know. I got you."

      "Thanks, Santos. I appreciate it."

      "No problem, Detective. Now get that stomach cleaned up. There's a first aid kit in the supply closet right behind the door there." I looked where she was pointing, and sure enough, there was a door I'd never paid attention to marked "Maintenance" right behind me. I nodded my thanks to Santos again and looked in the supply closet.

      Fifteen minutes later, I was back in Interview Room One sitting across from Deputy Director Buprof holding a steaming cup of hazelnut blend and wearing a clean shirt I kept in my office. I felt more in control of myself with a fresh dressing on my stab wound and some caffeine coursing through my system. I was ready to take on anything that Buprof could throw at me.

      He sat across the table from me with a digital recorder. He pressed a button on the recorder and pointed a remote at the two-way mirror behind him. I knew that turned on the video camera on the other side of the glass, so everything I said from here on out would be recorded in two locations. At least. God only knew how many other recording devices were set up on the other side of the mirror.

      "Now, Detective, please recount for me the events of this evening, starting from the moment you arrived at Mr. Card's home."

      I'd already been through this a dozen times in the hours since all the shit went down, but Buprof was a relatively new addition. He'd arrived from Washington on a Department of Homeland Security jet just a few hours ago, all hellfire and brimstone to root out the corruption in the Charlotte office and bring me and Harker to justice. I knew the drill. Get the suspect to repeat herself, hoping that she'll make a mistake, trip herself up in some way. I was telling the truth, so there was nothing to trip up. Harker and I had been investigating a series of murders similar to a set of killings he investigated seven years ago.

      In both cases, Nephilim, or half-angels, were being murdered and their blood harvested to open a gate to Hell for the demon Orobas to bring a bunch of his nasty siblings and pals through to our world. Both times, the culprit was a Cambion, an offspring of a demon, in this case Orobas, and a human woman. They hid their identities from Harker by smearing Nephilim blood on themselves, which masked their supernatural nature. Both times Harker stopped the Cambion, who was a member of law enforcement. The first time, he did it by casting the bad guy into his own portal to Hell. This time he shot the bad guy, our supervisory agent with Homeland Security, in the face. A lot.

      It would have been a lot cleaner for everybody involved if he'd sent Agent Smith to Hell, but that wasn't how things went down. And now Harker was on the run, and I was getting ready to repeat my story for a camera and a very upset Homeland Security middle manager.

      Until the door opened into Interview One and a thirty-something man with an expensive suit, a slight limp, and a neatly trimmed dark brown beard stepped into the room.

      "What the ever-loving fuck do you think you're doing?" Buprof said, standing up from the table. There went that vein again. I made a mental note to tell the good Director to go see a doctor when we were done here. If he decided against sending me to Gitmo, or Area 51, or wherever Homeland sent people they considered to be rogue members of their version of the X-Files.

      "I think I'm stopping this bleeding circus right here," the newcomer said, putting a hand on my shoulder. "My client is going home. She is a sworn officer of the law, she has given her statement at least ten times already by this point, and while her incompetent excuse for a union representative may have allowed this sideshow to continue, I have no intention of doing so. I think it's time we ended this charade and all went home, don't you?" The trim man spoke with a cultured British accent, and when I gawked up at him with my confusion written all over my face, he looked down at me with deep brown eyes and gave me a conspiratorial wink.

      "She's not—"

      I stood up. "We've covered this already, Director. I've given a statement. I'm not under arrest. I'm going home." I spoke a little louder. "Captain, could you come in here?"

      I heard a door slam, then the door into the interrogation room opened and my boss, Captain Benjamin Herr, stepped in. He didn't look happy, but he didn't look like he wanted to shoot me, either.

      "Captain, am I on administrative leave pending an investigation? I need to know if I should plan to come back to work as soon as my side heals, or start looking for a new job." I figured I may as well cut straight to the chase and find out where I really stood with my department. I was pretty sure most of the Charlotte-Mecklenburg Police Department wasn't in league with a demon, but I had my doubts about Homeland Security.

      Captain Herr thought about it, then shook his head. "No, Flynn. Your story matches what we saw from the dash cam of your department car, and it fits with the evidence. As far as I'm concerned, you're good. I'm going to put you on desk duty for another week or so until you heal up, and you'll have to be cleared by the department psychologist before you're back on active duty, but you're not suspended."

      "I have some vacation and sick time coming, could I—" I started, but Captain Herr held up a hand.

      "Take it. Get some rest, find out if your asshole boyfriend is okay, and make sure he knows that CMPD has no intention of building a case against him."

      "Thank you, sir," I said, standing.

      "Hold on a minute, Detective," Buprof said. "Just because your little band of blue brothers isn’t going after your murdering sack of shit boyfriend doesn’t mean Homeland Security won’t. As of right now, you are officially suspended from the Department of Homeland Security. You are to surrender your credentials immediately.”

      I reached into the inside pocket of my jacket and took out my badge holder. I flipped it open to my Homeland credentials, took them out of the holder, and put the laminated ID card on the table. I held up the wallet holding my gold shield and Charlotte-Mecklenburg Police Department ID at Captain Herr. “You want this, Captain?”

      “Did I stutter, Detective?” Captain Herr turned my own smartass comment back on me. “I said you’re in the clear. That means you’re in the clear. If Homeland doesn’t want you anymore, CMPD will be glad to have you back with us full time.”

      “Thank you sir,” I said. I slid my badge back in my pocket and stood up.

      “Where the hell do you think you’re going?” Buprof asked. “We're not done here."

      "I believe that I clearly stated the opposite of that, Deputy Director," my newfound attorney said. He didn’t raise his voice, didn’t even hint at needing to raise his voice, but he spoke with such quiet assurance and carried himself with such calm strength that Buprof was forced to turn his attention to him.

      "And who the fuck are you, exactly?" Buprof asked.

      "Watson," the tall man replied. "Dr. Jack Watson, Esquire. I am Detective Flynn's attorney." He produced a business card from his jacket pocket and passed it over to the confused Homeland Security Director. "My contact information is on that card. All inquiries concerning my client should be addressed to me from this moment forward. Now, if you gentlemen will excuse us?" He nodded to Buprof and Herr and steered me out into the hall.

      I leaned in to him. "Who are you again?"

      He held out a hand. "Jack Watson. Now please let's not tarry. While I am an attorney, and I do have my J.D., I’m not what most Americans think of as a doctor, and I am not exactly licensed to practice law on this side of the pond, unless our mutual friend Mister Card has made some very effective telephone calls very quickly."

      "Watson?" I asked, thinking to myself, there's no friggin' way. "Not...?"

      "Yes, actually," he replied. "Doctor John Watson was my great-great-grandfather. So yes, that Watson."

      It appeared the Shadow Council had arrived.
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      I stood on the porch for a minute staring after the back of the retreating Alpha, then shook my head and went inside, dissipating my balls of glowing purple energy as I went. I was a tiny bit bummed that I didn't get to throw those at anybody. I didn't design them to kill anything, but they were gonna look really cool.

      This was a new one on me. Walking into a werewolf's den didn't usually involve IKEA furniture in my experience, but this place was furnished in early 21st century modern craptastic sofas and bookshelves. The Alpha was sprawled in a recliner sipping a Coors Light while two other werewolves sat on the sofa watching television. Sure enough, there was Oliver Queen climbing a salmon ladder, all abs and attitude.

      "Beer in the fridge?" I asked, pulling the sliding glass door closed behind me. If I needed to get out of there in a hurry, a pane of glass wasn't going to slow me down very much. Hell, if the wolves decided to evict me with extreme prejudice, the walls wouldn't slow me down much, either.

      "Yeah," Alpha replied. "Grab me another Coors while you're at it."

      I paused for a second, wondering if it was a test or some kind of macho dominance thing. Then I decided I didn't care, and I grabbed a Coors Light for the wolf and a Heineken for myself. I popped the top off the bottle with my thumb and handed the can to the were.

      "Thanks."

      "No problem."

      "You know we got a bottle opener, right?" He pointed to my thumb, which bled a little from the edge of the bottle-cap.

      "I heal fast," I replied, then held up my thumb. The tiny cut stitched itself shut in seconds, another of the useful abilities my vampire-enhanced blood granted me.

      "That's handy," said the Alpha.

      "You got a name?" I asked.

      "I think I get to be the one asking questions," he replied. "You know, my house and all." He didn't raise his voice, didn't even take a stern tone, but it was pretty clear from the attention the wolves on the sofa paid to every syllable that this was not the dude to fuck with.

      I shrugged and stepped over to in front of his chair. "Quincy Harker." I held out a hand.

      "So not Harold Quinn?" he asked, taking my hand. His grip was firm, but not overly strong. He had nothing to prove, so he didn't bother to try. We shook, and I stepped over to a chair at the end of the couch. This put a coffee table between me and all three werewolves, space that I was going to need desperately if things got noisy.

      "Nope," I said. I didn't bother explaining to him about my undercover status. I figured a werewolf might understand all about keeping his identity masked. I also didn’t ask how he got my name, assuming he either asked the waitress or had some way to scan recent property rentals. He was the local Alpha, after all. If he didn’t have the town pretty well wired, then he wasn’t much of a pack leader.

      "Fair enough. I'm Drew Semper. I'm the Alpha around these parts. The one by you is Billy, and the big dumb one is Rocco." He pointed at the two couch-surfing weres in turn, and they nodded to me. I nodded back.

      "How long have you guys been in town?"

      "About three years, maybe four." I appreciated the fact that he didn't lie to me, either. I knew from my hour on the computer that afternoon that the house was rented on an annual lease to a Luna Holdings, LLC, out of New Jersey, and had been rented to the same company for a little over three years.

      "What are y'all doing here?"

      "Why do you care?" Drew shot back. The wolf called Rocco started to growl low in his throat, and Drew and I both gave him a sharp look. "Be nice, Rocco. Our guest here might be nosy, but he hasn't threatened anybody yet."

      After being around a fair number of people who thought I was threatening them just by walking into a room, I found Drew's self-confidence refreshing. "I care because I'm here trying to keep a low profile, and if you guys are running some kind of small-town protection racket, or redneck meth lab, or undercover gambling ring, or anything that might bring down federal attention on this town, then we're going to have a problem."

      Drew put the footrest of his recliner down and leaned forward. "Are we? Are we going to have a problem, Mr. Harker?"

      "Only if you want to, Mr. Semper."

      "What if I told you we already had a problem?" Oh shit. Wolf politics.

      "I'd tell you if it was going to put more eyes on this town, then that would be an issue for me."

      "What are you hiding from, Quincy?"

      "I don't think that's any of your business, Drew." I followed his move into first-name territory, unwilling to yield to his Alpha games. He stood up and stepped toward me, sliding the coffee table out of the way. I stood up to meet him.

      We just looked at each other for a long moment, passing a whole lot of communication between us without ever saying a word. Finally, Drew turned and walked into the kitchen.

      "Another beer?" he called over one shoulder.

      "I wouldn't say no." I sat back down in my chair, then leaned forward and tugged the coffee table back into place. Drew came back with three Coors Lights and an opened Heineken for me. "Thanks," I said, draining off the last of my first beer and setting it on an end table beside the sofa.

      "Coaster," the wolf identified as Billy said, pointing to a rack on the table. I nodded at him and got a coaster. No point in fucking up a guy's furniture.

      "Now, Mr. Harker, what brings you to Lockton?" Drew asked once he was settled back into his chair.

      "Not so much being in Lockton as being out of Charlotte."

      "Charlotte's a nice town. What's that in, North Carolina?"

      "Yeah," I said. No real surprise that a werewolf in Ohio didn't know much about Charlotte.

      "Why'd you leave Charlotte?"

      "I had a disagreement with my boss at Homeland Security."

      "There's a wizard working for Homeland Security?"

      "Until about two nights ago, there was a half-demon called a Cambion working as a supervisor for Homeland Security."

      "What happened two nights ago?"

      "He and I had that disagreement I mentioned."

      "And this disagreement didn't go well for him, I take it."

      "And thus I am in Lockton, Ohio, home of the World's Largest Nothing. Not a tourist trap for miles, no traffic cams, and no reason for anyone to visit."

      "The perfect place for a man on the run."

      "I'm not on the run," I protested. "I'd just rather not deal with the consequences of my actions right now."

      "Story of my life," Drew said, holding up his beer. I saluted with my bottle, and we drank deeply.

      We finished our beers in a relatively comfortable silence. As comfortable as you can be when in the literal den, fireplace and all, of a bunch of werewolves who could probably tear you limb from limb quicker than you could kill more than two of them. Right now, we were operating on manners and the threat of mutually assured destruction. I knew that if I tried anything, I wouldn't make it out of the house alive, and they knew that if they jumped me, at least one of them would be dead on the floor in seconds. Nobody wanted to take the chance that they would be the lucky winner, so we were at a stalemate.

      Drew stood up, flowing to his feet in that liquid movement that true predators have. He looked down at me, and I focused my will on my fists. I didn't bother with the glowing light this time. If shit was about to get real, I wasn't going to need pyrotechnics, just firepower.

      "Our pack has been in this part of the world for a long time, Harker, and we can stay here and in the towns around here because we don't start shit with anybody. We know the drill. We hunt animals, not people, and we don't let anything else hunt people in our territory. If you're cool with that, you can stay. But if you've got ideas about summoning anything nasty, starting some kind of coven, or otherwise fucking with the people of Lockton, then we're going to have a problem."

      I didn't so much let my will dissipate as it popped like a soap bubble. "What?"

      "You heard me. We look after these people. So if that's a problem, you need to move on to greener pastures. We don't know shit about you, except for some rumors Billy picked up on the BlackNet. And that shit is too farfetched even for me to believe, and I'm a friggin' Ohio werewolf, for fuck's sake."

      "Yeah, that's probably the true stuff. If it sounds just cosmically fucked up, I'd believe it." I turned to Billy, who showed me the BlackNet version of my Wikipedia page on a tablet. "Yup, all that's pretty much true. Except that thing about Zaire. Never been there."

      "You're saying you're really Dracula's nephew and you're over a hundred years old?" Billy asked.

      "Nephew is just how we describe it. There's no real blood relation." I didn't bother trying to explain the whole thing about him nibbling on my mom before she and Dad were married, and I sure as fuck wasn't going into Dad's time with Uncle Luke's "wives." I didn't know the whole story there, and didn't want to. If they wanted to read about that part of my origin, they could read the book. Or watch one of the countless nearly unwatchable movies.

      "So he's real?" Drew asked, his voice a little hushed.

      "The werewolf is asking the wizard if Dracula is real?" I raised an eyebrow.

      "Fair enough." Drew walked to the fridge and grabbed another round for everyone. I wasn't finished with the last one yet, but I didn't want to be rude.

      He sat down and leaned forward, looking hard at me. "So what's it going to be, wizard? Are you going to move on, are we going to throw down, or are we going to try to be good neighbors?"

      I took a long pull off my beer. Whatever I said next was not just going to impact the direction my evening was to take, but was going to have a big impact on how long my life in Lockton was to be. Even if I fought these guys and won, that would bring a lot more attention down on this little town than I wanted. The Lockton police department was two guys, one receptionist, and one cell, usually reserved for a pair of drunks on Friday or Saturday night. A trio of bodies would draw attention at the state level and maybe higher, and certainly make the papers. That was attention I couldn't afford. And that was if I won the fight, which wasn't a lock by any stretch. Werewolves are tough, fast, and resistant to a lot of the magic I used against creatures like demons, by virtue of the fact that they actually belong on this plane of existence.

      "I think that as long as you guys have all your shots and nobody tries to hump my leg, we oughta be able to get along fine. I don't have a problem with lycanthropes as a rule, I just get nervous when any supernatural critter shows up that I didn't know about," I said. I took another drink of my beer, so I wouldn't waste too much if I had to smash the bottle across somebody's head.

      The big one they called Rocco growled at me again, but Drew waved a hand at him. Drew stood up and stuck out his hand. I got out of my chair and shook it, feeling the power in his grip that he wasn't even trying to impress me with. That's what was impressive about it, that he wasn't trying.

      "Welcome to Lockton, Mr. Harker. I hope we don't ever have to find out the answer."

      I didn't ask the question. We both knew what the other one was thinking, and I was glad I wouldn't have to find out who was the bigger badass tonight.

      "Now, since you're here..."

      Oh shit, here it comes. I knew it the second he opened his mouth.

      "There's something we could use your help with."

      Yup. Right into the shit again. I will never fucking learn.
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      I walked through the door of Harker's condo, expecting him to pop out from behind a door and tell me that it was all some kind of joke, some magical illusion bullshit of his and we could go back to the way things were a few days ago. Before we found out that Agent Smith was a half-demon serial killer, before Smith murdered Renfield, before Harker put a bullet in Smith's face and had to go on the lam.

      But no, nobody jumped out from behind a door. There were a lot of people in Harker's living room, though, and I only recognized two of them. Luke was there, which made sense since his house was currently a pile of rubble. The other one had me draw my sidearm and level the Sig Sauer .40 pistol right at her face.

      "What the fuck are you doing here, Van Helsing?"

      Gabby Van Helsing was good in a fight, but she wasn't one of my favorite people. The first time we met, she almost killed Harker, then drew down on Luke. Now she was sitting in Quincy's living room, drinking his beer, and chatting with Luke like they were old friends.

      Gabby stood and held her hands up. "I'm unarmed, Detective. Please don't shoot me."

      "I don't believe you. No way do you sit in an unfamiliar room without a weapon or three somewhere around you."

      An athletic black woman laughed from the couch. "She knows you, Gabs. Might as well come clean."

      Van Helsing shrugged. "There is a pistol in an ankle holster, a pair of knives in the back of my belt, and four small stakes strapped to my forearms. I'll strip down if you really want me to, but I've got to let you know, I'm not into chicks."

      Luke stood up and put himself between my gun and Van Helsing. "Detective...Rebecca, please put away the gun.” Luke looked like hammered shit, and that was even taking into account that he was buried alive just the night before. His eyes were sunken into his skull, his cheeks were drawn, and he was pale, even for a guy that hadn’t seen the sun since well before the American Revolution. He looked around the room, took a deep breath, and continued. “Gabriella is one of us. She is here to help clear Quincy's name and bring the real perpetrator to justice."

      I raised an eyebrow at the Vampire Lord. "The real perpetrator was brought to justice, Luke. Harker killed him. That's why he had to run, remember?"

      Watson slipped past me into the apartment and walked over to the kitchen area. "We believe that your Agent Smith was merely one cog in the machine, Detective. He had resources significantly beyond his normal capacity either as an agent of Homeland Security or a Cambion, and we feel that the conspiracy must go higher within the government."

      I looked at the trim British dude who stood at Harker's kitchen counter pouring a drink. "Are you serious? You're talking to me about some kind of Illuminati shit?"

      "We are a secret organization of powerful beings hidden from society for over a hundred years. It only stands to reason that there might be another one or two out there," Watson said, his voice mild, but his eyes serious. "Drink?"

      "I'll take a Coke. Harker keeps them in the door of the fridge."

      "He's out," the woman on the couch called from the den. I looked at her and she raised a familiar red-and-white striped can at me with a smile.

      "And who the hell are you, lady? Besides the bitch who drank the last Coke, that is."

      She laughed again, a bright, tinkling sound that felt somehow out of place in this room full of grim faces and serious demeanors. I liked her in spite of myself, and in spite of her drinking the last soda.

      "I'm Jo," she said, and walked over to me, her hand out. We shook, and her grip was very strong. This was a woman who'd seen hard work and wasn't afraid of it. She was short and stocky, with broad shoulders and the no-bullshit stride of an athletic woman. Her hair was cropped short, and her brown eyes sparkled with amusement. "This is some fucked-up shit, right?"

      "You can say that again," I muttered.

      "Oh, please don't," Watson sighed, walking behind me to head to the living room and sit on the arm of the couch. "Let's move forward into the problem at hand. Countless rehashing of how 'fucked up' the situation is moves us no closer to a resolution."

      "Well, can I at least get a handle on who everyone is before I dive right into hunting down a demon boss?" I asked, poking my head into the fridge. Empty. These fuckers had devoured the normally meager stores in Harker's refrigerator. I took a glass down from the cabinet and poured water from the tap over some ice cubes, then went into the living room with everyone else. I grabbed a chair and sat between Harker's two sofas facing the door.

      I looked around the room. Luke was there, looking like ten miles of bad road. Watson sat on the couch next to him, all perfect posture, trimmed beard and piercing intellect burning behind his eyes. Gabby sat across from him, keeping one eye on me and the other on Luke. Apparently there was still a little distrust there. The black woman sat beside Gabby, looking around the gathered people and giving me the occasional small smile.

      "So who the fuck are you people? Luke I know, and Gabby I've met, but this dude walks into police headquarters introducing himself as Dr. Watson's great-great-grandson, and I've got no idea who you are, lady. No offense."

      "None taken," the unidentified woman said. "I'm Jo. For the purposes of this gathering, Jo Henry. It's actually Jo Marinton, but it's easier to remember why I'm involved in all this mess if I just go by Granddaddy's name."

      "Your grandfather's name was Henry?" I asked, starting to put things together in my head but not sure I was going in the right direction.

      "Yup," she confirmed. "John Henry. Steel-driving man, hero of the battle of the railroad man versus the steam engine, all that. That was Granddaddy. Great-great-granddaddy, technically, but I figure we can let that slide."

      "I thought he died after that whole thing with the steam engine." I was pretty impressed that I managed to dredge that little bit of history up on demand.

      "Nah. He had a heart attack, and he almost died, but he really was as strong as the legends say. Old man was way harder to kill than anyone should have been back then. He lived to be almost eighty, even after that whole mess with the steam engine when he was a young man."

      "Impressive. So what do you do?" I asked.

      "For the Council, or for a living?"

      "I dunno, whichever. Does working for the Council not pay much?"

      She laughed, a musical sound that made me smile. Out of all these weirdos, she seemed the most real, like somebody I could have a beer and talk politics with, or sports, or just hang out. The rest of them were either a little terrifying, like Luke; a little psychotic, like Gabby; or a little too British, like Jack. But Jo seemed fun. I was relaxing a little around her, which was nice. There hadn't been a lot of relaxation in my life the past few days.

      "Working for the Council doesn't pay shit," Jo said. "Like, literally, it's a volunteer gig. Some of us come from money, or are at least old enough to have some stashed, like Luke here." The Lord of the Vampires tipped an imaginary hat. "Or we kill things that are old and have a lot of money stashed, like Gabby."

      "They don't need money after I burn them to ash." The sweet smile she gave me when she said that definitely pushed the needle on her well into “psycho” territory.

      "Or they get royalty money off books written by and about their family." Jo pointed at Jack, who held up a glass of whiskey.

      "I am also an attorney, and a rather good one at that," he offered up in a token protest. "But the fact that Old Doyle promised half the revenue from the Holmes character to my father doesn't hurt."

      "Yeah, helped you afford that posh Oxford education, right old chap?" Gabby needled him in a terrible Cockney accent.

      "Cambridge, thank you very much, and yes, it was very posh, and yes, Doyle's money definitely paid for it. Too bad I didn't go there straight out of high school, instead of spending a few years in the Army first." He reached down and knocked on his left leg, which gave off an odd metallic sound. I just looked at him, and he raised the hem of his pants to show a prosthetic leg. "Courtesy of an IED outside Kabul. I'm accustomed to it now, but it does cause certain challenges with airport security here in the States."

      "So I'm one of the few members of the Council that actually has a day job. I'm a freelance editor, mostly nonfiction books. Self-help books, career guides, that kind of thing. It gives me the freedom I need to drop everything and come running whenever these guys call."

      "And how many of these guys are there? Is this everybody? Or are there more Shadow People that I'll run into later?"

      You know that feeling when a room gets uncomfortably quiet, like when the awkward guy from work tells a racist joke that he thinks will be funny and it's anything but funny? Yeah, that happened. Everybody kinda looked at each other, or their drinks, or the carpet, or basically anywhere but at me.

      After giving the pause long enough to become truly uncomfortable, I clapped my hands. "Okay, that's fine. You can't tell me anything about the Council because I'm not on the Council. That's cool. I get operational security and partitioning information. I've done my fair share of interagency partnerships in my time. So I guess all I need to know this—are there any more Council members here, and do I need to know anything else before we get to work?"

      "No," Luke said, standing up and walking over to me. "To both of those things. We are the sum total of the Council that is currently here and working on this problem. There are more Councilors, but they are handling other issues at the moment."

      "Okay, so what's the plan?" I asked, finishing up my water and walking over to the liquor cabinet. Harker always kept at least one bottle of Macallan tucked away behind the swill of a tequila selection in the bar, so I fished around behind bottles until I found the good stuff. Only a third of the bottle remained, but it was enough. I poured myself a generous slug and left the bottle out where the others could see it. I returned to my seat and looked around the room.

      "What? There's no plan?" I asked.

      "We just got here, Detective," Jo protested.

      "Call me Flynn, or I suppose Rebecca if you have to," I replied. "Alright, since we don't have a plan, I guess that's Step One—make a plan."

      "We need to figure out how high this problem goes within Homeland Security," Watson said. "Right now we aren't sure if Smith was an isolated mole, or if there's a widespread conspiracy."

      "Assume he wasn't working alone," I said.

      "Why's that?" Gabby asked. "You need to make some justification for your boyfriend shooting a federal agent in the face?"

      "Not that one," I said. "He deserved everything he got and then some. But no way was he acting alone. He had organization, and he managed to kill four people right under our noses and get away with it. That takes help, and a ton of resources."

      "So do you think his accomplice is someone inside Homeland Security?" Jo asked.

      "Worse," I said. "I'm pretty sure that someone inside Homeland Security is his boss."
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      "Tell me again how we're not going to jail for this? I did mention that little disagreement with Homeland Security, right?" I whispered to Drew the next night as we stepped into the deserted hallway of Lockton High School. It smelled of disinfectant layered over years of teen spirit, that miasma of body odor, gym shoes, and hormones that just rolls off teenagers like cheap perfume off a stripper's ass.

      "Rocco is the strength and conditioning coach for the football team. He gave me the keys," Drew said in a normal voice.

      "And that gets us out of jail how exactly?" I didn't bother hiding my "I'm not convinced" voice.

      "Because Billy is a dispatcher for the county 911 service and he's on duty tonight. So nothing about this is going to get reported. So as long as Chief Clark doesn't happen to ride by the school, we're good. And Chief Clark hasn't been out of the house after ten o'clock without a good reason for at least two years."

      I couldn't argue with the man. He knew his town, after all. "Fine, then what are we looking for?"

      "I don't want to influence your impressions. Just tell me what you sense, or however you do that shit."

      I opened my Sight and almost fell down as I was overwhelmed by the magic thrown around in that hallway. I quickly shifted back to the mundane spectrum and turned on Drew. "What the ever-loving fuck was that?"

      He held up both hands and took a step back, then seemed to catch himself and stepped back up to meet me. "That's what I wanted to know. What did you see?"

      "I saw so much shit I could barely sort it all out. You seriously need to warn a motherfucker before you pull something like that. It's like if I shoved smelling salts and cayenne pepper right up your super-sniffer, Lassie."

      He bristled at the dog joke, but didn't push it. "Alright, sorry. I didn't know it would be that bad. But you'll agree there's something fucked up going on around here?"

      "That's putting it mildly. There is serious demonic influence all over this place. It's like somebody has been...oh no."

      "Oh no, what?"

      "Somebody's been playing with demons here, haven't they?" I should have known. It's not like they call me Quincy Harker, driveway repairman. Anytime somebody wants me to take a good look at something, odds are there's a demon involved.

      "We think so. I told you Rocco is an assistant football coach, right?" Drew started walking down the hall without bothering to turn on a light or his flashlight. Not being a werewolf, I called up a floating ball of light and set it over my shoulder so I didn't trip over anything left in the hall by a lazy janitor or asshole teenager.

      "Yeah. What about it?"

      "Well, the team is really good this year. They haven't lost a game."

      "Good for them," I said. I didn't hear a problem yet.

      "Yeah, it's great. School spirit is up, the town is behind the team, there are even talks about forming a booster club for the first time in years."

      "So what's the problem?"

      We turned down another hallway, this one marked "Gym." "The problem is, they shouldn't be."

      "Shouldn't be what?"

      "Good," Drew said. "They didn't lose very many players to graduation, so most of the players from last year are back. And they weren't very good last year. Rocco's been amazed at the gains they've made in the weight room—he says that you can't make gains like that even with steroids. He's talking about some kids packing on twenty or thirty pounds of muscle just since school started."

      "That's only been a couple of months," I pointed out.

      "That's what I'm saying," Drew agreed. "Rocco says that there's something funky with these kids, and they don't play like normal, either. They run their routes perfectly, make throws like Tom Brady. It's like all of a sudden they're the Green Bay Packers instead of the Lockton Lions."

      "Are you sure all this is legit? I mean, no offense to Rocco, but..."

      "I know, he doesn’t look like the brightest bulb in the box, but he knows football, and he knows jocks. So if he says this shit ain't natural, then it ain't natural. And now you're telling me there's a demon running around the school, too."

      "Yeah, there's definitely something here. Let me take another look." I opened my Sight again, this time shielding myself a little instead of throwing my supernatural vision wide open. The athletic wing was even more covered in demonic essence than the first hallway we were in, so whatever was hanging around the school, it was more active down there. I looked past the glare of the demon taint but couldn't get any real hints on what type of hellspawn we were dealing with from the trail of badness it left in its wake. But there was a door on the far left side of the hallway that radiated evil like a homing beacon.

      I motioned to Drew. "If you can do that half-way change thing where you get really big and scary, this might be a good time to do it." I pointed to the door. "There's something behind that door, and it's not very nice at all."

      "I can do that." Drew started stripping down in the hallway. I gaped at him. "What? You think my clothes just magically disappear? I've ruined more jeans trying to transform while wearing clothes than I care to count. And I really like these shoes." I looked at his feet. They were nice hiking boots, so I kinda understood him. He got naked, then shifted into his half-wolf form.

      If you've never seen a human turn into a werewolf, then good for you. It's not pretty and usually incredibly painful. The benefit to having an Alpha wolf with you is he's way too macho to scream as his bones realign themselves and his body miraculously packs on another fifty percent of its muscle mass.

      I asked Luke once where the extra matter came from, because laws of nature and all that. His response—"it's magic, you idiot." I shut up at that point. No point debating physics with a guy who lives on human blood with no working digestive system. Especially coming from a wizard who makes fireballs with his mind and throws them at people.

      After a few seconds of what must have been excruciating pain, Wolf-Drew stood in front of me, seven feet of hair, muscle, and teeth that didn't really get hurt by anything but fire and silver. And magic, but I didn't plan on throwing any bolts of pure energy at my partner for the evening. He shook himself all over and nodded at me. Verbal communication was pretty much out until he shifted back since I didn't speak Wolf and his jaw was now shaped all wrong for forming words. Didn't matter. Whatever I sensed behind that door was very unlikely to be big on conversation.

      Drew and I crept across the hall and I pressed my ear to the door. I heard a soft huff-huff of breath behind me and turned to Drew. He tapped himself on the chest and gently nudged me out of the way. He had a point. My hearing is better than a normal human's, but I've got nothing on a werewolf, even one half-transformed. He put his head to the door and held up two fingers.

      "There are two of them?" I asked.

      He nodded, then waved his hand in the air to indicate one was close to the door and one across the room. At least, that's what I thought it meant. I nodded back at him, and he moved to the other side of the door. I drew in my will and whispered "Fiero" under my breath. A six-inch sphere of flame appeared floating over my outstretched palm, and I flung open the door. I lobbed the magical fire grenade into the room and was greeted by a very satisfying WHOOSH as it exploded inside the room. The contained space gave the fireball a little extra oomph, a fact I learned both in the real world and playing way too much Dungeons & Dragons in the 80s.

      I gave the fire a couple of seconds to die down, then stepped into the open doorway. I stood there for a minute, letting the smoke billow around my boots and long coat, casting what I thought should be an appropriately badass image for a demon-hunting wizard, only to find a pair of imps standing in the room grinning at me.

      "Got any more of those, human? That tickled," the first imp said, then launched himself at me from twenty feet away. His wings unfurled and he flew at me like a clawed lawn dart. I dove to the right, drawing my Glock as I hit the ground on my side.

      Drew stepped into the doorway as soon as I moved, no doubt chomping at the bit after my failed theatrics. He reached out one hand and swatted the imp to the ground, his reflexes and strength a match for a minor demon any day. The only problem was that speed and power were not the only weapons imps came equipped with.

      "Drew, watch the tail!" I yelled, hauling myself to my feet.

      Drew either heard me or he'd dealt with imps before, because he dodged to one side as the little bastard's spiked tail came up over its shoulder and jabbed at his leg. The six-inch spike buried itself in the drywall beside the door, and Drew stomped on the demon's back. I heard the monster scream in pain and turned to find the other one.

      I was a little late, since it was almost on me already. I threw myself flat on my back as the imp leapt at me. It flew harmlessly over me, then snapped its wings out in a heartbeat and whirled around to dive-bomb me where I lay on the floor. I squeezed off three quick shots with my pistol, then rolled out of the way. I kept rolling after it smacked into the floor, the nasty tail jabbing into the tile beside me. The razor-sharp point penetrated into the floor easily, leaving me to think unpleasant thoughts about what it would do to my chest.

      I scrambled to my feet as the imp got to its wobbly feet. I shot it twice in the face, which knocked it back onto its ass, but had no other real effect. I didn't expect it to, I just needed a little separation.

      "Frigidos!" I shouted, holstering my Glock and thrusting both palms out at the imp. Daggers of ice materialized and flew toward the demon, tearing holes through its wings and drawing blood from its face and torso. So my magic can hurt it. Good to know.

      I spared a glance for Drew, who was methodically stomping the head of the imp he was battling. It wasn't dying and wasn't going to from that kind of damage, but it also wasn't getting up, so he was in pretty good shape.

      "Fuzzy!" I shouted. Drew's head snapped up with a snarl, and I tossed a vial from my coat underhand to him. "Catch!"

      He caught it and cocked his head at me. "Pour it on the demon," I shouted. "It's holy water!"

      Drew did as I said, and the demon shrieked in agony. Apparently Drew had opened enough of a cut on the imp's skin for the holy water to touch its blood, and the little bastard melted away to nothing as Drew was in mid-stomp.

      I turned to the remaining imp and held up a second vial of holy water. "Plenty more where that came from, asshole. Now you can go back to Hell, or I can vaporize your ass right now, and you won't just be dead on this plane, but you'll be forever-dead. Your call." I cocked my arm back to throw, but the imp wrapped its wings around itself and popped out of existence. Seems like even demons have a sense of self-preservation.

      "What the fuck did you do that for?" I turned to see a human and very naked Drew standing in the room bitching at me. "That thing can come back and hurt more people, and you'll be the reason. Everything it does from here on out is on you, Harker. We had a chance to destroy that thing, and you didn't take it."

      "I try not to destroy things that are the pets of bigger and badder things if I can help it," I said. "That imp can't come back across the plane unless someone or something summons it," I explained. "And whatever summoned it is the real problem, not some shitty little pitchfork monkey from the First Circle. You killed one—that sends enough of a message. Being able to kill this one and choosing not to sends an even stronger one. It says we don't give a fuck what this guy calls up from the Pits, we can handle it."

      "Why don't we just see if that's true," came a new voice from the doorway. I hate surprises. They never end up being a pony, or even a stripper. It's always a pair of socks for Christmas, or another fucking demon.
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      The room erupted in chaos as I made my pronouncement about Smith. I stood there watching the train wreck of conversation until they all ran out of steam and stared at me.

      "Are y'all quite finished?" I asked.

      Jack nodded at me. "Please proceed, Detective. What makes you think that Agent Smith's actions are not simply those of a deranged monster infiltrating a major governmental agency?"

      "Have you ever used one word when three would do?" I asked. Watson gave me a flat stare, so I just went on, making a mental note that this dude had zero sense of humor. "Smith couldn't have been working alone. He did too much with little or no oversight, and there's no way some government functionary wouldn’t have been looming over his shoulder every time we tried to do something. Ergo, we have at least one more Cambion to find inside Homeland Security."

      "An organization that has currently suspended you," Watson pointed out.

      "True enough," I said. "But now that I have the whole Justice League behind me, I'm sure one of you is a super-hacker or something."

      "Or something," Jo said. "I wouldn't even call myself a mediocre hacker, but I know my way around a secure server. I'll see what I can dig up about Homeland's Paranormal Division and see if there's anything suspicious about any of their people." She pulled a laptop out of a bag and walked over to Harker's kitchen bar area. "Does this place have Wi-Fi?"

      "No idea," I said. "I've never seen Harker touch a computer except to throw it out a window."

      "Which he does with a frequency that is both disturbing and expensive," Luke said. He walked into Harker's bedroom and came out with a sleek MacBook. "I believe this should have all the information you need within its files. The password is 'Lucy&Mina.' Don't forget the ampersand."

      "Thanks, Luke." Jo opened Harker's laptop, then her own. "You folks work on how to get into Homeland and deal with the boss. I'll message Sparkles and see what we can come up with."

      "Sparkles?" I repeated.

      Jo grinned at me. "Now he's a hacker. This guy can break into any system anywhere. And he's one hundred percent loyal to the Council. If there's a Big Bad, Sparkles will find him."

      "Sure, but…Sparkles?"

      "Long story." Jo smiled at me again and turned to her computers.

      "So what's our play?" I asked the group.

      "We wait until Jo finds the bad guy, then we deal with him," Watson replied. He had a dark look in his eyes that belied his oh-so-proper diction. This was a man that had seen some shit, and wasn’t afraid to go back there.

      "With extreme prejudice," Gabby added. Every word that came out of that girl's mouth reinforced my mental image of her wearing Hannibal Lecter headgear, I swear.

      "Well until she's done, I'm going to go do what I do—detect things," I said, turning to go.

      Luke intercepted me before I had done more than turn around. "You can't," he said, giving me a stern look. “It’s not safe out there for you until we know more about what we’re facing.”

      "Don't get in my way, Luke. I will not be fucked with on this. I don't know what Harker is to me yet, but I know he's important, and I know that whatever asshole was pulling Smith's strings won't quit just because we killed his puppet. So I'm going to go out there and do what I can to find him."

      "And do what, exactly?" Luke asked. I looked at him. There was no malice there, no teasing or taunting, just an honest question. And I had to pause because I hadn't exactly given that part a whole lot of thought.

      "I don't know yet, but I'll figure it out when I get there."

      "That's a pretty solid symptom of Harker exposure," Jo said from behind Luke.

      "Kiss my ass," I snarled. But she was right.

      "Sorry," she said. Her words made it clear that she was anything but sorry, but I didn't feel like getting into a fight with her over it. "I just meant that Harker could go off half-cocked like that, but it doesn't work that way for people like us."

      People like us? Did she mean cops? Vampires? Wannabe superheroes? I gave her a quizzical look, and she laughed.

      "No offense, Detective. I mean normal human beings. Harker got away without making a plan because he had magic and superpowers. We aren't wizards, and we can't shrug off knife wounds and bullets."

      "Speak for yourself, mortal," Luke said.

      "Fair enough," Jo ceded. "Most of us can't shrug off knife wounds and bullets. We have to plan before we go running in after the monsters."

      Just then my cell phone buzzed in my pocket. I pulled it out and tapped the screen. "Fuck."

      "What's wrong, Detective?" Luke asked.

      "There's a disturbance call. The captain asked for me by name."

      "Isn't that a little out of your normal bailiwick, Detective?" Watson asked.

      "Do you really talk like that or are you just screwing with me?" I asked, completely honest.

      "I'm sure I have no idea what you're talking about," was the very stiff upper lip reply.

      "He really talks like that," Jo said. "But his point is valid. Why are you going to a domestic disturbance call? Especially when you’re supposed to be on leave?"

      "This isn’t an ordinary disturbance call, and it’s not a domestic disturbance. It's at a bar."

      "Doesn't make it any less not your problem."

      "Still true. Except my captain knows this bar is a supernatural hot spot," I clarified.

      "Mortivoid's pub?" Luke asked.

      "Yep, there's some kind of shitstorm going down at Mort's, and I'm the lucky one who gets to go check it out." I started for the door, only to be cut off by Luke. Again. "That's starting to get old, Luke."

      "My apologies, Detective." He sounded somewhat less than completely sincere. Like not at all. "I feel that I would be remiss in my duties as your protector if I allowed you to go unescorted to this 'disturbance.'"

      "Thanks, Luke, but I got this...wait a minute, my what?"

      Luke at least had the courtesy to look embarrassed. "Quincy made it very clear on several occasions that if he was not able to, in his words, look after you, that I was to fulfill his self-appointed duties in that regard. I think this situation qualifies."

      "Ignoring the absolute chauvinistic bullshit inherent in that statement and accepting that there are a lot of things running around Mort's that I probably can't handle without a little help, what exactly are you going to do about it? It's less than an hour until sunrise. We can get there in twenty minutes, but then you're stuck in Mort's place all day. And that's ignoring the whole sleeping all day thing."

      "I can go without sleep if the situation warrants, but you are correct that my aversion to sunlight makes me an untenable choice for your companion. I was going to suggest Gabriella serve as your partner for this excursion. She is very capable and has experience dealing with several different types of supernatural creatures."

      "I got this," I repeated, and reached for the doorknob.

      "I'm afraid I insist." I looked into his eyes and saw the implacable stare of a man who has seen the absolute worst humanity has to offer and has walked through those fires for a long time. There was not a word in the dictionary that was going to make him change his mind.

      "If I try to ditch her, you'll just send a car, won't you?" I felt bad almost immediately.

      "I would, but I have no cars, and no one left to send in one." The bleak look on his face reminded me of everything Luke had lost in a few short hours. All of the man’s possessions were now just so much ash, and so was his manservant and companion Renfield. Smith paid for that, but we needed to figure out who was pulling his strings and extract a little payment from that asshole, too.

      "I'll just take an Uber if you try to escape. Let's go, cop-lady. We got bad guys to shoot and monsters to maim." Gabby breezed past me and Luke and opened the door with a grand flourish. I shook my head and walked through. Me and the psychopath, just like I liked it. Not.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Mort's looked quiet from the outside, which was to be expected since it was almost dawn. I was dead tired and fresh out of patience for monsters and their bullshit, so I didn't bother with any of the normal pleasantries at the door. I just banged on it until the little green door-goblin opened up, then I stuck my Sig in his face.

      "Open the goddamn door," I growled.

      "Regular bullets won't kill me, you know. I'm technically a member of the Fae, so only cold iron—"

      "Have you ever been shot in the eyeball?"

      He gulped a little. "No."

      "Do you think it's likely going to feel good?"

      Another gulp. "Probably not."

      "Is it going to make it hurt any less that you know it won't kill you?"

      "Almost certainly not."

      "Then open the goddamn door and get out of my goddamn way."

      He did exactly what I asked, keeping the thick metal door between us as Gabby and I walked into Mort's anteroom. I kept my gun drawn, and Gabby spun a silver stake around in her hand like it was a toy.

      "That was nice," my nutjob partner said. "I almost thought you would have really shot him."

      "That's because I would have," I replied.

      "Really?" Her voice was light, teasing.

      Mine was not. "Really."

      "I don't believe you."

      "I don't give a shit what you believe. You weren't the one holding the door. It only matters what I believe, and what that little snotball believed. Now I've had a really fucked up couple of days, and I don't expect it to unfuck itself anytime soon. So if you'll excuse me, let's go see what passes for a disturbance in a demon bar."

      I pushed open the door into the main bar and saw...nothing. Not a single monster at any of the tables, no one behind the bar, nothing. There were no customers, no employees, and no Mort. Nothing looked out of place, no overturned tables, no toppled chairs, no broken glasses or bottles. In short, it looked more placid than I'd ever seen it. Of course, I usually only came to Mort's with Harker, the one-man chaos vortex, so "placid" went out the window a few seconds after we arrived usually. But not this time. Everything looked calm. The only difference between this visit and every other trip I’d made to Mort’s was that the wooden sign proclaiming “Sanctuary” was missing from over the bar.

      Which wasn’t anywhere on the list of things I’d consider a good sign.

      I kept my pistol out as I made my way to the door at the end of the bar. It led to Mort's back room, where the hitchhiker demon usually stayed out of the public eye. I listened at the door for a moment, but heard nothing. I turned the knob, stepped through, and found the source of the "disturbance."

      Mort sat alone in an empty bar, but it looked nothing like the 20th century dive bar Mort's was made out to be. This looked like a pub from Europe sometime between the Dark Ages and last week, all carved wooden furniture, candles, and pewter tankards. It had a weighty feeling about the room, like we were underground, or in a building set into a hill.

      Even in the dim light from the wall sconces, Mort was easy enough to spot. Especially since he was the only person there. He had apparently returned the body of the NFL quarterback he'd been wearing when I saw him the day before, and now he was dressed in the skin suit of a thirtysomething white guy with a ponytail and goatee. He was big, too, with raw muscle bulging under his t-shirt.

      "Hi Mort," I said, walking over to his table and pulling out a chair. I holstered my pistol and sat down. Gabby stood behind my left shoulder and a few feet back, close enough to be useful but not so close as to screw with my draw if I needed to reach my gun. She might be a psycho, but she knew her way around a fight. I looked Mort up and down. "Borrow a biker?"

      Mort glanced up at me, his face solemn. "Murderer," he replied. "I thought I might want a body that deserved whatever punishment the authorities assign to it."

      My hand drifted to the butt of my gun. "Punishment?" I asked. "Punishment for what?"

      "I find it likely that we may break a few mortal laws in our quest, Detective. If the body I inhabit is already someone that you think should spend the rest of its life imprisoned, then I can do so with relative impunity."

      "Our quest?" I asked, thinking there was no way he was saying what I think he was saying.

      "Yes, our quest. Orobas killed someone very near and dear to me. He must pay for that. As must his master and all of his many minions. It is entirely possible that the streets of this city may run red with blood before my thirst for vengeance is slaked."

      Yup, he was saying exactly what I thought he was saying. Mort, the demon bar proprietor, just volunteered to join the Super-Friends. Fuck me running.

      "I like this guy," Gabby said from behind me. "He's got my kind of style."

      Of course she likes him. He makes her look sane.
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      I turned to the door, and there stood the stereotypical high school football coach. About six feet tall and two-twenty, with a little bit of a gut, brown mullet going gray at the temples, and a hell of a farmer's tan. He was even wearing the tall white socks, short shorts, and polo shirt version of the uniform, complete with a whistle around his neck.

      "Who the fuck are you supposed to be, Varsity Football Barbie?" I asked, drawing in my will and starting to mutter an incantation under my breath.

      "My name is immaterial, mortal. All that should concern you is my displeasure, which is great. You have banished or destroyed two of my favorite minions, and that has made me wroth."

      I ignored his stupid archaic language, focusing on finishing the ritual of banishment I'd begun. I shouted "Amen!" and flung a ball of energy at him, only to watch in dismay as he held up a hand and caught my spell in midair. I didn't know that could happen. It's not that I couldn't do it, I literally had never heard of anyone even attempting it.

      The demon coach turned the glowing orb of light over and over in his hands, looking at it with a little smile playing across his lips. He looked up at me and clapped his hands together, dispersing the spell in a flash of light. A wave of magical backlash blew through me and dropped me on my ass, leaving me with a sore butt and ringing ears.

      I shook my head to clear the sparkles from my eyes and heard a tremendous roar from the far side of the room. I pulled myself upright and saw Drew, transformed again into his giant half-wolf form, slam into the coach from the side and send him clattering through a row of desks, ending up under the blackboard in a heap of fur, flesh, and twisted metal.

      My Glock was going to be no use against that thing, and the one vial of holy water I had left felt pretty inadequate as well. I took a quick inventory of what I had on me and found my arsenal very wanting in the demon-slaying equipment department. I had a couple of silver-edged daggers on my belt and a pouch full of wolfsbane, since I expected to tussle with werewolves. I even had a couple of flash-bangs loaded with powdered silver nitrate, great for immobilizing weres and completely fucking useless against a demon. All I had was my wits, my magic, and a big goddamn werewolf for a partner. Nothing about this screamed "easy" to me.

      Drew and the demon were going toe to toe, throwing haymakers and generally knocking the ever-loving shit out of each other. While the bad guy was occupied, at least for a few seconds, I looked around for anything in this classroom that might be useful. My eyes landed on an overturned desk, with one leg bent at an odd angle, and I got an idea.

      I ripped the leg off the desk and swung it through the air a couple of times, testing it for balance and heft. It was just a two-and-a-half-foot aluminum tube, so it wasn't going to be worth a shit as a club, but I only needed it to work for a few seconds. I focused my will on the desk leg, imagining it in my head to be the flaming sword of the archangel Uriel, who stood guard at the gates of the Garden of Eden after Adam and Eve were kicked out.

      "Apparatio," I whispered, letting my will flow into the aluminum in a slow trickle. As the spell took hold, the makeshift club began to shimmer in my hand, transforming into a flaming three-foot blade.

      I turned toward the scuffle and shouted, "Hey, dickhead!"

      The demon turned to me and jerked backward at the sight of the flaming sword. "Where did you get that?" it hissed.

      "I called in a favor with an archangel," I said, charging the demon with the flaming sword. "Uriel sends his regards!" I swung the flaming blade at the demon's head, and when it brought its hands up to block the strike, I popped the cap off the vial of holy water concealed in my left hand and splashed it all over the demon's face. It screamed as the sanctified liquid burned its eyes and clapped its palms over its face.

      "Begone, unclean thing!" I shouted. "In the name of the Father, I banish thee! In the name of the Son, I banish thee! In the name of the Spirit, I banish thee!" I threw as much will as I could muster quickly into the incantation and ripped open a small Gate behind the demon. I dropped the chair leg and the empty vial and shoved the demon into the Gate. It plunged through the rip in dimensions, and I pulled all my power back out of the rift, sealing it shut before anything on the ugly side of the universe noticed it and came through to our side.

      The illusion I cast on the desk leg vanished the second I let go of it, and it clattered to the floor, just another piece of scrap metal. I dropped to my knees, every ounce of energy gone, and pulled the teacher's wastebasket over to me. I puked into the trash can for several moments, and after the second round of revisiting breakfast, Drew padded out into the hall and came back human and dressed again.

      He sat on the teacher's desk while I vomited up my last month's worth of meals and looked down at me with curiosity written all over his face. Finally empty, I just lay flat on my back on the floor, the cool tile feeling good against my sweat-soaked head.

      "That seems to have sucked," he said after a minute or two, apparently deciding that I was done.

      I waited a few seconds to make sure he was right before I answered. "Yeah, that wasn't the best."

      "What the fuck happened? You had a sword, then it was a piece of scrap. Then we were fighting a demon, then the demon was gone. Did I miss something?"

      "I cast an illusion on the leg of the desk to make it look like something a demon would be afraid of—an archangel's sword. Then I opened a portal to Hell, shoved the demon through it, and closed the door on it."

      "That sounds like a really good thing."

      "It's about as good an outcome as I could have hoped for."

      "Then why the puking?"

      "There are two ways that I know of to open a Gate. One involves a protective circle, an involved ritual, a safe space, and about four hours of spellcasting. It's extremely difficult, but if you follow all the steps and take the time to create a circle within a circle to contain whatever you summon through the Gate, then you can perform the spell without any real danger to yourself or the rest of the world."

      "That's not what you did here."

      "The other," I went on, "involves basically taking all of my personal stores of magical energy and a decent chunk of my physical energy, and using those to rip a hole in the universe. It's exceedingly dangerous, borderline suicidal, and frankly completely fucking stupid. It leaves you drained of all magical energy, and you feel like you've got been run over by a truck for about a week. Not to mention the fact that you have a completely unprotected doorway between Earth and Hell for the time that the Gate is open."

      "And that's what you just did."

      "It seemed like a good idea at the time," I said, then promptly passed out.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The next day about noon, after half a dozen Advil and three bottles of the red Gatorade, I stepped through the doors of Lockton High. Only this time, I went in through the front door like I belonged there. Because I did. Or at least the persona I wore belonged there. I followed the signs to the main office and stepped into the barely-controlled chaos that is a high school office half an hour before school starts in the morning.

      "Can I help you?" The harried woman behind the desk barely looked up from her computer as she held up a finger to the student she was talking to.

      "I'm Harold Quinn. I'm the emergency substitute for Mr...." I let my words trail off like I forgot the name of who I was supposed to be subbing for. I remembered, but I remembered him more as Ashkaranoth, the demon I sent back to Hell less than twelve hours before. A couple hours of research between bouts of the chills and more vomiting turned up his name, but not really anything else about him. He was a low-level lieutenant, traded back and forth between higher level demons depending on mood and who lost at cards that week or whatever gambling games demons played. He didn't have the power or the brains to get himself to this plane, and he didn't have anywhere near the juice to corrupt the school to the degree that I felt while walking the halls.

      So now I was wearing fake glasses, khaki pants, and a polo shirt, working for seventy-five bucks a day as a substitute Social Studies teacher for a bunch of middle America teenagers who cared less about Social Studies than I did, if that was possible. Rocco got me in as the sub for the banished coach/teacher, proving once again that he was more than just an empty head on top of a pile of muscles, but I had to figure out exactly what constituted "Social Studies" on my own. Education in England in the beginning of the twentieth century was a little different than Ohio in the early twenty-first, but as far as I could tell, it was kinda like world history mixed with civics.

      I stepped into the room and the noise level didn't just increase, it blossomed.

      "We got a sub!" one kid yelled.

      "Fresh meat!" bellowed another.

      "Where'd they find this asshole, working the express lane at Walmart?" a girl in the front row muttered to her neighbor.

      I held up a hand and stood in the front of the room, waiting for silence. After a couple of minutes of shouts and muttered aspersions toward my manhood and my ability to control the horde, the class quieted down. I figured they would. I could afford to play the long game—I wasn't going to age, and they weren't going to leave unless I let them. And if it really got ugly, I'd just turn one or two of them into toads.

      "My name is Mr. Quinn. I will be your substitute teacher today, and for the rest of this week. Coach Karan had an emergency and had to leave town unexpectedly." And this plane of existence, I didn't add. "He didn't leave any lesson plans for me to follow, so we'll be making this up as we go along. As long as you treat me and your classmates with the respect we all deserve, we'll get along fine. And who knows, you might even learn something."

      "Fuck this noise, I'm going to the weight room."

      I was expecting this. In any group, there's always one person that has to push the envelope, has to determine exactly who's going to be the lead dog. I know, because it's usually me. This time it was a meathead sophomore with more muscle than brains. He had a Mohawk haircut that looked like something out of a bad 80s movie, a sprinkling of zits across his cheeks, and a sneer on his face that told me he was probably a big deal jock at this school. The black and red letter jacket helped with that, too. He started for the door, and I stepped in front of him.

      "Get out of my way," he snarled.

      He was almost tall enough to look me in the eye and outweighed me by a good thirty or forty pounds, all of it muscle and bad attitude. If I was a normal human, he would have worried me a little. I've never been accused of being normal.

      "Get back to your desk," I said. I looked down the couple of inches at him and kept my voice very even. No point in my getting angry, I was going to win this debate no matter how poorly it went.

      "I don't think so, pencil-neck. I can go lift any time I want." He pulled a crinkled piece of paper out of his pocket and shoved it into my chest.

      I took the piece of paper, looked at it, then folded it into neat quarters and handed it back to him. "This says you have permission to be in the weight room during lunch, before and after school, during study hall, and during any class where the teacher excuses you from class."

      "Yeah, that's right. So excuse me." He gave me the nasty grin of a shitty kid who's used to getting his way from all the adults in his life. I never liked those kids.

      "You're not excused. Go sit down."

      "I don't want to."

      "I don't give a shit."

      "You can't cuss at me. You're a teacher!" The outrage in his eyes made it clear that he didn't expect anyone to ever turn any tables on him and treat him like he treated other people.

      I reached down with one hand and grabbed his belt buckle. I held onto the lapels of his jacket with the other to steady him, and I picked him up until he was directly at my eye level. His eyes widened, and I heard a gasp or two from the other students in the class.

      "Listen here, shitball. I'm not a teacher. I'm a substitute. I didn't go to college for this crap. I don't want to make a career out of pretending to care whether or not you ever turn into anything more than a used car salesman at your daddy's Chevy dealership on the outskirts of town. I don't even want to be in this fucking town, so if you think you can intimidate me by threatening the seventy-five dollar a day gig I've got babysitting you fuckwits, you've got another think coming. Now you have two choices. You can go sit down and pretend not to be a total goddamn douchenozzle, or you can keep pushing me and find out how close to the principal's office I can get when I throw your ass down the hallway face-first."

      I set him back down on his feet and took my hands off of him. "What's it gonna be, pal? You want to sit down and pretend to learn something, or you want to dance?"

      He looked around like he was waiting for a buddy to step up and back his play, but everybody else wearing a letter jacket was very conspicuously staring at their textbooks. He gave me one last glaring squint that probably intimidated a lot of freshmen and middle school kids, then stomped back to his seat and dragged a book out of his backpack.

      I turned to the rest of the class. "Now, what chapter were you on?"
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      The parking lot of Harker's building was full of moving vans and contractor trucks when we got back there, me in my car and Mort a little wobbly on his body's Harley. I will admit that he looked pretty intimidating walking through the marble lobby with his engineer boots clumping across the polished floors. We got out of the elevator on the top floor, and I stopped dead in my tracks. The once-quiet top floor of Harker’s building was bustling with activity, as his full-floor apartment was turned into a construction site. Hammering and the sounds of machinery echoed through the halls. Workmen hurried every which way, weaving around each other as they carried toolboxes and paint cans through doorways.

      Mort, Gabby, and I slipped into the main living room and closed the door behind us, cutting the noise down to an almost bearable level.

      "What the hell is going on out there?" I asked.

      "Renovations," Watson replied from one of the sofas. "Once Luke realized exactly how many of us were likely to be working out of this space for the foreseeable future, he took a few steps to guarantee a little more space and privacy for all of us."

      "In other words, he’s building out some extra bedrooms so we don’t all have to cuddle in Harker’s bed or bunk with him in a light-tight safe room," Jo said from the table. She sat behind her laptop, hair pulled back in a ponytail. "What's with the demon?" she added.

      At the word "demon" the room exploded into activity. Watson rolled off the couch and sprang to his feet, drawing a pistol from somewhere as he stood. The door to the bedroom flew open, and Luke dashed into the room, only to stop short when he saw it was Mort standing in the living room.

      "Oh," the vampire said. "Hello, Mortivoid."

      "Hello, Vlad," Mort replied with a nod of his head. "Would you please tell your minion to lower his weapon? I just got this suit, and I don't want to have to go search for another one."

      Luke turned to Watson and motioned for him to put the gun away. Watson gave Mort a skeptical eyeball but tucked the gun into the back of his pants and sat down on the arm of the couch. "Mort, I must offer condolences on Christy's death. She was a fine woman and a very capable bartender. Her Bloody Mary was a true work of art. She shall be missed."

      "Thank you, Vlad. I appreciate the sentiment."

      I looked from Mort to Luke and back again. I didn't know if Luke knew that Christy was Mort's half-human daughter, and I sure as hell wasn't going to bring it up. I remembered the look on Mort's face when he rolled up on Orobas during the fracas at Luke’s place, and it scared me. I didn't need to see that again anytime soon. I had a bad feeling I'd be seeing it in my dreams regardless.

      "Now what are you doing here, Mortivoid? We have an arrangement. I don't eat your customers, and you don't stick your nose in my business."

      "Your business became my business when Orobas killed my daughter. I want his head for a soup tureen. I want to send his soul back to Hell a torn and shredded thing, a scrap of consciousness so wisp-thin that demons will use him for toilet paper. I want to—"

      "We get it. You're pissed. Moving right along." Gabby shouldered her way past Mort and I en route to the fridge. She opened the door and stuck her head inside. "Did nobody go grocery shopping? We're out of beer."

      "Can we not freeload on all of Harker's food and drinks and instead figure out how we're going to clear his name and get him back to Charlotte?"

      "Missing your half-vamp booty call, Detective?" Gabby asked as she walked past me to the liquor cabinet with a glass of soda water over ice. I watched as she poured the last of Harker's vodka into her drink and sat down on the sofa next to Watson.

      "One, he's not half-vampire," I said as I walked over to where Gabby sat. I leaned over and plucked the vodka and soda from her hand. "Two, he's my fiancée, not my booty call. And three, if you think I'm going to sit here and let you insult Harker while you drink his booze in his living room and I won't slap the taste out of your mouth, you've got another think coming." I took a step back and handed the drink to Mort. "Hold this."

      Gabby stood up and got in my face. "You wanna go, Miss Cop? We can go. I don't know what your problem is with me, but we can solve it right now if you want to."

      "My problem with you is that I think you're a goddamn psychopath, and I can't handle any more crazy in my life right now. So if you're determined to keep being part of the problem, then would you please get the fuck out of my city before I shoot you right between the fucking eyes? Or if you want to be part of the solution, then please stop being such a pain in my ass!"

      Gabby stared up at me for a long moment, her dark eyes boring into mine. "I like you, cop. You got stones. But you ever touch my drink again, we're going to have problems." She reached around me and reclaimed her drink from Mort. "And I'm a sociopath, not a psychopath," she said, sitting back down on the sofa.

      A knock on the door ended any further explorations into Gabby's twisted psyche. I looked around, but everyone had that edgy look that said they were not at all expecting a pizza, so I put a hand on my pistol as I went to the door. Mort stepped back into the kitchen, and Gabby set her drink down on the coffee table. I didn't see her or Watson's hands, so I figured they had me covered if whatever was on the other side of the door wasn't friendly.

      I put my eye to peephole and instantly relaxed. I turned back to the room and motioned for them to be calm, then opened the door wide enough for Officer Santos to come in. "Santos, what brings you out here? And how did you find me, anyway?"

      "I looked up Harker's address. I just figured you'd be here." She looked past me into the room. "Oh, I'm sorry. I didn't know you were having guests..."

      "No, it's fine," I said, moving her into the room and closing the door. "It's fine. These are some friends of Harker's. We're working on a way to clear his name."

      "Oh yeah, that's your lawyer guy from this morning." Santos pointed at Watson, who nodded.

      "And I am Lucas Card; I am Quincy's uncle," Luke said, extending a hand. They shook, and I suppressed a smile as Santos rubbed her hand after. Luke's hands are cold.

      "Pleased to meet you," Santos said. "Detective Flynn, can I speak to you for a moment?"

      I motioned her into Harker's bedroom. "Sorry, there's not really anyplace else to speak without the group," I said, leaning against the dresser. I didn't bother telling her that Luke could hear us talk through the closed door, and probably through the solid floor if he wanted to.

      "What's up, Santos?"

      "I just wanted you to know that Director Buprof took over the search at the scene this morning and kicked all our crime scene guys off."

      "The scene? You mean Mr. Card's house?"

      "Yeah," Santos said. "I'm probably not supposed to say anything, but it seemed really strange to me."

      "Strange doesn't even begin to describe it. How long have they been there?" I asked, moving to the door and opening it.

      "Only a couple of hours. I came over here as soon as my shift ended."

      "Thanks, Santos. We'll head over there now and see what's going on. I appreciate you keeping an eye out for me."

      "No problem, Detective. If you need anything, just let me know." She left, and I turned to see Watson standing up and grabbing his suit coat.

      "Where do you think you're going, Watson?" I asked.

      "Well, since you are almost certainly going to Mr. Card's residence, and he is unable to accompany you thanks to the daytime hour, a fact that your Mr. Buprof is almost certainly aware of, you will need someone with solid legal footing to accompany you. I am that someone."

      "What in the world makes you that someone?" I asked.

      "I am Mr. Card's legal counsel; therefore, I am his legal proxy in all instances where Mr. Card is unable to attend to his affairs himself, especially when he is indisposed due to a medical condition, such as his extreme reaction to ultraviolet light."

      "So since he can't go out in daytime, you get to ride along," I translated.

      "Exactly what I said." I was almost starting to like the smug bastard. Almost.

      "Fine, come on," I said, turning to the door.

      "I'm going, too," Mort said. "But this time I'd like to ride in the car. I don't like motorcycles."

      "Maybe you should have thought about that before you hitchhiked into a biker. And no, you're not coming."

      He got in front of me. That shit was really getting old. "Yes, I am. If Orobas is there, he'll just kill you. And if this Buprof is a Cambion, he'll probably kill you. If any of the Homeland Security agents are working for Orobas, they'll kill you. Get the picture?"

      "Why won't they kill you?" I asked.

      "They could try." Mort gave me a look and my blood ran cold. I decided I didn't want to fuck with the scary-looking biker demon, especially since he was more unhinged than normal after losing someone he actually gave a shit about.

      "Fine, come on. But you two ride in the car," I said, picking up the helmet and keys Mort put on the table when he walked in. "I'm borrowing your Harley."

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          9

        

      

    
    
      There are a lot of things that my childhood and early life provided. I had loving parents, wonderful brothers, a very bizarre surrogate grandfather who rambled a lot about monsters and killing them, and eventually a caring albeit equally bizarre uncle. I also had a certain level of celebrity and prosperity unknown to most people, thanks to the events of a certain book about my parents and Uncle Luke.

      What I did not have, and had never experienced before, was Friday night high school football. Frankly, I didn't have football at all until well into adulthood and didn't start paying attention to it until I was over ninety years old. When you don't really age, you get to take your time exploring hobbies, and I had a lot going throughout most of the twentieth century.

      So when I stepped out of my pickup in the Lockton High School parking lot the next night, I was completely unprepared for what I found. There were tents, vans, grills, the whole nine yards. It looked more like what I’d seen on TV of a college tailgate than a clash of high school athletes. There were banners pledging allegiance to one player or another, signs proclaiming what the Lions should do to the Ravens, the mascot of the rival du jour Warren G. Harding High School.

      My head was on a swivel as I walked through the promenade of insanity, looking not just at the spectacle of teen sports, but also keeping an eye out for any sign of supernatural influence. I couldn't just wander around with my Sight active, because it blurred my normal vision and there was too much going on for me to be distracted and stay safe, so I cast a minor detection spell on myself before I entered the throng, hoping that anything hinky I encountered wouldn't be immediately malevolent.

      I made my way to the concession stand without incident, grabbed a jumbo soda and a popcorn, then made my way to a seat in the home grandstand. I settled in behind an African-American family decked out in red and black with lion paws painted on their faces and a giant red foam finger on the hand of an octogenarian matriarch. I assumed they were there supporting #5, the starting quarterback, mostly because the parent-aged man and woman wore jerseys with the number on them. I figured they would be enthusiastic enough to hide my lack of jumping up and down.

      The game started, and I saw what Rocco was worried about. The Lions looked like they were matched up against the other school's junior varsity team. Actually, it looked more like a college team playing against middle schoolers, the strength and speed levels were so disparate. After a perfect forty-yard pass for the third touchdown of the first quarter, I leaned down to the proud father in front of me.

      "Your son?" I asked, pointed to the number on his jersey.

      "Yeah, that's my boy, Javon Henderson. Remember that name, mister. You're gonna hear it on TV some Sunday."

      "If he keeps playing like that, I believe it," I agreed. "How long has he been a starter here?"

      "This is his first year," his dad said. "He's just a sophomore, and we've already got scouts calling from Ohio State, Miami of Ohio, Penn State, and Notre Dame. Just think about, buddy. My boy might play quarterback for Notre Dame."

      I didn't bother telling him that Notre Dame was also the training ground for all the exorcists in North America. That wasn't on the list of things he needed to worry about. "That's great. He's got a ton of talent." I patted the man on the shoulder and leaned back. I wasn't joking. The kid had talent. The kind of talent that gets college graduates drafted in the first round into the NFL. Not the kind of talent that a fifteen-year-old kid from Ohio shows off in his first year of varsity ball. I didn't have to grow up with football to see that something was making these kids better than they had any right to be. Something that in all likelihood had a much darker side.

      It was late in the third quarter, with the third string offense on the field and a three-touchdown lead for the Lions, when I felt it. Something was probing me. Something magical. I looked around but didn't see anything that looked out of the ordinary. The Lockton third-string running back broke loose and headed for the end zone, bringing the whole stadium to its feet. I used the confusion to mask me opening my Sight and sweeping the crowd for my magical Peeping Tom.

      With the Otherworld laid over the mundane world, active or latent magic lit up like a miniature sun to me. With no surprise at all, I saw that three quarters of the football team glowed like sparklers on the Fourth of July, as did almost the entire coaching staff. As I kept looking around the stadium, there were two surprises to my magical vision. First, the quarterback didn't exhibit any signs of magical ability or tampering. He was just that damn good. And second, there was a woman in the stands giving off enough magical energy to power Cleveland. And of course, she was staring right at me.

      My cover blown, I slipped out of the crush of humanity with as little fuss as possible, managing to only kick over one oversized soda on my way to the aisle. I hustled up the stands to the exit and through the gate into the parking lot without incident and thought I was at least close to home free when I felt a pulse of energy whizz by me and saw the tire of a battered Ford Focus to my left melt under the assault of a walnut-sized fireball.

      "Goddamn it, just one time I want to have shit work out the way I plan," I muttered and turned around. There was nothing surprising in what I saw—the woman I saw in the stands glowing like a Christmas tree was standing in the parking lot glaring at me. She was a pretty woman, mid-twenties with long dreadlocks pulled back into a ponytail, jeans, a cream-colored sweater with a purple scarf, and hiking boots. If she didn't open conversations by hurling balls of fire at me, she looked like somebody I might enjoy talking books with. Except that all my reading lately had been on the summoning or banishing of demons, so my literary conversation game was kinda lacking.

      "Can I help you?" I called out. She was still about fifty feet away, and I was okay with that. I didn't want to blow my cover and get into a big magical duel with a thousand or more townsfolk just a couple hundred yards away.

      "What are you doing?" she asked. She started walking toward me, and I started walking backward, keeping the distance between us the same.

      "I'm walking away so you don't blow up any of these cars if you miss again."

      "I didn't miss. Consider that a warning shot." She reared back and flung another mini-fireball at me. The burning projectile zipped at me with a lot more velocity than my bigger fireballs, making me scramble to throw up a shield and deflect the burning orb into the ground. It exploded with a huge flash, and I blinked to clear the glare from my eyes.

      When I could see again, the woman was right in front of me, a glowing sword of energy emanating from each fist. I pulled my shield in from a big curved tower in front of me into a more traditional buckler radiating out from my forearm and blocked her first slash easily. It turned out to be a distraction, though, and I barely avoided the stabbing thrust from her other hand.

      "You're good at this," I said with a grunt, wrapping both of my arms in auras of energy and using them to slap her strikes away. I didn't want to hurt her until I knew she was evil. After all, an inappropriate body count was one of the reasons I was stuck in Lockton in the first place. I mean, Smitty definitely needed killing, but in hindsight I might have been just a little too public with the whole shooting a federal agent in the face thing. I was determined not to kill anyone in Lockton unless I knew for sure they were evil. And hopefully not well-connected.

      "I've killed a lot of demons, asshole," the woman replied, shooting out a kick at my left knee. I checked the kick, but took a stinging shot to my shin as a result. She was too good for me to keep pulling my punches. If I didn't cut loose soon, she was going to get a shot through my defenses, and that would be bad. But if I did cut loose, I'd probably kill her, which might be worse.

      I went very low to get under a head strike, then dropped her to her butt with a leg sweep. She went down with a whoof, and I had the time I needed.

      "Silencio!" I said, dropping my shields and tossing tendrils of power out at her like Spider-Man's webbing. Strands of magical power flowed from my fingertips and wrapped around her face, tying her mouth closed.

      "Restrictus," I said, aiming the flow of my power down her body. More tendrils of energy flowed out of me, wrapping her entire body in glowing ropes of power. Trussed up like a turkey, my mystery attacker struggled against her bonds, but spinning the bonds out of my own energy instead of the life-force of people or things around me gave me two advantages.

      One, I wasn't draining anyone of the energy of their life and soul. That wasn't my thing, if I could help it. Two, if she fought against the bonds, I could just throw more power at them and keep her tied up as long as I had the reserves. Which wasn't going to be long, given my current energy levels. I still wasn't anywhere close to recovered from opening the Gate, and I could feel the toll this little duel was taking on my magical energy.

      I bent over, hoisted my attacker up across my shoulders in a fireman's carry, and started walking up the hill to the school. I saw a security guard heading our way about a hundred yards away, and whispered "inconspicuous" under my breath. I let out a little more power into a little "ignore me" cloud around me, encouraging anyone who saw me to see exactly what they expected to see and not to take notice of anything I did. It wasn't a foolproof spell by any stretch; anyone with no real preconceived notions of what is "normal" wouldn't be affected, but I figured it would be good enough to fool a busy security guard at a distance.

      I was right. The guard turned around and went back to the game, convinced that we were nothing he was interested in. I used the copy of Rocco's key I'd made just for tonight's adventures, and a couple of minutes later, I deposited my bundle of pissed-off witch onto the floor of "my" classroom.

      I looked down at the scowling woman. "I'm going to let you go now, but I want to make a couple of things clear first. I am not the bad guy, so if you think I'm a demon, then you're barking up the wrong tree. I'm here to help. Also, there aren't any innocents around now, so I'm not going to pull any more punches. You try to throw another fireball at me, I'll shove it so far up your ass light will shine out of your ears. You get me?"

      She nodded, and I released the magic binding her. She instantly scrambled to her feet and backed up, putting most of the classroom between us, then muttered a brief incantation and surrounded herself with a shield of power, ostensibly keeping me from putting any magical bonds on her again. She didn't have to worry about that. If this conversation didn't go well, I didn’t have enough energy left to tie her up magically, I was just going to shoot her.
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      We rolled up to Luke's house about ten minutes later, and it looked even worse after I'd had a little time away from it. The place was crawling with men and women in Homeland Security windbreakers and stupid dress shoes that should never be worn to muck around explosion sites. I put down the kickstand on Mort’s motorcycle and two agents were on me like bodyguards on paparazzi.

      "You can't be here, ma'am," the first no-neck agent said.

      "Get back on your bike, Detective. This is a Homeland Security matter now," the second one followed.

      "This is so far from a Homeland Security matter it's funny," I said. "Get me Buprof."

      "The director isn't available right now, ma'am," No Neck One said.

      "Get in the vehicle, Detective," No Neck Two said, putting his right hand on my shoulder. That was a bad idea. I grabbed his wrist in my right hand, ducked under his arm and twisted it around behind him in a hammerlock. I pushed down on the back of his head with my left hand and slammed his face into the roof of my car. His knees buckled and he went down.

      I whipped out my handcuffs and had him bound in three more seconds, then I stood up, my Sig in my hand. "The next motherfucker that decides assaulting a police officer is a good idea is going to have a much worse day than this jackass. Are we clear?"

      The three agents approaching my car immediately stopped and put their hands up. I nodded and holstered my weapon. I looked down at No Neck Two and asked, "Are you going to behave, or do I have to leave you like that?"

      He glared at me but didn't say anything. "Fine," I said. "See if you can convince one of your pals to uncuff you." I stomped off toward the wreckage with Mort and Watson in tow, only to see a highly agitated Deputy Director Buprof moving in my direction, all red-faced and blustery. I steeled myself for the inevitable confrontation, and he didn't disappoint.

      "What the ever-loving fuck do you think you're doing here, Detective? You're suspended! Hell with suspended, you’re fucking fired! And you sure as fuck need to get the fuck out of my crime scene. You've got no legal right to be here, so get your little friends here and go." He stood there tapping his foot, arms folded across his belly, barely holding in his dress shirt from the strain.

      "While you are partially correct, Director, you are, like so many Americans, rushing to judgement. As Mr. Card's counsel and his legal proxy, I am certainly within my rights to be here, accompanied by whatever assistants I require to complete my assessment of the damages to his property as I deem necessary." Watson stepped forward, a business card in his outstretched hand. "Watson, as I’m sure you’ll recall. Jack Watson. I am the solicitor on retainer for Mr. Card and his enterprises."

      Buprof looked at the card in his hand, then at Watson, then at Mort. "The fuck you think this is, some kind of a joke?"

      "I assure you, Director, I am deadly serious. We are here to conduct a thorough inspection of Mr. Card's property for the purposes of his insurance coverage and would appreciate it if you and your people would vacate the premises while we did so."

      "Yeah, like that's going to happen. Fuck off, you gimpy little prick," Buprof said, giving Watson a shove on one shoulder. He took a step backward, his foot came down on a piece of rubble, and his lost his footing with his prosthetic leg. He went down to one knee, catching himself with one hand before he went sprawling. My hand drifted to the butt of my pistol, but I didn't draw. Yet.

      "See," Buprof said, "it's not safe around here. You should go." He glared down at Watson, and I would have sworn I saw a yellow gleam in his eyes. Was everybody in Homeland Security a demon? I could believe it about the TSA, but this was more than I was expecting.

      Watson didn't bite. He didn't lose his cool, although anger flashed across his face so fast I almost didn't believe I saw it. He simply stood up, dusted off his pants, and looked at Buprof with the disappointed gaze of someone dealing with a particularly stubborn child. I knew that look well. After all, I was dating Quincy Harker.

      "I'm not leaving. In fact, you are," Watson said, stepping up to just inside the boundaries of polite distance from Buprof. "We have a right to be here, and you are outside your jurisdiction. We have clearance from Captain Herr to look over the wreckage and remove anything of value before it is stolen, so long as Detective Flynn ensures that we do not compromise the police department's evidence gathering. Here is the notice to that effect." He reached into his jacket and pulled out a folded piece of paper.

      Buprof glared at him, then held out his hand. Watson handed him the paper, Buprof read it over once, then passed it back to him. "Fine, but be quick about it. I'll give my team their lunch break, but you'd better be gone by the time they get back. And I'll be watching you personally."

      "So long as you watch us from the seat of your vehicle, that will be fine," Watson said, tucking the paper back into his coat.

      Buprof stomped off, yelling at his team to clear out for thirty minutes. Watson turned to me. "Do you have any idea what they would be looking for?" he asked. His eyes were a little wild and there was a hint of sweat on his upper lip. He looked decidedly un-British.

      "No clue. Good thing we've got some time," I replied.

      "We probably don't have that much time," Watson said.

      "Why not?"

      "That letter was somewhat less than genuine," he said. "I might have printed it at Harker's condominium and signed your captain's name myself."

      "You forged my boss's signature? On a document you gave to a Deputy Director of Homeland Security?" I shook my head. "You're all insane. Every single one of you. It's not just Gabby and Harker, you're all nuts. What does it say for your organization when the vampire is the least crazy one of you?"

      "That we picked the right vampire?" Watson gave me a rakish grin. "Now, about that searching..."

      "I'll take care of that," Mort said. "Whatever that little piece of Pit trash was looking for, I should be able to sense it as easily as he could." Mort started walking toward the rubble, but I grabbed his arm.

      "Slow down, there, Speed Racer," I said. "At least keep your eyes open. Luke didn't have any real idea what Buprof was looking for, but that doesn't mean it's not hidden in some trapped chest or something."

      "What do you think this is, Detective? A computer game? Most magical artifacts require activation. It's unlikely that the Count ever realized the true power of the item he possessed, since he has no magical affinity. I would expect it to be something triggered or activated by the ritual that Agent Smith was trying to complete before our dear Mr. Harker interrupted him."

      "Then it would be over there." I pointed in the general direction of the front rooms of the house. I didn't know exactly where in Luke's place the ritual had happened, but I knew roughly where the explosion emanated from. I followed Mort to the piles of debris that used to make up Luke's house, picking my way through the still-smoking wreckage.

      Mort motioned me back, and I stopped at the edge of what used to be the house. Mort walked farther, stopping every now and again to kick aside a chunk of rock, or to lift a section of wall and peer beneath it. He always put everything back exactly where he found it, taking a lot of photos with his phone, furthering our ruse of documenting all this rubble for insurance.

      After several long minutes, Mort stopped and turned to me. "You should come over here, Detective."

      I did, trying not to turn an ankle and bust my ass on the treacherous footing. "What is it, Mort?"

      "I believe this to be either your friend or the former Agent Smith." He pointed to a large slab of wood that looked like the underside of Luke's gargantuan dining room table. I could just see what looked like a finger sticking out from under it. "I wished to give you the opportunity to say goodbye if that is something you desire. I understand that is something that humans do."

      "Thanks, Mort." I didn't want to see Renfield's body under that table, and didn't know if I wanted to see Smith's either. I wasn't sure if I would spit on him or kick his corpse, and just thinking about poor Ren made me well up a little. "I think I probably shouldn't disturb the body, though," I said, stepping back.

      Mort looked at me, momentarily puzzled, then nodded. "As you wish, Detective." His oddly formal cadence was somehow reassuring. I think it would have bothered me if he just behaved like everything was normal. This proper speech pattern, while unusual, gave me something else to focus on instead of what might be my dead friend's body beneath a few inches of oak.

      He leaned over and picked up the table, swinging it up on one end with no apparent effort, even though I knew that table weighed several hundred pounds. I couldn't help myself, I looked at the body beneath it.

      It was Renfield. He was face down, thankfully, but I recognized his trim form instantly. He still wore his black dress pants and the burgundy cardigan that was his favorite item of clothing for relaxing after work, protected from the worst of the fire by the heavy table, which was too thick and treated to burn easily. One bedroom slipper hung from his left foot, with only a tattered sock on his right. I had a sudden urge to find his other shoe and put it on him. It just seemed too un-Renfield to be seen with only one shoe, even in death. I blinked back tears, then started as Mort pushed the table away to crash amidst the rubble.

      "What the hell, Mort?" I exclaimed, almost falling but catching myself on a jagged chunk of wall that still stood.

      "I believe this is what your Director Buprof was looking for, Detective." He bent over and pulled a sword in a battered scabbard from underneath Ren's body. It looked old, and dirty as hell, with some scorch marks, but since everything I knew about swords began and ended with "put the pointy end in the bad guy," that was all I could see.

      "What is it?" I asked.

      "It is a sword, Detective. They are implements of war, used in combat since time immemorial."

      "I know it's a sword, Mort. What I don't know is why Buprof would want it."

      "And you don't need to know, Flynn. All you need to know is that you're lucky I don't have you fucking sent to Gitmo after the stunt you and your limey bastard lawyer just pulled. This letter is a fake as his leg, you traitorous bitch. How dare you come in here and interrupt my investigation into the murder of a federal agent. John Smith was my friend, he was a loyal agent, and he was—"

      "He was a demon, you pitchfork slinging pit monkey," said Glory, who appeared out of nowhere at my left elbow and stepped between me and Buprof. "I know what you are, and I know you're out of your depth here. You don't have any real juice, imp. You're just making this all up as you go along. Well, you stepped in it now because the Host knows what you're trying to pull, and they aren't happy. Now why don't you crawl back into whatever burning craphole you slithered out of and leave Detective Flynn alone?"

      I shrank back in horror as Buprof underwent a complete transformation before my eyes. The portly, tight-assed Deputy Director and shrieking functionary vanished as a nasty smile crept across his face. Buprof's face reddened even further, until his skin was a dark crimson, and his eyes went yellow, with vertical slits for pupils. He opened his mouth in a wide grin, and I saw a double row of pointed teeth in his now fully revealed demonic face. He held the grin and let his true face shine through for a few interminable seconds, then slammed his disguise back into place before he spoke.

      "The Host? You think I'm afraid of the Host? You're more even more deluded than you are sanctimonious, you bitch. The Host aren't going to stop us, the Host..." He cut himself off short, then gave Glory a sneer promising a host of terrible things.

      "Never mind the Host. They aren't a problem. You are. You're not just pissing me off, you're interfering with a federal investigation, and I want you to get the fuck out of here before I throw every last one of you under the nearest jail." Buprof was back in bureaucrat mode, and I think I liked the demon more.

      "Try it." Mort's voice was cold, and my hand dropped back to the butt of my gun. I felt goosebumps crawl up my arms, and I suddenly wanted to be anywhere else in the absolute worst way.

      "Mortivoid, how absolutely fucking typical," Buprof said with a wide smile, turning his attention to Mort for the first time since we arrived. "How's the family?"

      Mort shoved me to the side as he went at Buprof, and it was only Glory's quick reflexes that kept me from crashing to the ground. I guess there's some value in having a guardian angel after all. Tossing the sword aside, Mort tackled the burly agent around the midsection and drove him to the ground. The two rolled around in the dirt and wreckage for a few seconds before I drew my Sig and fired a single round into the dirt beside the two wrestling demons. Mort and Buprof separated, both clambering to their feet to stare at me.

      "Cut the shit, you two, unless you want the only real human Homeland agent in the state to wonder why you two are rolling around in the dirt like pissed-off kindergarteners.” Buprof threw a nervous glance at one of the nearby Suburbans, confirming that not every Homeland Security agent in the state was an escaped demon.

      The Deputy Director Demon got up and dusted himself off, then stepped up to Mort again. "I will give you but one warning, Mortivoid. Leave. This does not concern you. The Legions have ignored your dalliances with mortals for far too long, and they are no longer inclined to do so. Interference with our plans here will not be looked upon favorably."

      "Murdering my daughter is not looked upon favorably either, Burferon. So tell your superior, whoever he is, that he has made a powerful enemy. I will see someone suffer for what happened to Christy, and I spent enough time in the Pits to know suffering. Intimately." Mort picked up the discarded sword from the rubble and wrapped his hand around the scabbard, preparing to draw it.

      Buprof's face went ghost-white as his eyes locked on the weapon in Mort's hand, and his bottom lip started to quiver.

      "Count yourselves fortunate. I have to go. There's...something I must attend to." He turned around and hurried off, looking for all the world like something scared the crap out of him, rather than him being scariest thing in the area. Within half a minute, he was tearing away from the house in a black Suburban with a dozen agents loading all their gear into matching SUVs and rolling in his wake.

      "What the hell was that all about?" I turned to Glory, who shrugged.

      "Can't say," the angel replied.

      "Can’t, or won't?" I asked. I was still pissed at her for holding back information that might have wrapped up our investigation earlier, and maybe kept Renfield alive, and here she was doing it again.

      "Does it matter, Detective? If I can't, I won't. And if I won't, I won't. So the two words are interchangeable in this case, aren't they?" If all angels were like this, I was beginning to understand why Harker enjoyed being a sinner so much.

      "Whatever." I turned to Watson and Mort. "Judging from his hasty retreat, that might be exactly what he was looking for." I pointed at the sword in Mort's hand.

      "I knew that from the moment I picked it up. Now please take this blessed thing." He held the sword out to me.

      I stared at it, not terribly interested in holding something that made Mort nervous and sent Buprof running for the hills. "Why me?"

      "It doesn't have to be you. It can be the angel, it can be the cripple, I don't care," Mort said, and his voice crept high with pain. "But I have to put this piece of hallowed tin down before it sets me alight like a candle!"

      I took the sword. I didn't feel anything weird about it, but the way Mort sighed with relief, you would have thought he was sunburned and I just dropped him in a vat of aloe. "What's wrong with you, Mort?" I asked.

      "The sword," he grumbled, rubbing one hand with the other as if to restore feeling in it. "It burns me. It must be blessed or divine in some way. It hurts to touch it."

      "You didn't appear to be in any pain when you were confronting Director Buprof," Watson said, stepping up beside Mort, gingerly picking his way across the rubble.

      "I was raised in the Pits, Mr. Watson. You learn at a very young age to hide pain. Or not. If you choose not, you don't get to an old age. So I didn't let on that I was being cooked from the inside out."

      "Probably a good idea," I said. "Glory, you want to shed any light on the origin of this little pigsticker?"

      The angel looked at me, then shook her head. "I'd love to, Rebecca, but..."

      "You can't," I finished the sentence for her.

      "Exactly."

      "Some help you are."

      "We all have rules, Detective. Even angels."

      "I don't," Mort said.

      "Say that in the presence of the Morningstar," Glory countered.

      "If it's all the same to you, I'd rather not," Mort demurred.

      I sighed. "If you two are done debating theology, can we get back to the house and see if anyone knows anything about this damn sword?"

      "A lovely idea, Detective. Shall I drive?" Watson asked.

      "Do what you like, I’m not riding with you,” I said, striding back to Mort’s Harley. “You still haven’t figured out which side of the road you want to play on!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          11

        

      

    
    
      "Who the fuck are you and what the fuck are you doing here?" spat the woman standing in "my" classroom at nine o'clock on a crisp fall Friday night. I decided that I liked her, despite her alarming tendency to throw fireballs first and ask questions later. Throw enough f-bombs around, and I'll probably get on board with what you're saying. What can I say? I appreciate a good poetic rhythm to swearing.

      "I'm Quincy Harker. I hunt demons. I'm here because somebody is calling up nasty shit around here and turning it loose on kids. That's not cool." It was more the summoning demons thing and less the siccing demons on teenagers thing that had me concerned. I think most teenagers are assholes that would benefit from a little up-close time with a good old-fashioned Pit Lord or even a run of the mill Torment Demon.

      "You're a demon hunter?" She looked dubious.

      "Yup." I honestly didn't give a fuck if she believed me or not. I just didn't want to kill her if she turned out to be one of the good guys. My soul had enough black marks on it already.

      "Prove it." She wasn't throwing fireballs anymore, which was good. She was just standing in the fourth row of desks staring at me with her arms folded across her chest.

      "No." I stopped proving shit to people after World War II. If there's one thing I picked up from Luke, and frankly there are many, it's that being the oldest person in your zip code means you don't have to answer to anybody.

      "Why not?"

      "It's not a fucking parlor trick, lady. It's what I do. Take it or leave it, it's the truth. You don't believe it, I don't care. But you start flinging those little fireballs at me again, I'm going to blast a hole in your ass big enough to drive a truck through, and fuck the cleanup crew."

      I could almost see the wheels turning behind her eyes. She looked me up and down a couple of times, then finally nodded at me. "Don't you want to know who I am and what I'm doing here?"

      I cocked my head to the side. It looked like she'd come to a decision, but I wanted to confirm it before we moved into the "getting to know you" part of the evening. "Are we gonna fight some more?"

      "I'm not planning on it."

      "Then sure, go ahead." If I didn't have to kill her, then I didn't mind learning who she was. If I was just gonna have to hide the body, then it didn't matter.

      "I'm a witch."

      "No shit, Sherlock." I got to know Holmes briefly before he died. Fun guy, but he fucking hated that phrase. So, of course, I used it every chance I got around him. Made me almost misty-eyed thinking about it now. Nah, not really.

      She held up a hand at me, so I held off on any more smartass comments. "Let me try that again. My name is Beth Kirkland. I teach English here. And I'm a witch."

      "Good to meet you, Ms. Kirkland. At least while I'm here, I'm Harold Quinn. I'm filling in for Coach Karan, who is unexpectedly absent for an unspecified time."

      "And I suppose you know nothing about that?" She gave me one of those looks that says "fill in the blanks."

      I was feeling charitable, so I figured I'd give her a little more rope to hang me with. "I don't know anything about Coach Karan actually being a demon and getting tossed back into Hell, that's correct."

      "I never liked that son of a bitch."

      "Me neither." I don't like demons as a rule, and I certainly don't like the ones that try to kill me.

      "But if Karan was the demon, why are you still here, Mr. Demon Hunter?"

      "I said he was a demon. I never said he was the demon, Ms. English Teacher. He wasn't strong enough to juice up a whole football team, even if everyone on the coaching staff was a demonic minion. Which they aren't, by the way."

      "I know. I cast a divining spell on them during last week's game. Only some of the coaches are demons. There are a few that are completely human, except for one latent wizard and one werewolf."

      "Rocco," I said.

      "Yes," she agreed. "A perfect job for a wolf, a strength coach for a high school. Lets him get his natural aggression out lifting weights all the time, and gives him another pack to be part of."

      "You teach sociology, too?"

      "Minored in anthropology. I spent a lot of time focusing on Xeno-Anthropology at Notre Dame."

      Now it was my turn to fold my arms over my chest and raise an eyebrow. "Exorcist?"

      "No, nothing like that. But I grew up in a family of witches, so I wanted to go somewhere that had some coursework in nontraditional religious topics, and I got a scholarship to Notre Dame. It was either there or Cambridge. Those were the only places I could find with any real opportunity to study demonology and spell craft."

      "Yeah, Hogwarts has been closed to new students for a while now," I quipped. I knew of at least half a dozen other places someone could go to study about witchcraft and spell-slinging, but they all worked very hard to keep themselves hidden. I was glad to see their efforts were working, it made me feel like I had a shot at staying off the radar myself.

      "So what's the play?" Beth asked.

      "Well, I was kinda planning on hanging around the school long enough to see who the demon is, maybe figure out what it wants, and then send it home with extreme prejudice."

      "You're not going to kill it?" she asked.

      "I thought you said you'd fought demons before," I said, folding my arms over my chest. My bullshit detector was going off like a Geiger counter at Chernobyl. You don't kill demons. At least not easily, and certainly not demons with the kind of power this one was throwing around. A lot of times the best you can hope for is to send it back to Hell and hope it doesn't find a way out anytime soon.

      "It's been a while." She didn't meet my eyes when she said it. Because of course she didn't.

      "Yeah, like your whole life? Look, sweetheart, this isn't fucking playtime. This isn't a goddamn movie or some kind of bullshit academic lecture under your pretty little golden dome. This is real life, and real people are going to get real hurt. And I don't have time to waste on a fucking amateur ghostbuster who watched too many Paranormal State reruns and now thinks she's a goddamn expert on all things supernatural."

      She looked me in the eye, then, and she was pissed. "Okay, Mr. Big-time Demon Hunter, here's the deal. My kid brother is missing, probably dead, and I think it's got something to do with whatever is going on here. He was a sophomore here last semester, and when I came home for fall break, he was missing. The police said he ran away, but the more I talked to his friends and poked around the school, the surer I became that something fucked up was going on. So I got a job as a perma-sub for an English teacher on maternity leave and started looking for the source of the magic."

      "What made suspicious of the school? The winning football team?"

      "That was part of it. The Lions have always sucked. There just aren't enough people in town to build from. The school's too small. But now they're rolling over bigger schools like they're the friggin' Steelers, and it's the same kids that got their asses kicked nine games out of ten last season. So something's definitely going on there. But that's not all."

      "It never is," I grumbled.

      "What?"

      "Demons never just fuck with one thing. They're total shit-stirrers, so with most demons, if they're doing one thing, they're doing a bunch of things. They might all feed into the same big plan, but it might just be more opportunities to fuck with humans."

      "Or kill them."

      "Or kill them," I agreed.

      "I think that's what's happening here. I think someone is killing any students with any magical or psychic Talent." Most normal people don't have shit for magical Talent. A little bit of deja vú, a tiny precognitive moment once in a blue moon, that's about all most folks get in their lives. Then there are the folks with Talent. They're rare, but not as rare as most folks think.

      "What makes you think something is taking kids with Talent?"

      "I checked the school records. Since the beginning of this school year, there have been a record number of transfers, relocations, runaways, and kids just up and vanishing. In some cases, the whole family is gone without a trace."

      "So you're saying you think students with Talent are being targeted?"

      "I'm saying that there are eight hundred kids across four grades in this school. You'd expect seventy-five or eighty of them to have a bit of talent, right?"

      She had a point. A good ten percent of all people have some latent magical power. Those are the people who might never use it for anything, might not even know they have it, but they've got a really green thumb, or a really lucky streak that lasts for years, or maybe they just know who's going to call before the phone rings. Those people could develop some power with the right catalyst and the right training, but most of them live out their lives never knowing it.

      So yeah, with the number of kids in the school, eighty or so kids should have at least some Talent. "Sure, something like that," I agreed.

      "I know of three. And they're all major Talents."

      "Three?" I looked at her, and I'm sure she could read doubt all across my features because that number was way off, even by my most conservative estimates. There should have been a lot more people with some ability, and realistically, there should have been fewer major Talents, as she described them.

      Those major Talents—people like me, and apparently Beth and her whole family, the people with significant power, are really rare. It's even more rare to find someone with power and an environment that believes in it and nurtures it. Even most people with a lot of natural Talent don't ever do anything with it.

      And to do anything significant with it took years of training. Most humans die before they master any part of spell casting. Maybe Beth couldn't see latent ability in people as well as she thought she could. Some witches could sense Talent in others better than others.

      She let out a sigh that said she knew she wasn't convincing me, then said, "I cast a spell during the pep rally this morning. Three students lit up to my Second Sight like beacons. As did you, Coach Rocco, and Coach Balomb.

      "Those are the only coaches that you found?" Now I knew her spell was bullshit. Since half the football coaches were demons, if she couldn't see them, then she was way off base.

      "I wasn't looking for demons. I cast the spell specifically to find Talented or magic-touched humans. Or at least mostly humans."

      I wasn't sure if she meant me or Coach Werewolf with that and decided not to ask. "Okay, that explains why the rest of the football coaches didn't light you up, but are you sure the spell reached the entire gym? Maybe you missed them."

      "I cast it on the doors. Anyone using any type of magic who passed through was dusted with magic that would show up in my Second Sight. It had no effect on normal humans or other-dimensional beings. And I cast it at lunch, so everyone who came through the doors of the gym all afternoon was dusted. I didn't miss anyone. I didn't cast it wrong. I didn't fuck up the spell. I know what I'm doing, and I'm right. There are no Talents left in this school."

      If she was right, then I was pretty sure I knew what was going on. "We've got a problem."

      "No shit, Sherlock." Now I saw why Holmes didn't like that phrase. It was really fucking irritating when it got turned back on you.

      She sat on the top of a desk and stared at me. "Well?"

      "Well, what?" I asked, looking at her and trying to figure out how she managed to sit on the desk like that. If I tried that shit, I'd be flat on my ass in a heartbeat.

      "Well, what's the problem?"

      "Oh, yeah, that. Sorry. Yeah, there's a problem. If the whole football team is hyped up on magical super-juice, and the school only has three kids left with any magical ability, where do you think the demons are getting the mojo?"

      Her eyes went wide and the color drained from her face. "Oh, no."

      "Oh, yeah."

      "You mean...?"

      "Yeah," I said with a sigh. "I hate to tell you this, but it's looking very much like your brother and the other missing students were killed for their magical energy, and that energy was pumped into the football team like some kind of mystical steroids."
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      "What, that thing? No, there's nothing special about it. Other than fond memories, of course," Luke said when I showed him the sword.

      "What kind of memories?" I asked.

      "Oh, you know, the normal thing. I remember the look on the face of its previous owner when I ripped his heart out through his chest, the feel of his blood splashing across my face, that sort of thing." He waved a hand in the air like he was talking about the weather, and I was reminded once again just how bizarre my life had become.

      I was sitting in my boyfriend's living room with Dracula and descendants of Dr. Watson, John Henry, and Abraham Van Helsing plotting to hunt down and fight a demon before he opened the gates of Hell, with my guardian angel, who, by the way, borrowed her name from a Buffy the Vampire Slayer villain, watching over the proceedings. This was not something that I expected when I graduated from the police academy.

      "Who was the previous owner, Luke?" Watson asked.

      "An SS lieutenant, I believe, or perhaps a colonel. They do all blur together after a certain number, you know. It was in France, I believe...yes, Northern France in about 1943. It would have to be late 1942 or 1943 because I was following Quincy through Europe cleaning up some of his messes and trying to keep attention off the two of us. Yes, it was early 1943, there was still snow on the ground.

      "I don't remember the name of the town, but it wasn't a large town. Just one of those typical French towns in the middle of the countryside with a collection of homes, shops, and the occasional farm. The Nazis had taken over some time before, and the population was fairly well quelled. The colonel—I remember now, he was a colonel—had taken over the biggest home in town. It sat atop a hill which once was in the middle of a quaint little forest, but the Germans had cut all the trees down and set up a few small barracks buildings surrounding the mansion. I suppose the colonel wasn't feeling all that secure in his position. It turns out that was a good idea.

      "Quincy was in a very bad place, emotionally. His love, Anna, had been murdered by a Nazi less than six months before, and the severing of his bond with her drove him to savagery the likes of which I haven't seen...well, since my own losses drove me to certain unpleasant excesses some many years ago." Luke paused, and you could hear a pin drop.

      I had certainly never heard him mention his life before becoming Dracula, back when he was Vlad Tepes, ruler of Wallachia. I'd read some of the stories before meeting him, and after I learned that not only was he real, he was in my city, I consumed every piece of Dracula and vampire lore I could. And there's a lot, not all of it good. Some guy even wrote a book about a vampire accountant, if you can believe that crap. But I never mentioned any of that to Luke. It seemed rude, somehow, like I was trying to pry into something that was none of my business. But here he was, talking about it, despite the obvious cost to himself.

      He took a deep breath, seeming to push away memories that still pained him over about six centuries and continued. "Regardless, I was following Quincy's trail of Nazi corpses through Europe when I came upon him in France. He was in the living room of the mansion, surrounded by dead soldiers, battling the colonel. He was obviously tired because the colonel was actually doing him harm. Quincy was staggering, bleeding from several cuts along his arms and legs. Both his and the Nazi's guns lay on the ground out of reach, and it looked as though their battle would quickly become one of attrition, where whoever could withstand the most punishment would be the survivor. While I had faith in Quincy's abilities, I did not think it wise to leave anything to chance given his current mental state."

      "You thought he was out of his head enough to let the Nazi kill him?" I asked.

      Luke gave me a long look. "Anna was the first woman he ever shared his blood, his essence with. Her death would have devastated him had it happened under normal circumstances. When she was murdered in front of him, he went completely insane. His rampage was terrifying to watch, and I am not a man who is unaccustomed to the sight of carnage." I looked into his cold eyes and remembered that this was the man they dubbed "The Impaler" because of his ferocity in battle and his treatment of captured foes. Carnage was his milieu, so if whatever Quincy was doing scared him, then it was seriously awful.

      He continued. "I stepped into the room behind the colonel and pulled out his heart. I drank my fill of his blood from the still-beating reservoir, then dropped it at Quincy's feet. I still remember the words I said to him that day as I dropped the drained heart at his feet. 'Eat it,' I said. 'If you're going to behave like a beast, you may as well go the whole way.' Then I plucked the sword from the dead man's hands as a trophy, turned on my heel, and walked out. I didn't see Quincy again for nearly seven years, until he met up with us in America near the beginning of 1950."

      He clapped his hands, breaking the spell he'd held us all in with his words. "And that's the story of how I came to possess that sword. It is also all I know about the blade. I have never sensed anything supernatural about it in all the time it has been in my possession, although I can tell you from the manufacture that it was made around the time of my mortal life."

      "What was that, the early fifteenth century?" I asked, more to confirm than anything.

      "Yes," Luke said. "I was born around 1430. Records in that time were a little sparse, and I was ill-equipped to write down the date myself."

      "Fair enough. So the sword was in France in the 1940s, and it originates from some time in the fifteenth century, that's all we know?" I asked the group.

      "And it resonates to those with the ability to sense magical items, and Orobas wants to get his hands on it," Jo added.

      "Then all we care about is that the demon doesn't have it, right?" Gabby asked. "Good deal. Demon doesn't have it. What's next?"

      "It is important to understand why our adversary is interested in the weapon, Gabriella," Watson said.

      "But she's right, isn't she?" I asked. "It's nice to know the provenance of the weapon, but if none of us have any magical ability, then all we care about is that we kept it out of the hands of the guy who wants to destroy the world, right? Or did you graduate from Hogwarts when I wasn't looking?"

      Watson held up his hands in mock surrender. "Fine, fine, Detective. Far be it from me to want to know as much information as possible about the tools we have on hand before rushing into a fight. I'm sure that the American method of rushing in guns blazing will sort everything out just fine."

      "Worked okay in Yorktown," I said, leaving the word “prick” unsaid, but heavily implied. I turned to Luke. "What's the plan? What's our next step?"

      "I suppose it isn't any different than it was before we found the sword. We find Orobas, and we put a stop to his plans. Along the way, we should probably clear Quincy's name and think about finding a way to send Orobas back to Hell."

      "All admirable goals, Luke, but do you have an actual plan to accomplish any of them?" Watson asked.

      "Well, I could sit around the apartment staring at a sword, or I could start punching all the members of the local supernatural community. While diametrically opposed, I think that both methods would meet with a similar lack of success." Luke didn't look offended at Watson's snottiness. I guess when you've been around for a few centuries, a snotty Englishman isn't a big deal.

      "There's always Option C," Jo said from her computer. All eyes turned to her as she stood up and grabbed a jacket from the back of her chair. She slipped on the leather jacket, then reached under the table and picked up a big maul with a long handle and hefted it over her shoulder. "I just got an email from Sparkles. He found Mort."

      "Why was he looking for Mort? I mean, wasn't he just going back to the bar after we left Luke's place?" I looked over at Watson, who shrugged.

      "That's what he said he was doing, but what’s to say he wasn’t lying? He's a demon. Who knows what he had in mind?" he replied.

      "I can't argue with that," I said. "But that doesn't answer the question. Why was Sparkles looking for Mort? And am I ever going to meet this Sparkles person?" Who the hell even answers to a nickname like Sparkles? Was this an out-of-work stripper moonlighting for the Shadow Council?

      "Probably not," Jo said. "And I had Sparkles put a trace on Mort's phone when he was with you two. He seemed pretty motivated to find Orobas, and he has connections that none of us have, so I figured if we all kept in contact, and I had a way to track Mort, then all our bases were covered."

      "Seems good," I said. I grabbed my jacket and car keys. "What's with the hammer?"

      "It's a family heirloom," Jo replied. "Besides, I don't like shooting people."

      "You should really give it a try," Gabby chimed in, strapping a pair of nickel-plated Colt 1911 pistols to her hips. "It's a lot of fun. Especially arterial spray. That's my fave."

      I sighed, then looked at Watson and Luke. "You two coming?"

      Luke gestured to the window. "Still daylight. I think I shall continue my long-standing tradition of not bursting into flames for a little longer, for all the good it does me." I stared at Luke, and saw, not for the first time in the past few days, a level of melancholy and loneliness haunting his eyes. This was a man that was accustomed to people dying around him, often at his hands, but losing Renfield was different somehow. There was something cracked inside Luke, and it would take a long time to heal, if it ever did.

      "I suppose I may as well," Watson said. He walked to the end of the sofa and picked up a bowler hat, trench coat, and a cane topped with a wolf's head.

      "What the hell are you supposed to be? A parody of an urban fantasy novel cover? Do you come with your own smoke machine and creepy soundtrack?" I managed not to laugh at Watson, but only just.

      "I think we'll find that my cane serves multiple purposes, and the coat is a type of tightly-woven fabric that is similar to Kevlar, but more puncture-resistant and is completely flame retardant." He huffed. He walked past me to the door of the apartment and held it open. "Shall we?"

      "That depends. Jo, where are we going?" I asked.

      "I have an address on Brookshire Boulevard. It's someplace called Coyote Joe's?" She looked at me with an eyebrow up.

      "I know where it is, but I don't know why in the hell Mort would be there, unless he's looking for cheap beer and loud music," I said.

      "So you can get us there? Good," Watson said.

      "I can get us there, but why in the world is a demon in a biker suit in the city's largest country music bar?"

      "Wet t-shirt contest?" Gabby asked.

      "He's a fan of terrible music?" Watson offered.

      "He wants to drown his sorrows over his daughter's death and he's already drank all the booze in his own bar?" Jo suggested.

      "I don't know, but something tells me that the answer is going to be even stranger than any of those ideas," I said as we trooped out into the afternoon light to hunt down a demon in a giant country bar.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          13

        

      

    
    
      "Nothing about this seems like a good idea to me," Beth said to my back.

      "You just described most of my life, particularly any of the parts of it I spent in Rio," I whispered. "Now shut up. I'd really rather not get caught here. I think it would end up on my permanent record."

      "Oh, you're a regular comedian, Harker," she muttered.

      "Laughter is not typically the response I look to elicit in women," I replied, and immediately thought of Becks. That was a mistake. My chest got tight, and my focus on the task at hand was completely gone for a moment as I sent feelers down the invisible connection tying me back to Rebecca, hundreds of miles away in North Carolina working to clear my name and find out how high in Homeland Security our problem went.

      I couldn't see through her eyes, or even contact her with coherent thoughts, the physical distance was just too great. But I could feel her, and as my consciousness brushed hers, I felt a whirl of feelings pass through me, not all of them mine. Fear, anger, stress, worry, love, more anger tied really closely to that love, and pain both physical and emotional. All that coursed through me in half a second as my steps faltered and I went to one knee.

      "Are you okay, Harker?" Beth's voice brought me back to the present, to Lockton, Ohio, and to the task at hand. Said task was breaking into the main office to steal Coach Durham Balomb's personnel file so we could go to his house and try to deal with Lockton High's demon infestation once and for all.

      I shook my head to clear it, then nodded to Beth. "I'm fine. Just a little wave of psychic impression. Let's go."

      "Are you sure you can do this?" she asked, pointing to the door to the main office.

      "It's a door. With a standard cylinder lock. I've been magicking these things open since before you were born," I replied. I didn't mention that I'd been magicking them open since before her parents were born, too. So far, Beth Kirkland hadn't asked any questions about my origin, and I wasn't looking to talk about it right now.

      People tend to look at you strangely when they find out that the "Uncle Luke" you mention from time to time is actually Dracula, Lord of the Vampires, Vlad the Impaler, source of dozens of movies good and godawful, and arguably the most famous monster in history. Needless to say, I'd whammied my fair share of locks all over the world in the century and change I'd been around, so I wasn't really worried about popping open the door to a high school principal's office in the middle of nowhere Ohio.

      I walked down the hall, sticking to the shadows and avoiding the few security cameras running on a Friday night. I stepped up to the door and put my hand on the lock. I focused my will on the tumblers inside, whispered "Sesame," and turned the knob. The door clicked open, and Beth and I slipped inside.

      "Sesame?" she asked.

      "What?" I said. "It's just something to focus my will on the doorknob. I could have said 'cheeseburger,' as long as I believed it would work."

      "You didn't have to cast a ritual, or beseech the Goddess for help, or ask the blessings of the Four Winds, or anything?"

      "Neither do you," I said. "Magic doesn't really work like that. It doesn't come from some divine place. At least, not the magic I do. It's energy, and if you know how manipulate that energy, then you can do it. Simple as that."

      "So you're not a believer?"

      "Darlin', I've seen so much shit in my life, I believe in just about everything. But I don't mix my magic and my religion. Except when I need to send some demonic douchebag back to Hell. Which is what we need to do here, so point me to where the employee records are kept and let's go show Coach Balomb the way to go home."

      "In that room next to Principal Nettles' office." She pointed, and I walked over and put the whammy on that lock, too. We stepped into the file room and started looking through cabinets. It only took a few seconds to find the right drawer, and Beth pulled out her cell phone as I grabbed the right folder.

      "I don't think this is the time to take a selfie," I said as I saw her open the camera app on her phone.

      "No, but I thought I'd take a picture of his address so we can put the file back and maybe still have an element of surprise."

      "That's fine, but you don't really think our little expedition is going to be discovered in the time it takes us to drive from the school to the coach's house, do you?"

      "We're going after him tonight?" She looked at me like I was crazy. I probably am, but I didn't think it had anything to do with Coach Balomb.

      "No time like the present, right? Why wouldn't we?"

      "I don't know, I thought maybe we'd take time to research him, find a weakness, get some help, that kind of thing."

      I snorted. "Nah, that kind of planning works great if you're Giles or Willow, but I'm way more of a kick down the door and beat the shit out of everything in the room kind of guy." I handed her the folder. "Now let's go. You're navigating."

      [image: ]
* * *

      I hate it when demons invade the suburbs. It fucks with my sense of the universe. Demons belong in cities, in abandoned sewers, nasty-ass empty factories, or even creepy old houses tucked away in old neighborhoods. Demons don't belong in ranch houses with two-car garages. But that's where Coach Balomb lived. Not even at the end of a cul-de-sac, right in the middle of the damn street like he was some kind of insurance adjuster or something like that.

      "What do you know about the coach?" I asked as I pulled my pickup onto a side street two blocks past the address on the file and turned off the lights.

      "I don't know much," Beth replied. "He started here last year as an assistant coach and economics teacher. When Coach Pate had a heart attack last June, they promoted Coach Balomb to Head Coach, and he brought in some old friends from the last school where he taught. I don't know where, just that it's somewhere down south, apparently."

      "I think he's from a little further south than anybody suspects. Sounds like he engineered the old coach's heart attack and has brought in his buddies from the Pits to serve him here in Lockton."

      "Yeah, that's what I figured," Beth agreed.

      "But why?" I asked. "Lockton isn't big enough to be a real target, and there's no magical ley lines that run through the place, nothing special about this town whatsoever."

      "Just a town willing to sell its soul for a winning football team and a bunch of missing Talented kids." Beth opened her door, and I slapped my hand over the dome light to hide its glow.

      "Eclipso," I whispered, and a small cloud of absolute darkness enveloped the bulb. I took my hand off the light and got out of the truck.

      "Now you're just showing off," she said, closing the door and walking around the front of the truck to join me. "What's the plan?"

      "Well, we can either knock on the door and try to bullshit our way inside, then try to fight our way out..."

      "Which sounds like a recipe for certain death."

      "Or we can blast through the front of the house and the back door at the same time, kill anything we encounter, and hope the element of surprise can buy us enough time to take out Balomb before he gets his shit together enough to fight back."

      "Do you have any plans that don't involve our almost certain death in an exceptionally bloody fashion?"

      "Not really, no."

      "Goddess only knows how you've lived this long."

      "If you only knew," I quipped.

      Beth sighed. "Let's go with the two-pronged attack, then. I certainly don't trust you to be able to bluff your way through the door, so this way we at least have the potential to take a few of those assholes with us when we go."

      "That's what I love in a sidekick, Kirkland—positive thinking. You take the back; I'll take the front."

      "How will I know when to go?"

      "You'll see the signal."

      "What's the signal?"

      "I'll figure it out when I send it. But you'll know it. I promise." She shook her head at me and peeled off toward the back of the house.

      I walked up the sidewalk to the front of the coach's house and checked the ammunition in my Glock. The front door looked pretty easy to fortify, with a small porch that glowed like Christmas in my Sight. That wasn't going to work as an entrance. I scanned the front of the house and spotted a picture window with no magical enhancements on it.

      "Bingo," I muttered. "This oughta serve as a pretty good signal." I pulled in my will, focusing my magical energy over my left hand, then drew my pistol. I put three rounds through the big window and flung a fireball through the shattered glass. It exploded with a massive BOOM, and I sprinted across the lawn to leap through the hole in the wall where a window used to be.

      I heard a muffled crump from the back of the house, followed by a string of small explosions like firecrackers. Sounded like Kirkland blew in the back door, then flung a fistful of those mini-fireballs into the house. Between us, we had the place burning pretty good, which might not have been our best move as the humans surrounded by denizens of Hell. They were a lot more resistant to fire than we were, but I had enough protections woven around me to keep me alive for a couple minutes at least.

      Which might be more time than I had, given the fact that I had four demons staring at me from the living room and the door to what looked like the kitchen. None of them wore their human suits, but when wearing their natural forms, they didn't look that far removed from people. Just a little taller, way skinnier, with red skin, yellow eyes, and porcupine spikes instead of hair. Oh yeah, and preternaturally long arms, double-jointed knees, and three-inch curved talons on the ends of each of their six fingers.

      So maybe they didn't really look anything like people, except for being bipedal and having roughly human faces, only more angular and sporting curved fangs. So they were nasty little bastards, but these were definitely low-level demons. The ones staring back at me now weren't even as strong as the one I'd banished a couple nights before, so I was only a little bit convinced that I was about to die.

      They were way more confident in their ability to kill me than I was because they all charged me at once. I flung up a shield of force with my left hand, effectively blocking the three coming at me from the den. The one rushing me from the kitchen required a different approach, since I still held my gun in that hand. So I shot him. In the face. Four times. He dropped, but not fast enough to actually stop moving, so his momentum drove him right into me, which drove me hard into the other three with my shield, sending me and all four demons tumbling ass over teakettle to the floor.

      I dropped my pistol, but held my shield, and wriggled out from under the dead demon that sprawled across my legs. The other three writhed on the ground, scratching, clawing, and biting at each other trying to get to their feet.

      "Electro!" I shouted, reaching my hand in the air and pointing my index finger toward the ceiling light. Electricity flickered from the light fixture to gather around my fist, and I flung a ball of lightning at the squirming mass of demon dickheads on the floor. I've smelled a lot of nasty shit in my life, but nothing quite so foul as fried demon on old shag carpet. I'm not sure if it was the sulfurous stench of demon flesh or the horrific stink of polyester fibers, but that was the grossest thing I've ever smelled.

      Beth came into the front room, covered in soot and demon blood. She leaned against the door into the den and looked at me. "Maybe next time we can try not to burn the house down before we run into it?"

      "Maybe next time we don't have a next time?" I asked, then looked around. "Did you put the fire out?"

      "Yeah. I called to it and channeled it into the ground outside. Scorched some grass and turned the dirt to glass, but at least we aren't going to die."

      "You won't die from the fire, witchy-witch, but you will most certainly die tonight." I didn't even turn around. I didn't have to. Whenever somebody shows up and makes a pithy comment at what I really wanted to be the end of a fight, it's usually something bigger and badder than whatever I just fought. So I knew Coach Balomb had decided to join the fight, and shit was about to get real.
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      It all made sense to me when I pulled into the empty parking lot. Mort was a demon, and country music bars are a special kind of Hell, so it only made sense that he wanted to be there. His motorcycle was parked in the portico by the front door, and the door hung from broken hinges. We were in the right place.

      I parked right behind Mort's bike and killed the engine. The four of us got out and made a quick check of our weapons. I ejected the magazine from my Sig and replaced it with bullets dipped in holy water and blessed by a Catholic priest who did things for Harker like bless bullets. Apparently in his line of work, it's a good idea to have people around for stuff like that. Life was so much less complicated when all I had to do was solve murders by humans.

      The noise coming from inside told me that someone objected to Mort's presence and was doing something about it, with extreme prejudice. The sound of shattering glass and splintering wood rang through the parking lot. I drew my sidearm and waved the others in around me.

      "Okay," I said, "when we get in there, let me take the lead. Mort's familiar with me, so I might be able to talk him down a little, and I am still a cop, so that gives me some authority with whoever else is in there. Watson, you go around and see if there's a back or side door. I don't want any of these guys getting away—"

      "Is this because of my leg? Because I assure you, I can hold up my end of a fight." He scowled at me, and I looked down at his leg.

      "Shit, sorry, I forgot. Is it better for you to come in the front with me, so you don't have to walk as far?"

      The scowl changed to confusion as he tried to process what I was asking. "No, I simply meant that I am capable of handling a frontal assault, that my leg will not prove a liability in the fight."

      "Oh," I said. "Sorry, didn't think about that. No, I just need somebody to cover the door, and you're the most lightly armed, so I wanted to put you out of the line of direct fire. But if you—"

      "No, that's fine. Thank you, Detective."

      "Thank me if we all get out of this alive. Jo, you and Gabby are with me. I'll lead, and you two fan out...goddammit." I swore as I heard loud reports from inside and noticed that Gabby was nowhere in our little huddle. "Fuck it, let's go!" I ran into the building where Gabby was laying down a pretty serious field of fire with her two .45 semiautomatics. That's a big bullet, and she was a decent shot, so everything she hit was on its ass seconds later.

      The problem was that everything she shot was a demon, and bullets aren't very effective against a lot of Hellspawn. So while Gabby was knocking them down, they were getting right back up again. A few of them stayed down after headshots, so a change in tactics was obviously required.

      "Headshots, Gabby!" I shouted. She nodded, then holstered one pistol and switched to a two-handed grip to give herself better control for the difficult task of shooting a moving target in the face before said target kills you. Nothing's ever as easy as it looks on NCIS.

      I scanned the room for Mort, but all I saw was a shit-ton of demons. Red demons, black demons, demons still in human form, whatever you wanted, apparently they were all redneck day drinkers because this bar was full of them. I heard the scrabble of claws above me and looked up just in time to see a little green bastard with talons on all four limbs and a long tail with a scorpion spike on the end of it drop to the ground right in front of me.

      "Duck and roll!" I heard from behind me, and I did just as I was told, diving to my right into an awkward roll that would probably result in some bruises in the morning. If I kept this shit up, I was definitely going back to krav maga class. I spun back to the demon just in time to get splashed with black blood and little bits of demon skull as Jo swung that nine-pound hammer like she was Babe Ruth. The demon's head disintegrated into the world's nastiest oatmeal, and she reached out a hand.

      "Good reflexes," she said.

      "I date Harker," I replied. "Fireballs are a thing that happens in my life," I said by way of explanation. There was a brief moment when nothing was immediately charging us, so I took the opportunity to shout for our quarry.

      "MORT!" I yelled. "Cut this shit out and come talk to me!"

      "Not until he tells me where to find that murdering son of a sulfur-sucking pitworm!" A voice from the center of a writhing cluster of demonic bodies on the floor bellowed back.

      I looked at the others and nodded. "Let's get him out of there." Gabby, Jo, and I walked toward a pile of a dozen demons all struggling and scrambling to get a grip on a piece of Mort's new body and rip it off. It looked like a pileup on the football field, only with more claws and fangs, and about ten percent fewer tattoos.

      We got to within a few feet of the squirming mass of demons and raised our weapons. "Get off the interloper, assholes," I said over the barrel of my pistol.

      A seven-foot demon with stubby little horns and a tail that looked like the one you get in the naughty devil costumes at Halloween got to his feet and glared down at me. "And what if we don't want to, human?"

      "I don't waste much time on what a demon does or doesn't want, fucktard," I said, then I shot him. In the groin. He dropped to his knees, making him a much more reasonably sized foe, and I stepped to the left. Jo took one long stride forward and came around with her great-great-grandfather's hammer again. The rectangular head of the hammer caught the demon right on the hinge of its jaw and knocked its head clean off.

      The pile of demons froze, and the room fell silent as the thump, thump, thump of the head bouncing along the bar's hardwood floors reached everyone's ears. The body made a wet thwap sound as it fell over, and the entire mass of a dozen or more demons separated and came to its feet almost in unison. I took a step back as the three of us stared down at least twelve or fifteen monsters straight out of humanity's worst nightmares.

      "Ummm, Mort?" I said. "A little help here?"

      Mort's voice, when it came to me from the floor, was weak and thready. "I'm not sure how much help I shall be, Detective. I seem to have more than one dislocated limb.”

      "Well, shit," I said. I looked at the nearest demon, a skinny little monster with four arms and three-inch claws on the end of four fingers on each hand. He grinned up at me and showed off a pair of fangs that dripped with green ichor. I grinned right back and put two .40 rounds from my Sig into his forehead.

      "Who's next?" I looked around at the assembled demons and heard Gabby draw and cock one of her pistols. "We probably can't send you all back to Hell, but which one wants to go first?"

      "I would suggest that you believe the human," Mort said as he staggered to his feet. I looked past the mob in front of me to see how he was doing, and he was in surprisingly good shape for a guy who was under a pile of demons less than a minute before.

      "You okay, Mort?" I asked.

      "I have certainly seen better days, but my need for a new meat-suit is not immediate. I do appreciate your concern, but your coming here was mostly unwarranted. I was merely allowing these boys to vent some of their frustrations before moving on to the real reason for my visit."

      "Which is?" Jo asked. She stepped forward to stand at my left elbow, her hammer slung across both shoulders and her hands draped over the handle.

      "I need information, and I am of the opinion that Terry has it."

      "Who's Terry?" Gabby asked, stepping up on the other side of me.

      "I'm Terry,” said an Asian man in an expensive suit seated at one of the tables near the stage. I hadn’t noticed him before on account of he wasn’t immediately trying to eat my spleen, but he certainly had my attention now. He stood up and buttoned his jacket, his long fingers delicate as they handled the sleek fabric. "Ter'i'math," he said, extending a hand to Gabby, then me, then Jo.

      We each shook hands with him. I was surprised to feel the strength in his grip, given his slight frame. He was built more like a fencer than a monster, with neat, close-cropped hair, no facial hair, and dark brown eyes. He stepped back to stand between us and Mort.

      "What can I do for you, Mort? It's been far too long since I've seen you in my establishment. Would you like a drink?"

      "No thank you, Terry. I'm here on business."

      "And from the looks of my staff, it might be unpleasant business indeed." He gestured at the gathered demons, most of whom were bleeding from split lips, had eyes swelling shut, and generally looked like they'd been through a war. At least one of the bigger ones was missing an ear, and a solid half dozen of them were not getting up from the floor.

      "Sorry about that," Mort said. His tone made it clear that he wasn't the least bit sorry about anything. "I told them I was here to see you, and they said you weren't here. I explained to them that I could see you sitting right there, and I was not leaving until we concluded our business, and things may have become heated from that point." Mort looked a tiny bit chagrined. "I did hope that you would make things easy and simply provide me with the information I desire."

      "Which is?" Terry asked.

      "The whereabouts of Orobas." If Terry had any reaction to Mort's desire, he didn't show it.

      "And why do you need to find Orobas?" Terry asked. I held my breath for the answer. My Sig was still in my hand, and I flexed my fingers on the butt of the gun.

      "To kill him. He murdered someone I care about, or his minion did, and since the minion is dead, my vengeance must be visited upon Orobas, and anyone who shelters him." I didn't miss the thinly veiled threat in Mort's words, and neither did Terry. But his only response was slightly raised eyebrows and a mild smile.

      "I'm afraid I can't give you that information, Mort. Orobas works for me occasionally, and it would be poor form to just hand him over freely. It also would hinder my operations here."

      "What operations are those?" I asked. Terry's gaze swung to me, and we locked eyes. I'd stared down junkies, murderers, gangbangers, vampires, and demons, but something in Terry was just different. It was like a whole universe floated behind his eyes, a depth of knowledge and power very different from anything I'd ever gazed upon before.

      "And what the hell are you?" I asked in a whisper.

      "I am an Agent of Chaos," he replied, addressing the last question.

      "A what?" Jo asked.

      "I care not for good or evil, as those are purely mortal terms, and subjective ones at that. After all, you cannot think that the Morningstar considers himself evil, can you? He certainly has all the characteristics of a hero. A failed relationship with his father, a long trip from home, a valiant failed effort to return home in spectacular fashion, extended torment far from the home he loves, then the inevitable attempt to return home again. Sounds just like a movie, doesn't it? It just needs more Jedi to make a franchise."

      "So you don't buy into the whole good and evil thing, I get it. But what is this whole Agent of Chaos thing?" Gabby asked, her eyes flicking from Terry to the demons surrounding us, then back again. She had that look on her face that said she really wanted to get back to shooting things, and I really didn’t want to deal with that at the moment.

      "I work to upend the status quo, regardless of what it is. If there is peace, I work for war. If there is war, I work for peace. Stasis is death, and boring besides. I am change, I am randomness, I am..."

      "You are droning on, Terry," Mort interrupted. I couldn't hide the chuckle, just like Terry couldn't hide the scowl that crossed his face for the briefest of seconds before flashing away.

      "My apologies, Mort. As I was saying, I can't give you Orobas's whereabouts so you can kill him because he is useful to me alive. Have a nice day." He turned to walk back to his table, apparently done with us.

      He stopped short at the sight of a slim man in a trench coat sitting at his table sipping a beer. "Sorry about the drink, friend. Proselytizing makes me thirsty," Watson said as he stood up. "But you can have your chair." He waved to the seat with a little bow.

      "You come into my place of business uninvited and drink my beer? You are a brazen one, human. Tell me, how would you like to learn to walk with two metal limbs?" Terry's hands were glowing with power, and I could hear the fury in his voice even if his back was to me.

      I raised my pistol and pointed it at the back of his head. Gabby did the same. "That would be a mistake, friend. Two rounds in the back of your head might not kill you, but it would fuck up that snazzy haircut you're sporting," I said as I pulled back the hammer on my Sig.

      Terry raised his hands and turned back to me. The purple glow around his hands was matched by one coming from his eyes, and the anger on his face was unmistakable. I had pissed off an Agent of Chaos in his living room. I used to think being around Harker made my life more dangerous. Now I was seeing the kind of trouble I could get into when he was gone.
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      I didn't turn around. I didn't need to. After enough decades, and enough fights, it just wasn't necessary anymore. "Coach Balomb, I presume?" I asked, still looking at the remains of the electrocuted demons on the living room floor. If this place was a rental, nobody was getting a security deposit back after tonight.

      "And you are Harold Quinn, or should I just call you Quincy Harker? Would you prefer Reaper? I hear that's something you've answered to in the past."

      Now I turned around. I was incognito, or at least I was supposed to be. So how did this fuckwad of a life-sucking demon in Dipshit, Ohio, know who I was? I looked him up and down. He wasn't anyone I'd fought before, at least not in his natural form.

      Human suits were apparently optional at Casa Balomb because this assclown wasn't doing anything to hide his demonic nature, either. He stood a little over six feet tall, with six-inch curved horns protruding from his gleaming crimson skull. His face was shaped more like a human than the other demons, but his lower jaw stuck out, and a pair of wicked tusks protruded up and rested against his cheeks.

      His torso was covered in black and red scales, making a shimmering suit of armor that I was glad I wouldn't have to try to stick a sword through, but which certainly made my pistol useless. He wore jeans, but no shoes, and his feet had the cloven hooves of the upper-level demonic horde. He wasn't an Archduke or anything like that, I would have felt the power in him then, but he wasn't going to go down to a lightning bolt, either.

      "You have me at a disadvantage, then, demon. You know who I really am, but I have no idea of your name." I kept it cool, drawing in my will so I would have enough power at the ready to react to whatever he threw at me.

      "You may call me Balomik. I am Ruler of the Second Circle, Master of Lust and Tempter of Mortals." He threw his arms open wide and black bat wings sprouted from his back, filling the room and knocking over a chair.

      "Really?" I asked, folding my arms over my chest. "Does Asmodeus know about this? I doubt he'd take the demotion kindly."

      Balomik looked startled, like I'd called him out on something huge. Which I had. Kings of Hell don't take lightly to lower-rung demons laying claim to their territory, and Asmodeus was a particularly jealous dude. Probably had something to do with being the actual King of the Second Circle and the Master of Lust. Kinda goes hand-in-hand with jealousy.

      "I mean, if you think he wouldn't mind, we can call him up. I'm sure if you're really the boss, you wouldn't have any trouble controlling a wimpy little piece of shit like Asmodeus." I whipped out my pocketknife and sliced open my thumb, then used the blood to draw a hasty, but slightly incomplete, circle around myself. Then I called up my will and started the ritual to summon a demon.

      Balomik's eyes went wide before the third word of Latin passed my lips, and he charged me. I sidestepped his bull-rush, then pressed my thumb to the floor as he crossed the line of my circle. I poured my will into the ring of my blood, snapping the containment spell into being and trapping the demon inside.

      "You bastard!" Balomik shrieked as his head crashed into the magical barrier. "Set me free this instant or I will tear your soul to shreds!"

      "I think that might be a bad idea for me, Bally. I'd probably be in way better shape if I just kept you trapped in this circle until Beth here calls the local Catholic priest and he jumps on his hotline to the Vatican and we get a fuckton of exorcists down here. How long do you think it will take them to get here? Six hours? Maybe four if they've got a helicopter nearby. And I bet they always have a helicopter nearby. You know The Church, they always have the coolest toys."

      "What do you want, Harker?"

      "What's the most valuable thing in the world, Bally? I want information."

      "Nothing's free, Harker. I'll tell you anything you want to know, but I'm going to want my freedom in exchange."

      "Not a problem," I said, ignoring the bulging eyes on my current partner.

      "What the hell are you saying, Harker?" Beth yelled. "There is no way I'm letting you set this demon loose! He killed my brother, and he's going back to Hell for it."

      "We don't know that," I said.

      "Oh, no, she's right," Balomik interjected. "I killed her brother. Freddy Kirkland, right? He was good. A lot of power in that little warlock. Tasty morsel. I skimmed a little cream off the top before I distilled his essence into the 'supplements' we gave the football team. Yummy."

      "Yeah, what's that all about?” I asked. "I get killing Talents, and I even understand sucking the magic from their souls and selling it, or using it to power up your meat-suits, or whatever. But making the high school football team better? That seems a little altruistic for your kind."

      "Let's not be speciesist, Quincy. I can call you Quincy, can't I? After all, we're buds now, right?"

      "I don't give a shit what you call me, assclown. Just answer all my questions and I’ll think about not telling Asmodeus that you’ve been claiming his crown."

      "Fine," he grumped. I was afraid for a minute that he was going to sulk and I wouldn't get anything else out of him. But he went on. "Jazzing up the football team wasn't my idea. I was just going to kill the Talents, bottle their essence, and sell it on the black market. I know a guy in Cincinnati that moves a lot of that type of product."

      "But..." I prodded.

      "But when I called up Jerry over there—" He pointed to one of the charred demons lying on the floor. "His name is Jeraxil, by the way. In case you care about the names of the men and women you sent fleeing back to Hell in unspeakable agony."

      "I don't." I didn't. Really. Couldn't possibly give less fucks about the well-being of any of the demons I've banished, battered, mutilated, or actually destroyed over the years. I feel more remorse about killing a black widow in Luke's garage. The spider at least isn't malevolent; it's just hanging around spinning webs in the wrong places. Demons are universally bad motherfuckers at heart, and every one of them would rather fuck you over than look at you.

      "I didn't expect you to," Bally continued. "So Jerry comes up with the idea of using a winning football team to rouse school spirit and get people distracted from the missing kids. He's a Demi-lord of Deception, really good at that kind of thing. So I went with it, and we started giving the team 'nutritional supplements.' All the kids that took them turned into super-athletes almost overnight. And suddenly nobody was paying attention to a bunch of missing nerds and malcontents."

      "My brother wasn't a malcontent!" Beth snarled.

      "No, that one was a huge nerd. Right down to his Deadpool boxers, sweetie. But he had a ton of magical energy. He singlehandedly won us that game against Martin Luther King Jr. High."

      "What's the end game?" I asked.

      "Don’t have one, really," Bally said with a shrug. I gave him a sharp look, and he raised his hands in protest. "I’m a demon, you dipshit. I saw a chance to fuck with some humans, and I took it. One day I was in Hell, working like a dog, then this portal opens up and it’s all blue skies and buckeyes, so I stepped through. And here I am. Look, all I know is I'm not in Hell poking some cheating husband in the balls with a pitchfork, and I don't plan to go back. So let me out of here and I'll vanish into the wilds of America. I hear Nebraska is nice this time of year."

      Whatever. This asshole was never going to get near a cornfield if I had anything to say about it, and I did. While it's not a good idea to lie to monsters as a general rule, you could bend the fuck out of that rule if you planned on killing or banishing the monster in the immediate future. And since I really hoped I wouldn't run into Bally after I died, all I needed to do was get him off this plane of existence to take care of him.

      "So you just wandered into town with a plan to kill off all the Talented humans?"

      “Not exactly. I wandered into town and decided to kill all the humans. But Jerry got here before I did, and he spotted all the Talents in town. When me and the rest of the boys showed up, Jerry came up with the plan.”

      “And you just did what Jerry said without caring who was in charge?” That didn’t fit with the hierarchy-obsessed demons I’d known in the past.

      "I didn't care who was the boss then and don't care now. Jerry and me got along good, and he let me be the human with the whistle. He got to make his nasty little plans, and I got to eat humans. Where I come from, we call that a win-win."

      Time for the million-dollar question. "Okay, asshat. One more bit of information, and you can get out of that circle. Who sent you here?"

      “No idea.” I stared at him, not believing a word of it. “Look, somebody opened a door out of Hell, and I took a fucking stroll, alright? I don’t know why, and I don’t know who. And frankly, I don’t give a fuck.”

      “So all this shit has nothing to do with what’s been going on in Charlotte? Or Orobas?” On the one hand, it meant that not every demon in the world was looking for me. On the other hand, it meant that somebody was just randomly setting demons loose on Earth. The bad in that scenario far outweighed the good.

      "Not everything revolves around you, Quincy my boy," the smug prick said with a grin.

      "No, sometimes things are all about other people. And this is all about my baby brother, you fucking asshole." Beth's voice came from right behind my left elbow, and I turned to her just in time to watch her throw a fistful of something white at Bally.

      Salt. Fuck. Nothing disrupts magic like salt. This was gonna hurt.

      My mouth fell open as the magical barrier I had trapped the demon in flashed into view for a second, then popped like a soap bubble. I turned back when I felt something scrabbling at my jacket and stepped back as Beth reached under my arm and yanked my pistol free.

      "What the fuck are you doing?” I asked, my head swiveling from a suddenly free demon to an enraged English teacher.

      "What you obviously don't have the balls to do. I'm killing this son of a bitch." She raised my Glock in a two-handed grip and squeezed off six rounds at Balomik. The shots rang out, making my ears ring in the enclosed space, and three holes appeared in the demon's chest.

      But that's all. Just three little holes, roughly nine millimeters in diameter. No blood, no falling down, and certainly no dead demon on the floor. Balomik looked down at his chest, then looked back at Beth and grinned.

      "Ouch," he said, then took two steps forward and plunged his hand into the woman's chest. Her eyes went wide as the demon turned his hand sideways, then yanked it back out, taking three ribs, a huge chunk of flesh, and Beth Kirkland's heart with it. The demon looked me in the eye, brought the still-beating heart to its mouth, and bit a chunk out of the muscle, letting Beth's lifeblood pour down his chin and drip onto the floor.

      "Delicious," the demon said with a smile as Beth collapsed to the floor, dead before she even started to fall. "I love it when the meat is fresh."

      "In the name of—" My incantation was cut off short as Balomik backhanded me into a china cabinet. Dishes and silverware clattered to the floor around me as I slid down in a heap of shattered glass and stoneware.

      Balomik stood over me, munching on the dead teacher's heart like he was eating an apple. I shook my head to clear the stars from my vision and tried to rise, only to find a cloven hoof planted square in the center of my chest.

      "Stay," the demon said. "Let me be very clear, Quincy Harker. I know you planned to double-cross me and send me back to the Pits. But I left something out of my little origin story. When I first got to Lockton, I got a message. It showed up on my doorstep one day. Just a plain white envelope with a typed letter inside. The letter said, ‘No one touches the Reaper.’ I don’t know who sent it, but they had enough juice to let me out of Hell and keep tabs on me through my best magical disguises.

      “So you get to live, Quincy Harker. But so do I. And I don't just get to live in Hell, I get to live right here on Earth. You can chase me, and you can maybe even catch me. But you can't chase me and hunt down your old pal Orobas, who I hear has something big planned in Atlanta in a couple weeks. So you make the call, Reaper. Let a low-level demon loose on Middle America, or let Orobas do whatever he wants in the biggest city in the Southeast. Take your time. Think it over."

      I didn't miss the clue. Orobas was in Atlanta, or he would be soon. I looked up at the demon, weighing my options. I had time. He was going to terrorize Middle America for a while, but I'd eventually chase him down. After all, I'm Quincy Harker, it's what I do.

      I nodded at him. "You've got a deal, dickhead. You get away, today. But I'll find you again. And when that happens, it'll be your heart served for dinner." I didn't know who in the world would eat a demon's heart, but it was still a good line.

      Balomik smiled down at me. "I look forward to our next meeting, Quincy Harker." Then he pulled his cloven foot off my chest and snapped a kick upward into my chin, slamming my head into the remains of the wooden cabinet I was tangled in. My vision went all starry, and the last thing I heard before I passed out was the clip-clop of hooves on the front sidewalk and the taunting laugh of a very self-satisfied demon.
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      So there I was, in the middle of a country bar, staring down an Agent of Chaos, whatever that really was, with a gun pointed at his head to keep him from de-limbing my newfound partner in the magical Super Friends.

      Some days I really hate my life.

      Terry, the neatly groomed aforementioned Agent of Chaos, stared at me for an interminable moment, then broke out into a laugh. I had a lot of ideas in my head about the way I was going to die, most of them involving alternately a junkie in a liquor store holdup or a nursing home out of my mind with dementia, but none of them ever included a magical Asian man in an expensive suit laughing in my face as he killed me.

      "You are one hilarious human," Terry said.

      "I'm glad I amuse you," I said, working to keep my gun steady. Holding a gun on somebody looks really easy in the movies, but after the first minute, keeping your arms extended with a couple of pounds of plastic, metal, and ammunition in your hands is exhausting.

      The purple glow around his hands winked out and Terry glanced over his shoulder at Watson. "You should thank your friend, Dr. Watson. She just saved your life."

      "So you're not going to kill Watson," I said. "That's good. I don't know how to kill Chaos Agents, or whatever you call yourself, but if you'd made meat out of my lawyer, I would have been honor-bound to try."

      "Well, good," Terry replied. "That saves all of us disappointment and annoyance. You would have been disappointed because I can't be killed, and I would have been annoyed because getting blood out of hardwoods is annoying."

      I looked over at the splattered brains of the demon I'd shot in the face earlier. "Sorry about that, then."

      "Well, we all have our off days, Detective. Now would you all please leave so I can clean my club before we have to open?"

      "No," Mort said. "I'm not leaving without Oro's location. I'm sorry, Terry, but he has to pay for what he did to me."

      "And I'm sorry, Mort, but Orobas is too useful to me. He sows chaos in his wake like a little demonic Johnny Appleseed, and that's very valuable to me. Unless..." Terry's face took on a thoughtful expression. "No, you wouldn't do that. Not even for revenge."

      "Do what?" Mort asked. "I'm willing to do almost anything."

      "But only almost," Terry said.

      "Well, even demons have our limits. What did you have in mind?" Mort asked.

      "Take Orobas's place."

      "What?"

      "Become my new agent. Work for Chaos. Sow discord, foment revolution, spread disinformation, convince terrible candidates to run for high elected office, that kind of thing." Terry walked back over to his table and took a sip from his drink. The same one Watson had been drinking from a few minutes before. I guess if you can't die to a bullet in the brain, germs aren't exactly a concern either. He smiled at Mort. "Come on, Mortivoid. It'll be fun. It'll at least be interesting."

      "What would the Morningstar have to say about that?" Mort asked. "I'm intrigued, but Lucifer still scares the shit out of me."

      "As well he should," Terry said. "But we have an arrangement. As long as you don't start rescuing kittens from trees, Lucifer is fine with his people working for me. After all, you lot are the original unruly children, aren't you?"

      Mort fell silent for a moment, seeming to consider the idea before finally nodding. "You're not wrong, Terry. We did sort of invent the rebellious teenager stereotype. Fine, give me Oro's location, and as soon as I have things sorted with that bastard to my satisfaction, I'll add sower of chaos to my list of duties and accomplishments."

      Terry stepped closer to Mort and held his hand out, pressing it to his borrowed forehead. "Mortivoid, demon of the Pit, do you so solemnly swear to sow discord where there is none, bring war to the peaceful, peace to the contentious, and become the true random element in every situation?"

      "Fuck you, I do what I want," Mort replied, and instead of a refusal, that seemed to be the acceptance of the pledge to chaos because the demon's body was bathed in that same purple light, only this time it strobed with random intensity and time, pulsing crazily as it washed over Mort, eventually spilling out his eyes, nose, and ears like chaos was simply pouring out of him.

      "Your term of employment begins once you have extracted your revenge from Orobas. Until then, you are still wholly Lucifer's man. Once you come into my employ, however, the Dawnbringer shall have to share dominion over your wretched soul," Terry said. The purple lightshow went dark, and I blinked to get the afterimage out of my vision. I felt like I'd been to a Prince concert, without the amazing guitar solos.

      Mort looked at his new boss and said, "Okay, now that's done. Where's the bastard that killed my daughter?"

      "Oh, that," Terry said. "Oro is at the airport. He's flying out of here in an hour. Said something about Charlotte losing its luster." Mort didn't say a word, just turned and hauled ass out of the bar. Seconds later, I heard his motorcycle roar to life.

      I sighed. "Great, now we get to chase a demon and probably a bunch of hellspawn Homeland Security agents through airport security. I'm totally going to end up on a no-fly list after this."

      On the way to the door, I called Captain Herr to fill him in on what was up. "Captain, I've got a lead on—"

      He cut me off. "Bad news, Flynn."

      "What?"

      "You need to come in to the station."

      "Captain, I've got a hot lead on the asshole that’s behind—"

      "Did I stutter, Detective?" He cut me off again.

      "No sir, but...sir, what's going on?"

      "I will discuss this with you back at the station, where you are coming right now. I will expect you to wrap up that arrest and be back here within the hour. Is that understood, Detective?" I got it. There was someone there with him, and if I showed my face at the station, I was screwed. He was probably under orders from someone to take my badge and gun. But I had an hour, maybe two if he could stall, before they put out an APB for me and considered me a fugitive.

      "Yes, sir. I understand. I'm all the way down in Pineville near the mall, and you know what 485 is like in the afternoon, so it might be more like an hour and a half or two hours before I get there."

      "Fine, two hours," he said. "But if you aren't here by shift change, Detective, it'll be your ass." He hung up, and I walked faster.

      "What was that all about?" Jo asked.

      "Somebody's pressuring my captain to get me off the case, or arrest me, or suspend me, or something. I have two hours before I'm out of any kind of official juice. Good thing the airport's just a couple minutes from here because I'm now on a serious clock."

      [image: ]
* * *

      I pulled into the airport and glanced over at Jo, who was staring at her cell. "Any idea where we're going?"

      "Just got a text from Sparkles. Looks like Buprof used his Homeland credentials to request special clearance for a flight from Charlotte to Atlanta on a private jet. The hangar is over by the aviation museum."

      "I got it," I said, turning right and heading that way. "How are we going to know when we find the right place?"

      "I think the sight of burning automobiles may be a sign that demons are trying to cover their tracks," Watson said from the back seat.

      I looked around and saw pillars of smoke off to the left. "Nobody likes a smartass, Watson," I said, turning the car in the direction of the smoke. We pulled up in front of Mona Lisa Air, a small charter jet company. A small Lear Jet was pulling out of the hangar as I parked the car and jumped out.

      "Watson, go to the office and tell the tower there's a terrorist on that plane and he's going to fly it into the White House!" I sprinted in the direction of the plane, but the whine of a bullet and the flat crack of a revolver sent me diving behind the nearest car. Watson peeled out toward the tower in my car, and I heard a couple of bullets smack into the pavement behind him as he went.

      "Hello, Detective," Buprof's voice rang out across the tarmac. "You should have run with your boyfriend. Now you're going to die, just like he will when I catch up to him."

      "I'm not dead yet, you hellspawn son of a bitch!" I yelled back at him. I looked over at my car, where Gabby and Jo were hiding behind the engine block. Jo's hammer wasn't going to do much good at a distance, but I had high hopes for Gabby's marksmanship. She crawled on the ground along the side of the car to the back, then took up a position by the back wheel on her belly, giving her a decent vantage point to light up Buprof. All I had to do was get him to poke his head up.

      So I stood up, hoping my battered Kevlar vest still had plenty of stopping power, and that Buprof wasn't going to try to manage a headshot from fifty yards. He popped up from behind a toolbox in the hangar, and sure enough, the bastard squeezed off three rounds, all of them spang-ing off the car in front of me. He was trying for body shots, good. I could probably live through one of those.

      Gabby opened up on Buprof the second he was visible, but all her shots either went wide or ricocheted off the toolbox. So much for counting on the sniper skills of a psychopath. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Jo running in a crouch from her car toward the hangar, weaving from car to fuel truck to a random prop plane to a black SUV near the hangar doors.

      I stuck my head out from the front bumper and let loose a few more random shots at the last place I saw Buprof. There was no return fire, just a high-pitched whine of a jet engine spinning up. Fuck.

      "The plane just started up!" I yelled to Gabby.

      "What do you want me to do about that?" she asked.

      "I don't know, shoot something!" I poked my head back up above the hood, only to be met with a hail of bullets. I dove for cover, then peeked around a tire to see if I could spot where he was shooting from.

      "He's at your ten o'clock," Gabby said from my shoulder. "And moving left. He's trying to get enough of an angle on us to shoot around the car."

      "We should make sure that doesn't happen," I said. "Any ideas?"

      "I thought you said I was a psycho."

      "I did. Still think you're nuts. But right now, you're the psycho that's been in more shootouts than me."

      "Good point. Okay, when I give the signal, run like hell away from the car."

      "Which direction?" I asked.

      "It won't matter." Gabby smiled at me, and I felt strangely like I just had a bonding moment with Charles Manson. She laid down on the asphalt and slid under the car for a few seconds, then scooted back out, trailing a small plastic battery holder with two wires running from it. She pulled a battery out of her pocket and pressed one end of it into the holder, making very sure not to let the other end touch the other contact and complete the circuit.

      "Gabby, are you going to blow up this car?" I asked.

      "I sure hope so," she said. "Now shut up and let me listen." She didn't have to listen for long. I popped up into Buprof's view, then dropped straight down again. He fired half a dozen shots at where my head was, but I was long gone.

      "Run!" Gabby said, then slammed the battery home. A loud beep came from under the car, and we sprinted away from the vehicle, trying to use the car to shield us from Buprof's view. That part didn't work for shit because he opened up on us before I took my second step.

      Gabby's bomb, however, worked just fine. We each covered about twenty yards before a loud WHOMP came from under the car, and it flew several feet into the air before crashing to the ground engulfed in flames. The burning wreckage gave us a few seconds of distraction to find cover, and I even had a couple seconds to look for Buprof and put a few ounces of lead in his general direction. Nothing hit the asshole, of course, but I reminded him that I was there.

      Until the plane pulled out of the hangar and made all of us completely irrelevant. The sleek little private jet rolled onto the tarmac, and priorities shifted in a big way. The door to the plane was still open, and I caught glimpses of motion inside, then Mort's body came flying out to crash onto the asphalt. He rolled over two or three times, then came to his knees, beating at the pavement with his fists.

      "OROBAS!" Mort screamed, and the pain and fury in his voice was terrible to behold.

      "Sorry to shoot and run, Flynn, but dear old dad and I have somewhere much more interesting to be," Buprof shouted. He darted out from behind the sedan he was hiding behind and hauled ass toward the accelerating aircraft. He made it to within about ten yards of the plane before something whirled out at him from his right, hit him around the knees, and he went down like a sack of really ugly potatoes.

      Jo ran to the downed Deputy Director's side, and brass knuckles flashed in the sun as she knocked him unconscious. Gabby and I ran over to her, our pistols trained on the fallen Cambion. There was no point; he was out cold. I holstered my weapon and looked over at Jo, who had retrieved her hammer and stood over Buprof with a little smile on her face.

      "Fond memories?" I asked.

      Jo looked up at me and a shadow flickered over her face. "Not really. Okay, not at all. I hate demons, and all demonspawn. It's a long story." I decided it was definitely one I wanted to hear, but this wasn't the time.

      We turned and watched as the plane taxied onto the runway and took off, with Orobas and our best lead to the investigation locked safely aboard. I heard a car pull up behind us and turned to see Watson stepping out of my car.

      "I couldn't stop the plane, I'm sorry." He sounded about as beaten down as I felt.

      "You tried. We couldn't stop him, either. But we got a consolation prize." I pointed down at the unconscious demonspawn. "Maybe he can tell us where the plane was going."

      "Oh, I can tell you that," Watson said. "I couldn't stop it from taking off, but I got the flight manifest and the owner of record from the airport. The plane belongs to one Reginald Barton, a tech billionaire and art speculator from Atlanta. It's headed home."

      "So Orobas is headed to Atlanta?" I asked.

      "It certainly appears so," Watson concurred.

      "Well done, old chap!" I said in my worst British accent. He actually winced.

      "Please don't ever call me that again," Watson said, but there was a little smile on his face that belied his grumpy tone.

      "So we're going to Atlanta to stop Orobas once and for all?" Gabby said. "Good deal. I love Atlanta. Great food, good shopping, plenty of nasty things to shoot. It's my kind of town."

      I looked at her. "Have you ever considered therapy? Like, lots of it?"

      "Nah. I'm crazy, but it's a really fun crazy. Kinda like Harley Quinn, without the abusive relationship. So when do we leave? I'm ready to head to the ATL and kick some demon ass!"

      A groggy Buprof chuckled from the ground at our feet. "Foolish bitch, Daddy dearest will eat your soul for breakfast, then he will take dominion over this worthless plane of existence!"

      "Oops, sorry about that," Jo said, standing above Buprof at his ribcage.

      "Sorry about what, you worthless piece of human waste."

      "This," Jo said, then dropped her hammer squarely on the half-demon's crotch. He doubled over and rolled around on the pavement in agony, spewing out a steady stream of profanity as Watson zip-tied his wrists together and dumped him into the trunk of my car.

      "Now what?” Jo asked. “It's a good four hours to Atlanta, and we can't leave until it gets dark. So what do we do until then?"

      "We take Director Buprof back to the condos and let Mort and Luke take turns ripping off limps. Sound like a plan?" I looked at the others.

      "At least a decent way to waste a couple hours," Gabby said, then hopped into the back seat.

      We gathered up Mort and drove off into the welcome sunset, with a half-demon in the trunk and a loose idea of a destination in mind. This was going to be the strangest road trip in history.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Epilogue

        

      

    
    
      "Harker, you sure know how to make a goddamn mess." The voice was low, gravelly, and familiar. Way too familiar. And nothing like what I imagined either Rebecca Romijn or Heidi Klum sounded like, so I guess my very pleasant dream of pillow fights and back rubs was over.

      I didn't open my eyes. My head felt like someone had pried the top off, dropped a grenade inside, and slammed the lid shut again. "Hello, Adam. What are you doing here?"

      "Fetching you. It's time to come in."

      "Is the heat off already? It's only been a few days."

      "Nah, you're still radioactive as hell. But Luke needs you more than you need to lay low. It's time to roll out and end this shit. And for that, they need their big guns."

      Adam wasn't kidding when he referred to himself as one of the big guns. He was honestly one of the biggest dudes I'd ever seen, and was as strong as a bull elephant besides. "Sounds good. The boss got away, but he told me where Orobas was headed. Balomik has his own shit to answer for, but that's going to have to wait for another day."

      "Shit to answer for? Like the pretty woman with her heart ripped out lying on the scorched carpet surrounded by demon carcasses?"

      "Well, when you put it like that..." I said. Adam looked around, and I heard the sirens. "Fuck. We gotta go." I struggled to my feet, not helped by the mountain of ugly china and dishwater scattered around me. I kept sliding on plates and Adam finally had to pick me up and deposit me on my feet beside him.

      The giant bent over, then straightened up and handed me my pistol. Apparently I'd dropped it when I got my ass beat by the demon. "Yeah, wouldn't do to have you involved in two mysterious murders and destroyed crime scenes, would it?"

      "You're a regular laugh riot, Adam."

      "Thanks, I've been working on new material." Part of the problem in dealing with someone who isn't exactly human is that you never know when they're joking or not. Some of the wiring is just off enough that their sense of humor doesn't exactly match the norm.

      "You got a car?" I asked. My pickup was parked a few blocks away, and walking even that far with my swimming head and the police presence that was about to be swarming this place was right out.

      "Yeah."

      "Good. The demon told me before he knocked me out that Orobas is in Atlanta, or he will be soon."

      "That fits with what I've got. Luke called me a couple hours ago to come get you. They lost Orobas at the airport, but he's on a charter to Atlanta right now. They're already on their way down there."

      "Sounds good. Let's roll." We picked our way through the wreckage of the house out to a massive Hummer idling by the street.

      "This thing's your ride?" I asked. "Could you maybe have gone for the inconspicuous option?"

      "Harker, you might have missed the fact that I'm over seven feet tall and am carrying more muscle mass than the Bengals’ offensive line. Inconspicuous is not a word that is often associated with me."

      "Good point. I suppose you're driving?"

      "You're damn skippy I'm driving. I've ridden with you before, Harker. I'm not in a hurry to take my life in my hands again."

      "That's something I've always meant to ask you. Can you die?"

      "Haven't found anything that can kill me yet. Bullets won't do it, old age won't do it, knives won't do it. And as a bunch of peasants learned to their despair a long damn time ago, fire and pitchforks sure as hell won't do it. Now let's go meet up with the rest of the crew and kill this fucking demon."

      "Sounds good, pal." I followed the giant out to the Hummer and me and Frankenstein's monster rode off to Atlanta on a demon hunt.
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