
        
            
                
            
        

    
  
    
      
        
        Copyrighted Material

        Succubus Hunter 2 Copyright © 2019 by Daniel Pierce

        Book design and layout copyright © 2019 by Daniel Pierce

      

        

      
        This novel is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living, dead, or undead, is entirely coincidental.

      

        

      
        All rights reserved.

      

        

      
        No part of this publication can be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, without permission in writing from the author.

      

        

      
        Daniel Pierce

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Sign Up For Updates

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      For updates about new releases, sign up for the mailing list below. You’ll know as soon as I release new books, including my upcoming new series, as well as sequels in the Succubus Hunter series.

      
        
        Click here to sign up.

      

      

      

      You can also join the Harem Nation Facebook group where I hang out with Joshua King and Mark Albany.

      
        
        Click here to join.

      

      

    

  



    
      Succubus Hunter 2

      Book 2 in the Succubus Hunter Series

    

    




      
        Daniel Pierce

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Sign Up For Updates

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      A cold October breeze brushed against my face, causing my breath to mist the air in front of me. Though it was still early in the fall, the temperature had already dropped enough that the only people out on the streets were those that had absolutely no way to avoid it. This late that was very few, particularly in this dark part of the park. I noticed one shaggy looking man, probably homeless, trying to stay out of sight, and a pair of necking teenagers whose hormones overpowered the pressing cold.

      As for me, the cold was a minor nuisance, something I was vaguely aware of as I followed my instinct deeper into the park. I could sense my target not far from me, like a tingling sensation in the back of my mind that pointed me in my quarry's general direction. My focus was divided between this inner compass and carefully trying to mask my presence. The aura I gave off was like a beacon to the creatures of the night, and if I did not concentrate on keeping it repressed I could scare my target off long before she came into sight.

      I wasn't stressed about it. This was stalking, and it was what I did. I was a Hunter. And I was damn good at it.

      A chill on my neck, like a ghost breathing down my back, alerted me that I had been spotted. I located my target at nearly the same time.

      She looked like any other woman from this distance. Perhaps oddly dressed for the weather, wearing a skirt and a low-cut top that barely contained her breasts, but for New York City that level of oddity was barely enough to warrant a second glance. The way she was leaning easily against a tree in the dark, her dark hair running down her face, her hands wrapped around the tree bark, was clearly meant to entice the men who stumbled upon her, and right now her attention was on me.

      I quickened my pace toward her, doing my best to behave like a man who had been on a casual stroll when he noticed this figure of beauty in front of him and decided he needed her for himself. Within a few strides I got close enough to see her grin, greed and desire mixed together at the thought of a new victim she had lured to her.

      Then her grin suddenly faded as she got a whiff of my aura, repressed as it was. I reacted immediately, breaking into a bolt toward her, but I was too late. Her eyes went wide and she leaped into the air, clearing the top of the tree she had been leaning against and coming down to land on one of its upper branches. She then took off like a super-powered chimpanzee, jumping from tree to tree and branch to branch to clear distance from me.

      I cursed and followed along at the bottom of the tree line. It was impossible for a human, even one with my skills, to keep up with the supernatural speed of a creature like her, but I didn't have to match her pace. By opening up my sight, I could see a path of darkness that would show me my target's intended path for the next few seconds. The woman was plotting a circuitous route, attempting to get far enough ahead of me that I wouldn't notice when she circled back around to get behind me. I cut a path to intercept her on her way back.

      I drew my pistol from under my leather duster and took aim at a branch my sight told me she was going to come across. She was moving fast. I felt like I was playing a game of Space Invaders where I had to fire my shot not at where she was but where she was going to be. I timed the creature's path, and just split second before she was set to appear, I squeezed the trigger.

      A simple bullet couldn't kill this creature. She probably wouldn't even feel the sting s a few seconds later. But it did pack a big enough punch to knock her from the treetops. She tumbled down, crashing through branches and hitting the ground with a resounding thud.

      Her body was twisted around, her legs tucked behind her back at an unnatural angle. I approached, ready to deal the finishing blow, but this night was not going to be that easy. There was a snapping sound as the limbs of the creature righted themselves and popped back into place. Fewer than five seconds after she hit the ground, the creature was back on her feet and scowling at me. While she still resembled the attractive woman I had spotted from afar, there was something inhuman about her now: the way her mouth was twisted up too far, the sharpness of the nails at the ends of her fingers, the glow of her eyes that cast a dim light on darkness around her.

      I was face-to-face with the true form of the Succubus.

      I could have struck her there and ended the fight before she had a chance to try anything else, but I needed a moment to examine her. Not every Succubus needed to be killed. Some still had enough of their humanity left that I could remove the curse that had transformed them and return them to the women they used to be. The trick was to look into their eyes. If there was even a sparkle of their humanity left in those eyes then they were worth trying to save. But all that was left in her eyes was hatred and hunger. She was beyond saving.

      My hesitation cost me my chance at a quick conclusion. With an inhuman shriek, the Succubus turned tail and ran deeper into the park.

      They always run. Succubus liked to prey on unsuspecting men, preferring those who they could steal the life force from with little struggle, or who may just give it to them willingly. While they were super humanly strong and fast, they rarely had to use that strength. And when they got a sense of me, they understood at a primitive level that I was one of the only things that could put an end to their immortal existence. And so they ran rather than risk annihilation.

      Well, I wouldn't be much of a Hunter if I couldn't track. The Succubus was still too wounded to take back to the treetops, but she could still move across the ground much quicker than me. I wouldn't exhaust myself trying to keep up. Instead I took a calm approach, walking at a casual pace as I followed the easy to detect signs of the Succubus's passage. She was leaking a lot of blood, and the easiest signs of her path came from the red splatters across the ground and among the brambles when she went off the path. The trail took me out of the park, across a darkened street, and into a complex of old red-brick buildings.

      The Succubus had taken refuge here, thinking she had lost me way back in the park. Her fear was palpable as I stepped into the mouth of the alley she was in. In her haste to get off the street, she had come into the one-way alley and was now stuck between me and a solid brick wall. There was nowhere else for her to go but through me.

      She hissed at me, an inhuman, snake-like sound. “Why do you harass me, mortal?”

      I shrugged as I stepped calmly into the alley. “Why do you harass men in the park? You tell me and I'll tell you.”

      Her whole body tensed, coiled like snake ready to strike. “I don't harass anyone. Men come to me full of desire, some intent to fulfill that desire with or without my permission. I simply allow them to play out those desires to their heart's content.”

      “And you kill them. That's why I'm here.”

      She inched back toward the wall and reached behind her back. “So what? Mortal lives have little value, particularly those of men. Do you weep every-time you consume a burger for the loss of the cow?”

      I stopped one body's length away from the cornered Succubus. “That reminds me. I'm starving. A burger would be great right now. So how about we make this fast?”

      The Succubus snarled at me as her hand ran down her back. “Fine with me. You're so concerned with the fate of my mortal victims, you can experience what befell them firsthand!”

      There was a sickening squelch as the Succubus pushed her fingers into her own back, spraying blood all over the ground. I was so fascinated by the grotesque display I made no move as she contorted her back until she could pull a short but deadly sharp looking sword from her body. It dripped with blood and ichor as she raised it in a striking stance.

      My sight warned me that she was about to strike. I held out my arm and The Night Flail was there, its chain wrapped about my wrist as it always was when I called it. It was the ancient enemy of the Succubus, a weapon passed down from my mother to me so I would become a Hunter. It shot out just as the Succubus's sword came for my throat. I slapped the sword across its broadside and knocked the strike aside.

      My sight filled with the dark streaks of the Succubus's intent, the pattern of attack she was about to take. She was fast, much faster than most of her kind, and it was clear that the sword wasn't a weapon she used just for style, but because she was practiced with it. Deadly. Any one of her strikes could have taken out my throat or impaled me through my heart. An amateur I might not have been able to keep up, but I was an experienced Hunter now, and with the warning provided to me by my sight, it was child's play to deflect each attack with the long chain of The Night Flail.

      I swung the flail around in small, rapid arcs, and the air filled with sparks as the impossibly tough sword slammed against the fail again and again. The Succubus howled in frustration, desperate to break through my defenses but finding no gap between my swings. She pressed herself forward, extending to try and get in too close for the flail to be effective.

      That was a mistake. The flail lashed out and caught her under her hand, which began to sizzle and burn on contact. She shrieked and dropped the sword, and I smacked it on its way down to knock it far out of her reach.

      She made a swipe at my eyes with her razor-like claws, and her sudden aggression caught me off-guard. I had expected her to back off with the loss of her weapon, to go collect her sword or maybe try to find a way to escape. Even with the warning of my sight, I just barely had time to arch my head back and save my eyes from being torn out of my face. Her fingers did manage to graze the tip of my nose, drawing a trickle of blood.

      Okay, so you want to play.

      I kicked out with my left leg, catching her in the gut as she was still in for another attack. Kicking a Succubus is a bit like kicking stone wall, and I felt a numbness run up my leg from the impact, but it had the desired effect as she was sent stumbling back.

      Right into the range of my flail. The Night Flail lashed out and struck the Succubus directly in the center of her chest, piercing her, and a circle of symbols were burned into her around the point of impact. She let out a low moan as her body slowly disintegrated, soon becoming nothing more than a pile of ash and clothes.

      And a plastic bag.

      I almost missed it in the darkness of the alley, but as I spent an extra moment there to wipe the blood off my nose, the wind shifted the Succubus's remains and caused the edge of the bag to flap. It was strange: to my memory, she hadn't been carrying anything on her.

      Of course, she had stored her sword inside her own body. I quivered as I considered where this bag would have been stored.

      I pushed those feelings down so I could bend over and lift the bag from the ashes. Unfortunately, the contents of it were not much easier to deal with. I’d served in the army, and during that time I saw plenty that I wish I could unsee, but there was something particularly unsettling about a bag of unidentified, bloody meat that had likely been stored inside the person of a Succubus.

      The meat was wrapped in wax paper, as if the Succubus had just come from the butcher's and was planning on attending a barbecue after murdering some random men in the park. I supposed it was possible that it was pork or beef and the Succubus just happened to like carrying her dinner inside her body, but I had the uncomfortable idea that meat belonged to something more unpleasant to think of.

      Looks like I was bringing a mystery home with me.

      I put one hand around the silver wristlet that was tied around my neck with a string and focused. The blue gem set in its center began to glow as the magic of the Portal Stone was activated. My mind filled with visions of the wine cellar beneath my home in Vermont. Once I had a clear picture, a swirling pool of radiating red energy appeared in front of me. I stepped into the pool—

      And stepped out into the wine cellar. I focused again on the stone to close the portal before anyone else stumbled upon it. It sure was convenient to be able to go from New York City to my home without taking the eight-hour car drive.

      Lyanne was already waiting for me, sitting on the stairs up from the cellar with her head resting on her hand as if she had been admiring the wine for a good time. Perhaps she had. “Welcome back, Kurt. Have a good hunt?”

      She was, without a doubt, the most beautiful woman I had ever seen, and my career brought me around many gorgeous figures. Her hair was a dark brown, and when she wore it down it obscured a perfect face of white skin, red lips, and dark eyes. Her body's every curve was gentle and sensual, as if she had been sculpted by an artist to be a representation of beauty instead of a real being you could touch.

      I held up the bloody bag of unidentified meat. “Naturally.  I even brought you back the spoils.”  Her eyebrows arched curiously as I brought the bag over to her. Lyanne was the first Succubus I had ever rescued from her curse, and since then she had become a friend, my closest confidant, and my lover. She had been around for a long time (though I still couldn't get a clear answer as to how old she was) and that made her knowledgeable on a wide variety of topics, particularly regarding the supernatural. If anyone could identify a bag of meat and what it meant to a Succubus, it was her.

      She took the bag and weighed it in her hand. “Not exactly the kind of romantic gift I was expecting. Most men would bring flowers.”

      “Oh, come on.  Flowers are so played out.  How many men have gifted you bags of meat?”

      She smiled playfully at me. “Two.”

      I laughed. “Guess I need to get even more creative.”

      Lyanne opened up the bag and took a deep whiff of the meat inside, and apparently that was all she needed. “Oh, yeah. That's human meat.” It was sometimes weird how Lyanne's tone made everything she said sound sexual, even when she was describing something awful.

      Human meat. That was what I feared. Though it still didn't make sense. “But why would a Succubus be carrying around human meat? Don't they steal life force through, well, sexual means?”

      She was already pulling out one of the wrapped packages and unpacking it. “That is how it is done, yes. A Succubus would not get anything out of eating human flesh. Though perhaps she did it for pleasure? Some Succubi are very unstable, particularly if they have no master.” She turned the chunk of meat around in her hand and gave it a careful inspection. “Yes, this was definitely carved by a Succubus. You see these grooves here?”

      I didn’t want to examine the meat more closely, so I just nodded. “Yeah … those are grooves, alright.”

      “These were almost certainly caused by Succubus claws. And the way they are jagged here? Signs of the victim struggling while this bit was removed.”

      As if this couldn't get any more unpleasant. “So you're saying he was alive while he was … butchered.”

      Lyanne's face didn't show any reaction to the things she was saying. “Most likely, yes. While he still had the power left to struggle, so it is unlikely that the Succubus had properly drained him first.”

      This was only creating more questions than answers. “Why would she do that? Even the most insane Succubus should have wanted to 'feast' before murdering her victim. And this one … she didn't seem particularly crazy. She actually seemed quite in control, all things considered. You know, for a murderous killing machine who had abandoned all of her humanity.”

      Lyanne didn't have any more answers for me. “It is a mystery. Perhaps we could learn more if we examine the rest of the body. This meat is fairly fresh, so it was likely carved this very night.”

      “So it might still be around the park area.” I sighed, feeling weary but knowing what came next. “Guess I need to run back and see if I can locate it. Got to say, corpse-hunting is not the way I wanted to spend my Friday night.”

      “Oh, I also had a much more … entertaining idea of how to spend the night.” Her heated gaze had a physical weight—mostly below my belt. “But duty calls. I will miss you, though.”

      I frowned down at the bag that had ruined my night. But perhaps I could ensure I was not suffering alone. What was it they said about misery loving company? “You know, two sets of eyes are better than one?”

      That got a reaction from her. “Oh, come now. You really want to make me go out into that cold, in the dark of the city?”

      I smirked at her. “I need my trustworthy sidekick at my side.”

      She didn't seem pleased by the word 'sidekick,' but she couldn't deny that we could cover more of the park together than I could alone. In the end, it didn't make much of a difference, though. The two of us braved the cold and searched the park right up until moments before the sun was set to rise, paying particular attention to the area where I had first located the Succubus, but we couldn't find any sign of the body.

      Exhausted, the two of us returned via portal back to the wine cellar then went upstairs to take a hot bath.

      “You know,” I said as I adjusted the temperature of the tap, “there is one avenue of answers that we have not yet pursued, because I know how much you don't like it.”

      She was smiling wearily, but I read the distaste there. “But I feel you are going to suggest it anyway.”

      I ignored her attitude. “Maura at The Dispensary might have answers. She's deeply connected to the supernatural community of the city.”

      “And all she wants in exchange is money. Such a trustworthy attitude.”

      “Not always. Remember Tandi?”

      The first, and thus far greatest, challenge of my Succubus Hunting career was a cult led by an ancient Succubus named Tandi. The day before Tandi and her minions assaulted my house, Maura had called to warn me. Thanks to her, we were able to prepare the estate for the attack.

      For the most part, Lyanne followed my lead as Hunter. But she could be remarkably stubborn about Maura, whom she didn't trust. I could always just go to see her myself, but Maura wanted to exchange information for cash, and Lyanne's near infinite supply of money (from sources she would not disclose) made such a thing easier.

      “And I am sure she had no ulterior motive.” She sighed. “Kurt, if you really feel that going to Maura is the best course of action, I will support you. That's what I'm here for. I just want you to be careful, okay? You have a habit of being reckless … particularly where women are involved.”

      “I'll be careful, promise. Now get in the tub so I can demonstrate just . . . how careful . . . I can be.” I punctuated each word with a touch, and the flare on interest on her face told me I was hitting the mark.

      Turns out, the tub was built for two.
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      The Dispensary was a hidden bar that didn't show up on any maps, had almost no web presence, and whose GPS coordinates led you around in circles for a block downtown. You had to know what to look for: a narrow stairwell that led to a single, plain green door with no identifying markings. For most of its patrons, it was a well-kept secret hangout that made them feel like part of an elite club. The drinks were good, the atmosphere was lively, and its secrecy kept away obnoxious tourists.

      But the bar had one more secret: it was a meeting place for all kinds of immortal patrons. As I passed through the green door and into the smoky light of The Dispensary, my instincts were instantly assaulted by all kinds of strange tingling sensations, different from what I felt when Succubi were around but which told me that many of the people around me were more than mere mortals.

      My aura alerted many of them as well, and I had a number of glances my way as I walked to a seat at the end of the bar. But Maura's was a safe place, so these looks were more of curiosity than of anyone getting alert for a battle.

      I ordered a beer and took in the room, waiting for the bar's proprietor to make her appearance. She did a few moments later, moving through the crowds with a practiced ease even as she carried an armload of mugs to set down at one of the tables. I made eye contact with her and she nodded, breaking off a conversation with the patrons at the table to make her way over to me.

      Maura had eyes the color of chocolate, auburn curls, and the kind of body that could have graced the cover of a 90's Playboy magazine. The way she moved had a way of demanding your attention, and I found I couldn't take my eyes off her for a moment as she approached and took a seat next to me.

      “It has been a while, Kurt.” As always, Maura smelled of menthol cigarettes, a scent that got intense as she leaned in close to me. “I was beginning to think you didn't like my bar.”

      I raised my glass to her. “Drinks are good. A little on the pricey side.”

      She didn't take offense. “It depends on what you are ordering. What are you after tonight?”

      I lowered my voice and leaned in closer. “What do you know about bodies being butchered like animals? Like … meat being torn off?”

      Maura had her finger on the pulse of everything happening in the world of the immortals. If there were Succubi going cannibal in the city, she would know about it.

      To my surprise, considering the gravity of what I had just asked, Maura laughed. “That? That's an everyday occurrence recently. You're going to have to get more specific.”

      I continued to speak lowly, despite Maura's flippancy. “Do you know why it's happening?”

      She looked thoughtful. “I haven't really looked into, but I could ask around. We'll have to talk price … later. I'm a bit busy today.”

      A patron at a nearby table called out to Maura and she had to excuse herself to deal with it. I was left alone to contemplate the implications of what Maura had told me. If the butchering of humans was so common that Maura called it an 'everyday occurrence,' it was definitely the work of more than just one unstable Succubus. But the why was still a mystery.

      I had to admit that there were still many things about the supernatural world that I didn't know. Perhaps the meat was part of a ritual, like the one Tandi had used to create new Succubus and expand her powers.

      One glass of beer turned into two and then three as I sat lost in my thoughts. I was so absorbed in my reflections that I didn't even notice the woman taking a seat next to me until she dropped a heavy box down on the bar.

      The bartender gave the new arrival his immediate attention. “Welcome back, Darcy. New delivery for Maura?”

      The new woman was short and plush, with a freckled face that lit up when she smiled, which she was doing now. “Another odd request, but I've gotten used to it at this point. Is Maura around?”

      The bartender filled up a glass and put it in front of her. “She’s around here somewhere. In the meantime, drinks on the house.”

      Darcy was cute, with her black curls and hazel eyes, and I found myself checking her out as she was enjoying her drink. I must have been too obvious because her attention turned to me. “Can I help you with something?”

      I coughed to give myself a moment to come up with a good explanation. “Oh, I was just—I overheard that you work for Maura?”

      She eyed me suspiciously. “Not specifically. I'm a delivery agent. Maura just happens to be one of my most frequent clients.”

      “Delivery agent? Like for one of the big delivery companies?”

      Her eyes were locked on mine. “More like freelance. People contract us when they have … unusual items to be delivered that they don't want to trust to more traditional delivery services. Why are you so curious, anyway?”

      “I know Maura's clientele includes many … unusual types. The types I know better than to trust. So why don't you tell me what you really want?”

      I was saved from the awkward interrogation by Maura's timely appearance. “Relax, Darcy. This is Kurt. He's one of the good guys.”

      My grateful smile was genuine. “You consider me one of the good guys?”

      Maura shrugged. “It's a relative term. Is this the item I asked for, Darcy?”

      Darcy had relaxed considerably since Maura appeared. “Yep, packaged exactly to your instructions. You know the account to pay.”

      Maura took up the heavy box without so much as a grunt of effort. “I should take care of this. You two play nice.”

      She left us alone, and Darcy gave me an embarrassed smile. “Sorry about the third degree. I've had … experiences with the odder members of Maura's clientele. Some of them have even gone as far as to try to follow me when I leave, though they find trying to keep up with my driving a bit more than they bargained for.”

      I took in the room around us again and recognized just how many strange signals my instincts were picking up. While they were safe here, any one of these creatures might be dangerous outside the sanctuary of the bar. It occurred to me how dangerous a job like this must be to a normal person like Darcy. “Well, let me know if you need an escort when you leave. My job is kind of to deal with people like that.”

      She looked at me with a new appreciation, as if trying to size up exactly how much protection a guy like me could provide. “What are you, some kind of cop?”

      “No, like you, I'm freelance. When 'odd' people start to cause trouble, I track them down.”

      Darcy's eyes lit up with understanding. “And you use Maura as a source of information, don't you? I know she's very connected with certain undergrounds.”

      I was trying to pick my words carefully. Darcy seemed to have some appreciation for the fact that there was more going on beneath the surface than you would get at first glance, but at the same time she seemed unaware of the world of the supernatural. I didn't want to say anything that made me look crazy, or worse, put her in danger. “She's a source, yeah. An expensive one.”

      “That's Maura for you, always thinking with her purse-strings first. But she's a good person, deep down, and if she trusts you, so do I. Your job sounds interesting, by the way. Care to tell me more?”

      I gave her the gist of what I did without mentioning the words 'Succubus,' 'supernatural,' or 'Hunting.” The job ended up sounding sort of like private detective work, which, in way, it was. I would find a crime, follow the clues, and eventually those clues would lead me to a culprit. Except in this case, the culprit was often an immortal monster and the only way to deal with them was with an ancient artifact I didn't fully understand.

      In exchange, she told me a bit about what she did, though she was vague on the details of what qualified as the 'unusual' objects that would require her services for delivery, I learned that she was in quite high demand, not just from those who worked with the 'odder' end of society like Maura, but also politicians and celebrities who just didn't trust the regular services with their sensitive items.

      “My route takes me all over. One day I'll be in the slums, doing a series of secret knocks on the doors of buildings that look abandoned to get shadowy figures to crack it open enough for me to slip the package inside, the next I'll be in an uptown high-rise, being waited on by an overly proper butler while some business mogul finishes a call with his Chinese investors. Never know what I'm going to see when my day starts.”

      “Our job are similar, then.” I thought of all the strange, sometimes wonderful and sometimes awful things I had seen since first coming to the city. “Although I really only come to the city for work. These days I'm living on an estate in Vermont.”

      “That's quite the commute.”

      I unconsciously fiddled with the wristlet tied around my neck. “I know how to make the time pass quickly.”

      She waited for the bartender to refill her drink before leaning back toward me to continue. “So what work brings you to the city this time?”

      An image of the bloody bag full of human meat came to my mind and caused me to shudder. “You're probably best off not knowing.”

      “Try me.”

      “Well let's just say it involves … tracking down some bodies.” I hoped she would leave it at that.

      She didn't. “Any specific bodies? Like I said, my route takes me all over, that includes stumbling across the occasional crime scene. I mean, it's New York City. It's an odd week when I don't come across police tape at least once.”

      It wasn't the worst point, despite my reservations about bringing another civilian into it. There was probably no harm in asking her to just keep an eye out for something she may encounter anyway. “I don't have identities for the victims, but … basically I'm looking for bodies with large chunks of meat torn out of them, as if some wild animal clawed out a large slab to take back to their lairs.”

      Darcy's face paled. “Oh. That's … disturbing.”

      “I tried to warn you.”

      She drained the last of her cup and rose from her seat. “I should get moving. More deliveries to make, more payments to take. But I'll keep an eye out for you. If I find something, I'll contact Maura. I assume she knows how to get in touch with you. Nice meeting you, Kurt.”

      As she walked away, she paused and turned back to me. “I actually hope I don't find anything.”

      I felt the chill in the air between us. “Yeah, me too.”

      With that, she left. I sighed and turned my attention back to the bartender to order another drink.

      I had the feeling I would need it.
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      “This one here? This phrasing seem familiar?” Eve handed the newspaper she had been reading across the table to Sara.

      Sara quickly glanced the article that was pointed out to her. “Oh, yes! This one is just like the other one—where is it—the one from the Gazette we just read. I'm sure it is around here somewhere.”

      I silently sipped my morning coffee while the two women worked. Usually I would be digging through the massive pile of newspapers with them, finding articles of missing persons and unexplained phenomenon, but I slept in, and by the time I made it to the table the two of them were already deep in the work. Plus, it was nice to have a lazy morning with time to savor the expensive coffee beans that Lyanne buys.

      Sara dug through the pile of newspaper clippings arranged in a chaotic pattern around her until she found the one she was looking for. Sara was a human, completely mortal, but she possessed the remarkable ability to research and make connections between pieces of seemingly unrelated data, which she had put to use helping me locate Succubi ever since I rescued her from her Incubus boyfriend. She technically still lived in the city, but she was here so often in her role of researcher that she had her own bed.

      When she wasn't sharing mine, anyway. Sara was a bit on the bookish side, but in a hot-librarian kind of way. When she adjusted those thick glasses on her face to give you a look of desire, it was near impossible to resist.

      She put the articles side-by-side and scanned them. “Yeah, they're almost exactly the same, but two different victims.”

      Eve pulled the articles across to her. She was a Succubus I had cured, like Lyanne. She had joined me to fight her former master, the Succubus Tandi, and though she could have left any time after Tandi's destruction, she chose to stay here and continue to assist me in my quest.

      Or perhaps she just didn't want to leave me. Though she wasn't quite as frequent a guest in my bed as Lyanne or Sara, my time with Eve could be pretty … wild. If Lyanne's body was sculpted to represent beauty, Eve's had been crafted for sex, slender around the waist but plump and full in the right places for peak performance. And she knew how to use it.

      “This definitely bears looking into. What do you think, Kurt?”

      The articles were slid over toward me and I set down my now empty cup. They were both similarly worded articles about murder victims. The phrase “Body found floating in the water” was used as the first line of each. And both were found in similar areas. The rest of the details were sparse, the kind of boiler plate stuff you always see about the police not commenting on suspects or theories at this time.

      “Certainly weird,” I admitted. “But it could just be a coincidence. Bodies are always washing up in the city.”

      Sara was still digging through her pile of newspaper clippings, then she pulled another and held it up like it was the Holy Grail. “Two is coincidence, three is a pattern. Take a look.”

      The third article was more of the same: “Body found floating in the water,” same area, same sparse details. “Now that is interesting. I'll check it out.” I looked into my empty cup. “But I'm going to need more coffee if I'm going to have to deal with the morgue this early.”
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        * * *

      

      The clerk behind the desk at the front of the morgue was being difficult. The squat, unshaven man gave me a glassy-eyed stare after I failed, for the third time, to get through to him. “Dude, no one is allowed in the back with the bodies without a badge.”

      I put my face in my hands and tried, for the final time, to at least get the clerk to acknowledge my cover story. “I told you, I work for a life insurance company. I need to confirm for my paperwork the identity of one of these bodies to settle a claim. I'm well within my rights to examine the body, with supervision.”

      He looked me in the eyes and paused, and I felt I could hear the gears in his head turn as he tried to decipher the meaning in my words. Just as I thought I might be getting somewhere, he repeated, “Dude, no one is allowed in the back with the bodies without a badge.”

      I threw my hands up in the air in frustration. “Forget it.”

      Lyanne and I left the morgue, her looking even more frustrated than I was. “The fool was so high that my influence couldn't reach him.” Lyanne still possessed a sliver of the power she once wielded as a Succubus, and she often used it to charm men if they were in the way of my investigations. On occasion we would be reminded the limits of her power, such as now.

      She did not take it well. “If I still had my claws …”

      The morgue was attached to the side of Saint Mercer's General Hospital. It was a fairly small, unassuming building when compared to the grandiose exterior of the hospital proper. It seemed in the upper-class areas even the hospitals had to display proper levels of wealth, but no one wanted to think about death.

      I looked back and studied the morgue's exterior entrance. “Now what? We could try and get into the morgue through the hospital entrance, but we'd have to go through who knows how many doctors and administrators. Or I guess I could just punch this fucking clerk out and go in the back myself … but if he reports the assault later that might cause a problem.”

      Lyanne looked like she was on board for the punching idea. “I doubt he will even remember your conversation later, much less what you look like.”

      “Still, best to not risk it.” I walked around the side of the morgue until I found a window that led to the room behind the clerk. “Or I could just sneak in. I'm stealthy enough to sneak up on Succubi, so I doubt a blazed desk clerk is going to hear me.”

      “I suppose. Or you could do the punching. Either one.”

      I peeked in the window and took a quick glance around. The room was empty, best I could tell. Just to be safe, I focused on my instincts to see if I detected anything supernatural nearby. It was clear.

      “Stand watch. I'll be back in a minute.” I raised the window silently and slipped inside.

      My senses were assaulted by the competing scents of sterility and death. I heard the clerk laughing along with the laugh track of some sitcom he was watching on his phone. The only other sound was the hum of the electric lights overhead.

      I crept around, looking for something that would give me an idea of where to find the specific bodies I was looking for. After a couple minutes of searching, I found a clipboard with a list of bodies taken in and where they were all being stored. Only two of three names I was looking for were listed, but they were being stored in adjoining fridge drawers.

      The fridge I was looking for was in the very back and was covered in fridge magnet letters that had been arranged to spell “DR FENZIE HAS A SMALL WIENER” across multiple drawers. According to the clipboard, drawers number four and five should have the bodies I was looking for.

      The body stored in drawer four, who had gone by the name Peter Shill in life, was deformed due to its time floating in the river, but there were some other things that were immediately noticeable about it. Namely, there were giant gaps missing, as if someone had carved out chunks of the chest, stomach, and thighs. My mind went to the bag of bloody meat and I nearly lost my lunch.

      I forced that all down to more carefully examine the body. After turning the body onto its side, I noticed strange markings on its back and legs. The damage done to the body from the water made the exact patterns hard to make out, but the lines still seemed more deliberate than random. I took out my phone and snapped a couple pictures. Maybe one of the girls would know something about this.

      The second body in drawer five, once Martin Patters, was much the same as the first: large chunks of the body carved out, strange markings on the back and legs. I had a sneaking suspicion that wherever the third body was, it was in much the same shape.

      There is definitely a pattern here. But what is the connection?

      As I was standing over Mr. Patters' body and contemplating what I knew, I heard a door slam open and footsteps rapidly approaching. I had no time to close the drawer, and that would have made a lot of noise, so I just left it open as I ducked behind a nearby shelf.

      “Is this really necessary, Dr. Fenzie?” asked a female voice.

      A male voice replied, “Yes, it is. That family wants to sue me for malpractice! I need to make sure that the idiots who work down here haven't written anything that might be misconstrued and used as evidence against me.”

      A man in a doctor's coat and a woman in nurse's scrubs quickly came into the room. The doctor's attention quickly fell on the open drawer and the exposed body. “Why is this out?” He tuned and quickly scanned the room, and I slunk further back into the shadows behind the shelf.

      Dr. Fenzie's eyes narrowed, and for a moment I thought he had caught me. “Hector!”

      The incredibly stoned clerk from the front desk came rushing into the back. “Oh, hey, Dr. Fenzie. What's up? The way you yelled, I thought there was another fire back here.”

      I started to shift away from the shelves and toward the windows while all the attention was on the clerk.

      The doctor pointed at the body on the open fridge shelf. “Did you leave the fridge open again?”

      “What? I mean, I grabbed a soda earlier … oh! You mean the body fridges. I don't think so … I don't remember.”

      “You're high again, aren't you?”

      I eased the window back open and pulled myself up as the clerk hesitated and ending with a “Maybe.”

      The doctor sighed, before asking, “Well, do you at least have any more?”

      I left behind this scathing indictment to our healthcare system and rejoined Lyanne in the street. “Next time I'm injured, please take me to any hospital but than this one.”

      She arched her eyebrow at me. “Noted. Did you find anything?”

      I nodded, my eyes drifting back to the window I had just crawled out of. “There's definitely something going on. Both the bodies had chunks of meat torn off them and strange markings on their back. We’ve got to do something soon, or I have a feeling the bodies are going to start piling up on this one.”

      “What do you suggest?”

      “Maura didn't have time talk last time I visited The Dispensary, but she mentioned she might be able to ask around 'for a price.' It might be our only shot at a lead.”

      Lyanne sighed but didn't argue. “Very well. But this time, I'm going with you.”
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      The Dispensary was much less crowded today than the last few times I had been there. A couple of people who my instincts told me were something other than human sat at a table in the corner, and a few, what I assumed were mortal, patrons sat at the table closest to the door, deep in the drinks and nearly falling from their chairs from intoxication.

      And of course, there was Maura. She stood behind the bar, casually chatting with the bartender. When I stepped inside, she looked over and nodded at me.

      Lyanne's lips quirked up in a playful smile. “Oh, that's her? You didn't tell me she was such a looker.”

      I tried to pretend I hadn't noticed. “Oh, is she?”

      “Have you put the moves on her yet?”

      “No, not yet.” I left the possibility in the air.

      “I'm sure you will.”

      We took seats at the bar and Maura came over to serve us herself. She didn’t wait to take our orders before pouring us each a glass of something that smelled like very powerful liquor. “Hello again, Kurt. And who is this?”

      I took a testing sip from my glass and was immediately greeted by a strong, but not necessarily unpleasant, burning sensation. “This is Lyanne. She works alongside me.”

      Lyanne swirled a finger around the glass but did not drink. “And sometimes on top of him … when the situation calls for it.”

      Maura rested her elbows on the bar so she could lean in closer. “So you're Lyanne, the Succubus. Or former Succubus, I should say.”

      Lyanne gave Maura a suspicious look. “You know about that, huh. Kurt tell you?”

      “No, it's just my job to know these things. And I wouldn't be very good at my job if I didn't know the identity of one of the most powerful Succubi in the state. Though those days are over, aren't they.”

      The former Succubus gave the bartender a wicked smile. “Try and test me and we'll see just how over those days are.”

      I had always known that Lyanne was more than just a normal Succubus. Curing her of her curse had been an intense act, one that I probably wouldn't have been able to accomplish without her cooperation. But one of the most powerful in all New York? I had no idea she had given up so much just for the chance at being mortal again.

      Maura, for her part, did not seem concerned with Lyanne's threats. She leaned back away from the counter and turned her attention back to me. “So, Kurt. I assume you are back to finish the discussion we started the other day.”

      I took another sip of the fiery liquor before responding. “Yeah. There’ve been at least three victims so far, and there's a good chance there are more that just haven't been discovered yet. The bodies are always found floating downriver with chunks of meat torn off and strange markings on their backs. It's the kind of thing you'd expect the police to publicly hunt, like they do for serial killers, but the newspapers are leaving almost all the important details out. Actually, the articles are practically written the exact same way for each victim.”

      She nodded as she took in this information, then paused, looking thoughtful while tapping her fingers on the top of the bar. “I may have something for you. I did do a little digging since the last time you came in here, and for a price, I can tell you everything I know about these bodies found in unusual states.”

      Lyanne was already reaching for the pocket she kept all her money in. As far as I knew, she never traveled with less than a thousand dollars in cash, plus several charge cards that allowed her to spend with no practical limit. “How much?”

      Maura gestured for her to put her money away. “Not cash. Not in this case, anyway. There's something I need Kurt to do for me.”

      This was not doing much for Lyanne's trust issues, judging by the fire in her eye. “If you want to get into his bed, you should be aware there's an almost nightly queue.”

      “No, nothing like that.” She turned her attention back to me. “I assume you remember Darcy?”

      “The delivery girl?” I asked, trying to act like I hadn't been disappointed not to see her here today.

      “Yes. I have a suspicion that she is more than she appears. Something other than human, which I am sure you know something about. I want you to follow her and see if you can confirm my suspicions.”

      That sparked my interest. Darcy had been nice enough, though that didn't necessarily mean she wasn't immortal, but my experiences with immortals showed that most of them were assholes. Also, my instincts hadn't reacted at all to Darcy's presence, though it was possible her presence was weak enough that it had been masked by the much stronger auras around her.

      It was clear Darcy had known more about the world of the supernatural than she had let on.  She had been pressing me for information, plus I didn’t think it was a coincidence she hung around a bar frequented by immortals.  “What do you think she is?”

      “If I knew that, I wouldn't need you. She always seems to suspiciously turn up in supernatural communities, offering her services for procuring items that most delivery services wouldn't touch. I could be wrong, and it may just be coincidence, but I have a feeling she's hiding something, and it impacts my ability to do my job that I don't know what.”

      Her insistence made me wonder if she behind the other stalking attempts on Darcy.  If she really was just a human than this would be a massive invasion of privacy.  But if she wasn’t…

      “Alright. I'll look into it.”

      Maura reaction suggested that she had always known the conversation would go this way. “Thank you, Kurt. I'll go confirm some information with my source, and when you return with something concrete about Darcy's true nature, I'll share it with you.”

      “Source?” Lyanne asked.

      I looked over and noticed that somehow Lyanne had drained her entire glass when I wasn't looking. Feeling competitive, I started to force more of the burning liquid down my throat, and discovered that drinking, like breathing, is a skill you never really lose.

      Maura refilled Lyanne's cup without breaking eye contact with her. “Don't worry about it.”

      Lyanne raised the glass back up to her lips. “How trustworthy is your source?”

      “As trustworthy as they come.”

      I set my own glass back down, looking somewhat defeated at the small pool of liquid that still made its home at the bottom of the cup. “I think we're going to need more than that, Maura, if I'm going to be working on promises alone.”

      Maura sighed, set the bottle down, and pulled out a third glass for herself. “You're going to press the matter, aren't you? Fine, but I'll have you know that if you go chasing down my sources yourself, I won't work with you again in the future. His name is Voortmann, and he works with the dead.”

      Something about that named sparked recognition in Lyanne. “I have heard of him. He's … what do they call them …”

      “A ghoul,” Maura finished for her. “He's a ghoul, meaning he not only works with the dead, but he also eats them on occasion. But he doesn't bother the living, so for the most part he is left alone. He's also been around for a very long time, and if anyone knows something about corpses turning up around the city, it is him.”

      I drained the last of my liquor, then put the glass down with purpose. “If he knows so much, then perhaps it would be better for me to meet him myself, instead of hearing this information secondhand. I’ve got a strong stomach, and a real knack for meeting people, even if they look at corpses as lunch. It’s just one of my gifts.”

      “I just said—”

      “I won't chase him down, but you can introduce us. Look, it’s an investigation, and sometimes you don't know the follow-up questions you need to ask until you hear the answers to the leading ones. Instead of having you run back and forth, which wastes time and puts people in danger, let me ask them myself so we can get this all over with. Efficiency is king when we’re on an unknown timeline. Unlike your friend, I’m not undead. I’d like to make progress before I get any older.”

      Maura considered for a while, using the time to down a glass of the burning liquor in one go. “Fine. But only after you come back with confirmation of Darcy's true nature. Then I’ll arrange a meeting.”

      She reached out her hand and I shook it. A deal had been made.

      Now all I had to do was find Darcy.

      And hope that, whatever she was, I was not forced to put her down.
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      I set out with Lyanne and Eve to tail Darcy. We had Maura order something “Emergency Delivery” to guarantee Darcy would be at The Dispensary early that day. From there we split up, taking different routes and methods for tracking the courier. I learned what became of Lyanne and Eve's efforts after the fact.

      Lyanne had taken her car and followed Maura's bike for a few miles, but either Maura caught on because she started weaving her bike in and out of traffic, driving through small gaps between cars that Lyanne's car couldn't fit through. No wonder her stalkers couldn’t keep up.  It didn't take long of this for Darcy to slip the former Succubus.

      Eve tried to follow her through the air. She had recently acquired a drone, after convincing Lyanne that it would aid in home security, but she normally used it recreationally to take landscape shots of the estate and surrounding woodlands and river in Vermont. Using the drone to fly high over traffic, Eve had kept up with Darcy for miles after Lyanne lost her …

      Only for Darcy to park her bike and go down into a subway station. The drone couldn't fly down there without crashing into crowds of people, so Eve had effectively lost the target as well.

      That left me. Since the girls were doing the tailing, I took less direct means of moving through the city: taxis, by foot across parks, and even the occasional bus. I got updates from Lyanne and Eve for as long as they were tracking her, and used that information to cut a crisscrossed path through the city to always be moving to intersect Darcy's path.

      Because of this, I was only a minute behind getting down into the Subway station as Eve's drone lost track of her. There was a big crowd this time of day, and for a bit I was frustrated that my instincts weren't picking up on anything supernatural. If at the end of this Darcy turned out to be a normal person, I would have some strong words for Maura about invading people's privacy.

      Fortunately, if there's one thing being a Hunter hones, it is your perception. I was able to catch a glimpse of Darcy just as she was boarding one of the trains. I fought my way through the crowds to get into the subway car behind hers just as the train was about to depart.

      I watched through the windows in the connecting doors between cars. She was seated by herself, listening to music and generally looking like she hadn't a care in the world. At least it seemed she was unaware she had been tailed. I was actually beginning to feel a little guilty: nothing so far insinuated that she was anything more than human, and she had already given me the story of how often creeps tried to stalk her from Maura's place, which is essentially what I was doing now.

      We rode the train like this for about twenty minutes, me silently watching her without being noticed, her just listening to music and not paying attention to her surroundings. She finally got off and I trailed behind her, trying to keep enough of the crowd between us that I wouldn't be noticed. When we hit the streets, I noticed this area was not as packed with people as the rest of the city. Many of the buildings here were boarded up, and the few people out on the streets mostly kept their heads down and didn't make eye contact with each other. This would make it harder for me to trail her without being noticed, so I slowed my walking pace to increase the distance between us.

      She walked until she reached the waterfront, and there she entered what appeared to me at first glance to be a shuttered factory, based on the plainness of the walls and the sparsity of windows. I crept up to the sole window on the ground floor and saw that my initial assessment had been correct: the floor was littered with rusted machinery so worn down I couldn't even possibly begin to guess what was produced here. In back I could see Darcy climbing a set of stairs to the second floor, where she disappeared out of my sight.

      I cursed and contemplated my next move. Curiosity was getting the best of me now. This wasn't the kind of place 'normal' people hang out, so Maura might have been onto something after all. But observing her was going to be difficult.

      There was a possibility that I could sneak inside and use my stalking ability to quietly observe her without being noticed, then sneak out once I had learned what I came here to learn. The problem was a building this old was probably going to creak and groan with every step, and all it would take was one false move to give me away. And then what? There was no way I could explain breaking into this place to stalk her that wouldn't have her yelling and running to the cops.

      Then there was the direct approach. Just knock on her door and say, “Hey, some people are wondering whether you are human are not. What's up with that?” Maybe she'd come clean … or maybe she would call for some people in white coats to come take me away.

      Glancing up the side of the building I saw my third and best, but still terrible option: the second story windows. There was an old fire escape that ran up to it, one that looked less stable than a snowman in summertime. Well, I had come this far, and I wasn't about to be defeated by a potential two-story fall onto a pile of twisted metal.

      I scaled the fire escape with the most care I could manage, trying not to wince every time my weight shifted the whole thing or a creaking noise like a bolt was coming loose was heard. Eventually I made it to the second floor.

      Most of the windows were shattered, but they still provided a bird's eye view of the assembly floor below and the catwalk that overlooked it. A final window on the end was filthy but intact, and this gave me a view of the back offices, where Darcy had apparently set up shop.

      The offices weren't in much better shape than the assembly floor, though it looked like someone had at least taken the trouble to clean up the floors and clear the debris. There was power here, too, enough at least to run a few lights, probably from a small generator somewhere, or perhaps the city had never disconnected the factory's power and didn't notice the small usage.

      Darcy sat at a desk with her back to me. A laptop was open in front of her and she was typing away, her fingers making an impressive display across the keyboard. I shifted to look through the least grimy part of the window and squinted to get a better look. When I still couldn't quite make out what was on her screen, I took out my phone and used the camera's zoom function to get a closer look.

      She was setting up delivery routes and schedules. The things she was delivering all had code names, strings of numbers or nonsense words that masked what she was carrying. The schedule itself showed a character of great efficiency. Her routes through the city were plotted down to the minute, allowing for potential traffic, and even how long the handoff would take. I took a couple of pictures; this information could be handy if I ever needed to track her down again.

      After a few minutes of this, Darcy scrolled up near the top of her schedule and started to type in a new entry. I steadied the phone to focus on it. 8:31 p.m. That was the time right now. Kurt realizes I know he is watching and comes inside.

      I froze and my phone practically slipped from my grip when I realized I had been caught. She turned and smiled at me, and with a wave invited me in. Seeing no other choice (and also glad for the excuse to get off the fire escape before it finally collapsed), I cracked open the window enough to squeeze myself inside.

      “Hello again, Kurt,” she said with a sly smile. “Fancy seeing you here.”

      I coughed nervously. “Yeah. I was just in the neighborhood and thought I'd pop by.”

      “For a friendly visit?”

      “I'm hoping a friendly one, yeah.”

      “I guess we will see.” She turned her attention back to her screen. “I have just a few more things to finish up. Take a seat and I'll be with you in a minute.”

      I leaned against the frame of the window and whistled to show her how impressed I was.  “So how long have you known …”

      “Since the train,” she responded without looking up. “You’d have made a halfway decent spy, if you could have avoided looking at my ass when you thought I wasn’t looking.

      Most of the furniture looked either moldy or on the verge of collapse, but there was one leather-upholstered chair that looked to be in reasonably good condition, so I took a seat. The moment I sank into it I realized that what the leather was fake, a cheap pleather that squeaked as I shifted.

      After a few more minutes of typing Darcy closed the laptop and stood, then she stepped around the desk to stand in front of me. “I think I know why you're here.”

      I decided to let her lead the conversation, rather than give myself away. “Do you?”

      “You want to see whether or not I'm a monster.”

      So she was, at the very least, aware of the supernatural. “Are you?”

      She smiled, and her body began to change. Not drastically, but scars began to appear all over her, as if she was being cut a hundred times and those cuts were healing instantly. As it happened, the tickle in my head told me my instincts were finally picking up on her. Whatever she was, she wasn't a Succubus. But she definitely wasn't human either. When her transformation had finished, she had scars all up and down her arms, legs, and neck. “Depends on your definition of monster. I'm a shapechanger, and this is my true form. What's become of it, anyway.”

      I examined the scars without getting closer to her. Both as a soldier and as a Hunter I had come across, and even received, all manner of scars, but I had never seen anything quite like this. She must have been practically torn apart, taking injuries no mortal would survive. “What happened to you?”

      She sighed and looked uncomfortably at the floor. “Are you familiar with the Succubus who used to be more or less in charge of this city, Tandi Goren?”

      I couldn't help the slight, close lipped smile that formed. “Know her? I'm the one who killed her.”

      Darcy looked at me with a mixed expression that I had a tough time decoding. Her gaze was fixed on me and her lips were curled in a curious smile, but her arms were folded in front of herself defensively.  It was as if part of her was impressed, but another part was upset by the news. “Well, then you probably knew she had spent years consolidating power among all the immortal creatures of New York. And that doesn't come without struggle. She had to fight off an incursion from overseas, and I was caught up in it—nearly killed by it, in fact. I swear that if I ever see the bastard who did this again, I’ll kill him.”

      As she spoke her body began to shift back to its unscarred state, as if she was ashamed to show them for too long. My instincts slowly lost track of her as her form shifted. That is a dangerous power, if I can't detect it. I wonder how many other shapechangers I've met without realizing it.

      “And who was it that did this to you?”

      “Pembroke Harcourt.” She practically spat his name. “Real bastard of a mummy, despite the mannerly act he puts on. He's wanted control of New York for a long time, but Tandi stood in his way. I wouldn't doubt that he will make another play for it now that she’s gone.”

      “Mummy?” I repeated, as I tended to do whenever I learned another B-Horror Movie creature was actually real.  Something quickly came to me then. “Wait, do you think this Harcourt mummy could be responsible for the string of murders I've been looking into? They only began recently.”

      “The ones where the victims were butchered?”

      “Yeah. Well, more than that. They had entire chunks ripped out of them, and lines carved into their backs in a deliberate manner.”

      She shook her head. “Not really Harcourt's style. He's too much a stiff for that kind of fighting.” Darcy paused for a moment and seemed to be contemplating something. “But if he's here, his rival may be as well, and that is certainly up her alley.”

      “His rival?” I asked.

      “That would be Benazir. But trust me, you don't want any part of her. She's powerful enough to give Tandi a run for her money on her worst days, and if she's behind what you have found … that means she's gaining power for something big, and you don't want to be around when it goes off.”

      I had managed to get rid of Tandi, who was capturing and torturing women to turn them into Succubus to expand her own power, but in doing so I had created a power vacuum that other psychopathic immortals are trying to fill.  And they didn’t care how many innocents died in the process.

      Well, there is always one solution to the problem: kill them all until they stop coming.

      I was so distracted by my thoughts that I didn't even notice that Darcy was now leaning over me, smiling. “You look so serious.”

      Leaning back in my seat, I made no attempt to hide that fact that I was looking down her shirt.  “A lot on my mind. But at least I had one worry resolved tonight: you. I'm glad you're not a monster. That would have made you considerably less attractive, although with your, ah, presence, not really a deal breaker.”

      She leaned in closer, close enough that I could feel her breath. “So you do find me attractive, then.” She sat down on my lap and pressed against me, her skin smooth and soft and perfect. “Would you want me knowing what I am underneath?”

      “I think what’s underneath makes me want you even more.” I let my eyes range over her, taking my time.

      That gave her pause, then she melted onto me, her body warm and lithe under my questing hands. We stayed like that for a long moment, our mouths close but not touching, bodies touching but not connected. It was filled with possibility, and the anticipation grew with each passing heartbeat.

      The first kiss was hesitant, the tip or her tongue reaching out to touch mine as she hovered in the moment. Then our lips met, we filled our hands with each other, and the warmth of her body suffused me with a need that grew fiercer as the kiss lingered.

      We broke apart, but still so close her lips were brushing my cheek. “Do you want me?”

      “Yes.”

      “Show me,” she said.

      So I did.

      I lifted her shirt, exposing nipples the color of a peach, then began to kiss one, then the other, then easing down to flick my tongue along the line of her ribs. Her skin stippled in response, and I swept my thumb along the inside of her thigh, my touch firm through her clothes.

      First kisses are good. The second was better.

      By some unseen signal, our clothes came off in a frantic tangle, and she was back in my lap, naked, warm, and very, very close to me. With a stealthy hand, she took me in a grip of silk, stroking me to iron readiness and then easing onto me with a sigh.

      Our movements were small, but the sensation was not. Every second inside her was a wonder, my hands on her soft hips, guiding, encouraging, squeezing. Her back arched like a cat and she began to move in a way that pulled at my root, a sensation of such irresistible pleasure that I drove her down, locked firmly in place by my grip.

      She was having none of it.

      She leaned down, kissing me hard. “Let go,” she whispered. “I will too.” She began rising and falling again, a pace slow enough that my mind could not decide if it was pleasure or punishment, but when I came--- hard, jolting, a gasp of laughter—I knew. It was pleasure. She clamped around me then, taking her own joy, a sheen of sweat bursting on her skin in seconds, head tilted back and silvery laughter filling the air before she collapsed, me still inside her, pulsing with the beat of my hammering heart.

      “So you do want me,” she murmured.

      I pushed into her, deep enough that she curled her lip, eyes closed and breathing hard.

      “I do. Again.”

      We had nothing but time. We used it, and used it well.
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      “A shapechanger, eh?” Lyanne tapped her chin, thoughtful. “I didn't think they were real. Imagine the possibilities …” By her tone, it was clear where her mind had gone.

      Sara was quickly flipping through the pages of one of the Jack Johnson novels, old pulp-fiction paperbacks we had discovered were actually written by a previous Succubus Hunter as a way to pass down his knowledge. “The Succubus in this book had the ability to morph parts of her body, such as grow wings or bulk up her muscles. No complete shapeshifting, though.”

      “Not a Succubus,” I agreed. “I already thoroughly explored that avenue. Shapechangers are something else, but she didn't give me too many details.”  The three ladies of the estate and I were sitting around the dining room table, drinking one of Lyanne's expensive import wines and discussing the finer points of what Darcy being a shapechanger meant.

      Eve was the only one who didn't seem interested in this conversation. “The important thing is what she said. If Tandi's old enemies are about to fight over control of the city, things are going to quickly get more dangerous for everyone, both mortal and immortal.”

      With me caught in the middle. “It's still just a theory right now. We need more solid information. I should speak with Maura's source.”

      Lyanne looked me in the eyes, which always demanded my immediate attention. “Are you sure about that, Kurt? Darcy might have a reason for wanting to keep what she is secret. Will you give up that secret to Maura?”

      I was certainly feeling guilty about it, but I knew this was what had to be done. “There isn't much choice. We have to figure out why people are dying before the number of victims starts to escalate, and we have no other leads. Hopefully Darcy will understand.”

      She didn’t look convinced, but she was not going to argue it any further. “Should I come with you?”

      I thought about it for a moment, but in the end I shook my head. “It's best I do this myself. Maura is probably more likely to be comfortable introducing me to her source if it’s just me. Stay here and see if you can't help Sara with her research. Never know when it’s gonna to turn up something useful.”

      Sara perked up at the mention of her name. She had been somewhat absorbed by her reading, and she hadn't even touched her wine glass. “Oh! I know exactly what we could look into! There are these online journals—medical journals. Actually, they were physical journals that have just recently been transcribed for online databases. Anyway, they have a cool sorting function we could use to find other cases of male lethargy that might point to Succubus activity. If we cross-reference times and places, link them up with specific symptoms, add in what we already know …” She trailed off, mumbling to herself.

      Lyanne gave me a look that said, Rescue me.

      I finished my glass, patted her on the shoulder, and said, “Good luck.”
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      The Dispensary was once again packed with its usual mixed crowd of hipsters and immortals, but this time it didn’t take me long to get Maura's attention. No sooner had I sat down at the bar, than Maura appeared in front of me.

      She looked around at the other patrons, aware that it was too crowded here with mortals to talk openly. “Did you figure it out?”

      I nodded and pointed a finger back to her kitchen, indicating we should speak privately there. Without responding, she turned and began making her way through the crowd toward it. I got up to follow, although while Maura moved through the crowd with the smooth grace of running water, flowing around the packed room without ever slowing, my own path was much more awkward and involved ducking a few elbows from inebriated patrons.

      The kitchen was empty save for one balding man working the fryers. Maura led me into a walk-in fridge where we could speak privately. Fortunately, I was so used to stalking the cold nights of the city by this point that I barely felt the fridge's cool.

      Maura put her hands on her hips expectantly. “So what did you find out?”

      “Before that, I want to make sure I have your guarantee that you are going to introduce me to your source, this ghoul.”

      She sighed, her breath forming a white mist cloud in front of her. “Yes. We already shook on it, didn't we? I'm not one to back out of a deal.”

      That remained to be seen, but all I could do for now was trust she was a woman of her word. I recounted my pursuit of Darcy from the bar, though I was vague to the warehouse's location, just in case, and the things Darcy had told me about who she was. I ended the story before things got intimate between the two of us, because sharing that seemed a bit unwarranted. Darcy had gifted me something worth keeping, and I wasn’t ready to share my experience with anyone else. Yet.

      Maura's face went from a sort of triumphant smirk when she realized she was right about Darcy, to downcast and guilt ridden in a matter of moments. “So that's what it was. That fool. She could have told me. I would have looked out for her.” She sighed and shook her head. “She was always so secretive, and the way she always pretended like she was unaware of the immortals around her or who she even worked for … I thought she was hiding something big. Instead we invaded the privacy of an innocent shapechanger.”

      The we in that sentence got my hackles up. “I was just doing a job.  You’re the one who was feeling nosy.”

      The look on her face told me she already knew that. “I am the guilty party here. Hopefully Darcy will forgive me.” After another deep breath that filled the air in front of her with mist, she turned to exit the fridge. “Well, no point in delaying it. I'll take you to Voortmann now. Come on, I'm driving.”

      I chased her quick strides out of the kitchen and back into the main area of the bar, where she instructed the bartender to look after the place while we were gone. Then we were out in the street and heading around the back of the bar where a small, white car was parked. I'd grown a bit spoiled with cars since Lyanne had joined me, since she always insisted on driving the newest and most fashionable vehicles. While Maura’s car was not a clunker, it showed its age around the edges.  The doors stuck a little, the passenger side window only opened halfway the seats had a few small burns and had that smell of cigarette smoke that would never come out.

      “So where are we going exactly?” I asked as she pulled the car into traffic.

      Maura lit up a cigarette with an urgency that suggested she had been waiting for one for a while. She drove with one hand and held the cigarette out the window with the other. “A morgue.” She took a drag off her cigarette then said, “Well, that's the best way to describe it, anyway. It's not one you’ll find in the Yellow Pages. There's actually no record of it anywhere, so you'd never find it if you weren't already aware of its existence.”

      “Out from one morgue and into another,” I complained. “Well, at least this time it’s unlikely weed is going to stop me.”

      “What?”

      “Nothing. So this Voortmann guy runs this morgue?”

      She took another puff of her cigarette and the car filled with the scent of menthol. “Him and a few of his undead colleagues. They've been there a long time, from what I understand. Centuries, at least.”

      Centuries was a long time for a group of undead to go unnoticed. “And no one has discovered them?”

      Maura tapped out the last of her cigarette and tossed the butt out the window. “The living don't overly concern themselves with the dead, and the dead don't much like the living. It's in everyone's interest that they stay apart. Besides, Voortmann doesn't take kindly to outsiders. Unless they're being chopped up for dinner, that is.”

      “Hopefully he doesn't wanna turn me into a roast.”

      She chuckled. “Oh, I wouldn't worry too much about it. I'm introducing you, after all. Besides you'd make a terrible roast. You're too stringy. Maybe a stew.”

      “Yeah, great. Thanks.”

      We parked in a garage after a short drive, then Maura led me down into a nearby subway station where I assumed we'd catch a train the rest of the way. But instead of walking toward the tracks, Maura led me to a dark area behind the ticket booths that was covered in graffiti. After quickly checking to make sure no one was looking, Maura pushed open the false wall, revealing a dark corridor.

      I stepped inside while pulling out night-vision glasses from my pocket. They were an experimental form of smart-glasses that synced up with an app on my phone to display a brightness-filtered version of what their cameras took in. The technology was still in its alpha stages, leading to bugs and sync errors, but it was still a far sight better than walking blind.

      Maura used her lighter to guide us forward, and as we progressed a heavy stink began to assault my senses. It was a smell I was becoming all too familiar with: death and rot and decay. But something about this was different. There was something more … permanent about this stench, as if it was as much a part of the tunnel as the walls and floor. Maura had said they’d been down here for centuries, and I imagined hundreds of years of decay would have an effect like this, new rot and old rot and ancient rot mingling together to create one powerful and complex stench that almost defied my senses.

      My glasses allowed me to make out old subway tiles, fading signs, and even a shattered water fountain, all which told me that this tunnel had seen active use in brighter days. Based on how old-world everything looked and how outdated the one map I saw was, that must have been back in the early days of the New York City subway system.

      I imagined we were getting close by the way Maura quickened her pace. As we neared our destination, my glasses allowed me to see a strange streak across the floor that at first seemed like an odd pattern of the tiles, but as I focused, I realized what it was: blood. Streaks of blood, many streaks of blood, running down the tunnel in front of us. Dozens—no, hundreds of bodies, some still leaking a considerable amount of blood from them, had been dragged across the ground this way. They should fire the maid.

      We finally came to a massive, rusted door where the tunnel topped. Maura knocked on the door three times and waited. I stepped up next to her and concentrated on the presence of The Night Flail, ready to react if something attacked us.

      Nothing but silence greeted us for a minute. Then two. I looked over to Maura to see if she wanted to try knocking again, but she seemed to be standing patiently still, so I waited.

      Finally, the door slowly cracked open. A crackly voice from inside called out to me. “Welcome to the Meat Locker.”

      Maura was already walking inside so I followed close behind her, my senses focused and ready for the worst.

      And I got my first look at the undead. One stood directly across from us, a massive cleaver in his hand. He was dressed in a fine, if somewhat outdated, suit, complete with tie and lapel pin, that might have made him seem sharp dressed if it wasn't hanging loose on a frame that was all skin and bones.

      Actually, that was a damn good way to describe it. All his flesh was stretched, pressed tightly against the bones underneath without an ounce of fat or liquid between it. It was like he had been left out in the sun to dry for decades. His lips were non-existent, and the flesh around his mouth was pulled back to reveal a row of yellow and jagged teeth. The eyes were milky white to match the straw-like nest of hair on his head.

      Behind him, milling about deeper in the room, were undead that were more in-line with what pop-culture would have me believe they should look like: rotting flesh that sagged and looked ready to fall off the bones alongside gaping wounds and pallid skin. These undead seemed less interested in our presence than the one who had his milky whites focused on us.

      “Maura,” he growled, the word as much an accusation as a greeting. “You dare to bring another mortal into our presence?”

      She shrugged, seemingly unconcerned by the threat in his tone. “This is Kurt. He asked nicely. And it is good to see again, too, Voortmann.”

      Voortmann grumbled and set the cleaver aside on a table. “Well, we'll talk about this later. Come in, we're just getting ready to fix dinner.”

      Maura took a few steps in while reaching into her pocket and pulling out her pack of cigarettes.

      The ghoul growled at her. “Hey, you know you can't smoke here.”

      I didn't know whether I should have been more impressed by Maura's inability to be intimidated or worried for her safety. She just laughed at Voortmann's warning and lit up her cigarette anyway.

      Voortman wheezed, and only by the slack in his shoulders was I able to make out that it was supposed to be a sigh.

      To me, the menthol smelled a far bit better than the rotten stench that already inhabited the place. “Why the no smoking rule? It's not like the undead can get cancer, right? Or wait—can they?”

      “No, it spoils the taste of our finest cuts.”

      He pointed up and I my eyes followed the gesture, and I almost immediately wished I hadn't. Dozens of hooks hung from the ceiling, and on many of them were bodies. Men and women, old and young, and of every ethnicity were on display here, hanging like pig carcasses in a butchery. At least they're equal opportunity cannibals.

      One thing about the bodies caught my attention right away: many were missing parts. To me, it seemed an awful lot like the bodies I had seen in Saint Mercer's morgue.

      I noticed that Voortmann was examining me as I examined the bodies. He was probably looking for some sign of weakness, a quivering in my knees or a queasiness in my belly at the sight of his butcher shop. Fortunately, given my recent exposure, so this no longer fazed me and I was able to walk casually between the bodies without so much as a wince.

      Voortmann, now curious, stepped beside me. “So what brings you here, Kurt, that's so important you had to make Maura break her vow of secrecy?”

      I didn’t turn to face him as I spoke. “I have questions that need answers.”

      “And what makes you think I would be eager to answer them?”

      I reached out and grabbed Voortmann's cleaver from the table and whirled it around in my hand, making an impressive display that his milky eyes followed with interest. Then I held it in an easy grip and casually pointed it to a body of a man that was particularly cut up and damaged.

      My next words were commanding, orders not a request, as I let the blade flash between us. “Let's start with this one. Why don't you tell me about this gentleman right here?”

      Voortman eyed me, clearly trying to decide what to make of me. He was probably not used to being bossed around in his own domain, much less having his own cleaver brandished at him. His caution proved he could sense that there was more to me than my simple human appearance let on, but he couldn’t determine whether that made me dangerous to him or not yet. “Which one?”

      I gestured again to a body that had extensive bruising and trauma. “The one who looks like he was on the receiving end of a bull moose beatdown.”

      “Oh, him.” The ghoul scratched at his chin, a disturbingly human expression of nervousness. “Well … there’s nothing wrong with a guy helping his inventory grow, is there? I can get some good cuts from that carcass there.”

      By the time the implications of his words hit me The Night Flail was already out and wrapping around the tight skin of his neck. The Night Flail might have been specifically designed for fighting Succubi and their kind, but it could still beat the shit out of a murdering, cannibalistic, cocky bastard of a ghoul.

      I got up close to him and turned his face toward me, brandishing the knife a hair away from his eye. “What kind of cuts could I get from you?”

      The ghoul struggled to free himself, and realizing he couldn’t break my grip, he began to panic. He tried to utter a defense to my accusations, but it only came out as an incoherent, rambling mess. It seemed he had made up his mind about whether or not I was dangerous.

      He tried to look to his cohorts for support but the other undead were going through great lengths to avoid looking back at him, pretending that they saw nothing going on, apparently having made up their minds as well.

      I turned the ghoul around to take in the rows and rows of bodies. “You really need more inventory right now? Is this not enough for you?”

      The ghoul gulped, or at least made a motion I took to be gulp but sounded more like a gurgle. “I—I didn’t know we were going to be getting so much product so quickly, but when they show up, what am I supposed to do? Turn them away?”

      My tone was light but carried my threats well enough. “Who is providing so many corpses?”

      Voortmann hesitated and I could see him calculating, probably trying to decide if he was more afraid of me or whoever he would be betraying if he told me. I made the solution more obvious for him by tightening the chain around his neck.

      He had to struggle to get the names to come out. “Benazir and Pembroke!”

      Those were the same names Darcy had given me. It seemed all roads led back to them.

      I loosened the chain just a bit, and he made a wheezing sound like he was trying to catch his breath, even though he wasn’t breathing. My expression didn’t lighten at all. “Keep talking.”

      Voortmann was trying not to panic and was failing. “There’s a war going on in the streets. The mummy and the witch are going to tear the city apart trying to take control since some idiot took out Tandi.”

      I gave a quick tug on the chain in response to that comment, causing him to gasp. “Why are the bodies being so badly carved up? I’ve been finding them with whole sections clawed out.”

      “I don’t know, I don’t know!” He was getting desperate. “If the best parts of the meat were gone, they wouldn’t have brought them to me. I wouldn’t accept carcasses in that condition. And I don’t ask too many questions, it’s bad for business. Why don’t you ask them yourself?”

      That certainly would be the quickest way to the bottom of it. They were likely powerful and well-prepared for someone like me, but I had killed Tandi, a woman they had both been afraid of, so I was confident in my ability to handle them. “And where will I find one of these fine people?”

      “I don’t know about Benazir, but Pembroke’s in a penthouse of the Mars Veerien in Soho. But if you show up uninvited—well, there are wards all over the place. You probably wouldn’t take two steps inside before setting off an alarm, or worse. Except—” He cut himself off with a strangled sound, as if realizing he had said too much.

      I pulled him close by the chain and held the cleaver an inch from his eyeball. “Except what?”

      As he spoke, he never took his eyes off the cleaver’s sharp edge. “I overheard a phone call about regular parties being thrown on Friday nights. He’d have to let the wards down when the guests arrived. If you could time your arrival with the guests, you might be able to sneak in past the wards.”

      I smirked. “A party, eh? I’ll wear a tux.”
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      “Too tight, woman, too tight,” I choked as Lyanne adjusted my tie for the twentieth time that evening. Sometimes she forgot her own supernatural strength, and then I felt my cheeks flush as I thought about what I’d said. “The tux, I mean, and only the tux.” I tried for a charming smile; it came out as a leer.

      “Sorry.” She loosened it a bit, but winked, cognizant of her effect on me and loving it. Her knowing smile was just lewd enough to cause another flare in interest in me, but I fought it back—as best I could.

      I took a breath. Again, as best I could.

      It was clear she hadn’t meant it; our time together had taught me to see past the perpetual alluring look on her face to know when she was worried. Her natural sensuality was always there, just as my reaction to it was always. . . visible. I concentrated on everything except her touch, which was disturbingly close to my groin, and by close, I mean within ten feet. Her presence had that kind of effect on me.

      Behind me, Eve fussed with a lint roller across my backside. “Where the hell was this thing stored, anyway? In a closet full of cats?”

      “It’s been a while since I’ve needed to wear a tux,” I admitted. “It’s not that bad, is it?”

      Lyanne took a step back to get a better look at me and sighed. “It is … not the worst. I wish I had the time to take you out to get something custom-tailored for tonight, but it should serve well enough, especially if we need to knit an extra sweater out of cat fur.”

      Eve was pushing hard against my back now with the lint roller. “I’m still not comfortable with you going in there alone. You remember how powerful Tandi was. She almost killed all of us together. Anyone strong enough to give her pause is a serious threat.” She gave my bum a roll, then quirked a brow at me. “There was fuzz. Honest.”

      “Right. Fuzz. Let’s go with that. You know, of course, I killed Tandi,” I reminded them, grinning as Eve smacked me on the bum once with the roller. “Besides, it’s a party, so there will be a bunch of people around, probably some mortals, too. I doubt they’ll want to tear up their own penthouse in the middle of all those witnesses just to get to me.”

      “And what if they do,” Lyanne asked, her voice betraying an uncharacteristic amount of concern. “What if they decide getting at you was important enough to risk outing themselves? Or what if they try to poison you, or have one of the other guests attack you? You really should have back-up.”

      I shook my head, a motion made difficult by my tux’s stiff, high neckline. “This is a fact-finding mission, and it’s going to be tough enough to conceal myself in the crowds with that aura of mine without dragging along two former Succubi. Um, is this thing supposed to feel like it’s strangling me?”

      “Just be glad you aren’t wearing a corset. Some men, ah, used to at certain parties I attended,” Lyanne said with a cryptic lift of her brow.

      “I’m just going to go ahead and say it, dear—someday, I’d like you to tell me your whole sordid history,” I said to Lyanne, who batted her lashes and smiled.

      “Even the parts about museum and park sex turning me on? Actually, never mind- I’ve said too much,” Lyanne said with a wicked grin.

      “Every. Last. Bit. Even the parts ab—park sex?” I lifted my eyes to the sky, then shrugged as best I could in the tux. “Woman, you continue to surprise me.”

      “And now you know why I still fascinate you as well,” she said, planting a kiss at the top of my ear. “Now stay still. We’ve got a little more work to do.”

      They continued fussing over my tuxedo, trying to assuage their worries by ensuring my collar was straight and cuff links were placed correctly. I couldn’t blame them for worrying over me. It was actually kind of touching, but sometimes you’ve got to do things on your own.

      Still, I felt the need to comfort them, because we all needed it. “Look, if it makes you feel any better, it’s unlikely I will even be recognized, much less considered a threat. None of the immortals I’ve been questioning seem to realize it was me that killed Tandi. A little disappointing, in a way, but also something that can be used to our advantage. If they don’t realize I’m the one who took her out, then they might just see me as another strange mortal, albeit one with a tuxedo that doesn’t let me breath.” I sighed as best I could, then added, “I guess looking good is more important than breathing.”

      “Now you understand fashion.” Lyanne said, then arched an eyebrow, unconvinced. “And if you’re wrong? If you are instantly recognized as the Hunter who took out Tandi and they decide to do something about it?”

      I gave an unconcerned shrug. “That’s what I have The Night Flail for.”

      In the end, they couldn’t convince me to take any back-up, so a few hours later I turned up, by myself, in SoHo, courtesy of a portal I formed in our wine cellar. The Mars Veerien was not tough to locate. While most of the surrounding buildings featured cast-iron architecture, part of the historical construction of the region before its gentrification and redevelopment, the Veerien seemed new, with its slick black walls and imposing frame. I imagined I could still smell the fresh paint if I sniffed hard enough. The cost of a new building like this constructed in a historical area like SoHo must have been astronomical.

      I waited out of sight of the front doors until I started noticing the guests arriving.  Doing my best to blend in with a group of tall men who all smelled of cigars and boiled meat, I snuck past the doorman at front of the building and into the elevator that would take me to the penthouse suite. The tall men made my instincts tingle as we shared the long, silent elevator ride, but they seemed to be paying no attention to me. I looked over them for a clue as to what kind of immortals they might be, but aside from their lanky frames and their off-putting scent, they seemed normal.

      We arrived at the top floor and the elevator door opened to a small hall with another doorman positioned in front of it. A couple of burly men in dark clothes I took to be security stood at either side of the doorman, and my instincts told me none of the three were human. I was certainly in the right place.

      The security waved the tall men past as the doorman opened the way for them with no words exchanged. I tried to slip past with them but one of the security guards put a hand out to stop me. Maybe I didn’t smell enough like boiled meat.

      “I’m on the list,” I lied. “Look for James Johnson.” Most people believed John Smith to be the most common name in America, but James was even more popular as a first name. Meanwhile, Smith had a bad habit of making people suspicious as a fake surname, and there were nearly as many Johnson’s. Most guest lists had at least one James or Johnson on them. It was trite, but effective. I like effective. It’s better than dead.

      “What list?” the doorman asked. So much for luck.

      I tried to reason out how they knew which guests they let in and who to reject. It was possible they had memorized every single one of Pembroke’s associates over the years, though based on how many how many people I had seen come up here that would be an incredible feat, immortal or not. Perhaps there was a secret code or gesture each guest had to give, but I had been right next to the tall men and not seen them do anything besides look stony faced. Unless smelling like boiled meat counted as a password. Given that they all studiously ignored me and each other, I suspected anonymity was at a premium here.

      “That would be the list of people who’ve taken time to dress for an evening here. Such as myself,” I said, waving airily at my tuxedo.

      One of the security guards stepped toward me. “Alright, sir. I think you need to get back into the elevator now.”

      I backed up defensively and prepared to summon The Night Flail if the guard decided to act on the aggression I currently saw in his eyes. In doing so, I dropped the suppression of my aura.

      Their eyes lit up with something that looked like recognition the moment they got a sense of me. The security guards backed up and went back to their positions by the door as the doorman held it open for me. “My apologies, sir. Our mistake. Please go ahead.”

      It took me until I had already cautiously passed through the door to make sense of it all. They were only letting in people who they sensed were more than human. By suppressing my aura to try and blend in, I had almost blown my chances to even get in. At least that meant I wouldn’t have to spare any concentration on hiding my presence. In this case, my ability was a virtue beyond preserving me against the undead. It was a ticket in; a mask beyond anything I could wear. It was my true nature, and it made me, for the moment, one of them.

      It also meant that it was unlikely that would be any mortals at this party besides me, as the ever-increasing assault on my instincts told me. A while back I had entered a nightclub that was a secret hunting ground for Succubi and my instincts had been so overwhelmed by their presences that I nearly collapsed. I’ve since learned how to block it all out in order to keep myself from being dazed, but there was still something unsettling about being the only human around.  It was like being the only turkey in a party full of wolves.

      Of course, this turkey was armed with a magical wolf-killing weapon. With that in mind, I strutted confidently into the party.

      The penthouse was sparingly furnished, though what little there was all mirrored the architecture: sleek and black and modern. A string quartet played classical music in the center of a large dining area, though they could hardly be heard over the murmur of conversation.

      The guest list was a real who’s-who of the immortal community. I saw Succubi and Incubus and had to resist the urge to take out my flail and eliminate them from existence then and there. A couple chatting near the back were clearly vampires given the paleness of their complexion and the intensity of their gaze. Near the bar, a young woman was giving off a faint glow, though I wasn’t sure what kind of creature that made her and thought it was rude to ask. Even among immortals, there are such things as manners. Occasionally.

      What connected them all was their manner of dress: everyone was in well-tailored tuxedos or dresses that seemed to come from the early 20th century. I was glad that Lyanne and Eve had spent so much time making sure my Tuxedo was exactly right, though I was fairly certain its price tag was considerably less than what the other guests were wearing.

      At least there was an open bar. I walked up and ordered a whiskey from a black-and-white clad servant. As I waited, I scanned the room for Pembroke.  What did a mummy look like, anyway? My mind went to the Hollywood depiction of toilet-paper clad Egyptians walking with their arms stretched stiffly in front of them. Somehow, I doubted I would find anything like that among these sharply dressed immortals.

      I decided to chat up some of the guests to discern the identity of the host. As the whiskey was placed in my hand, I was ready to turn my attention to the glowing woman at the bar beside me, but my other hand brushed against the hand of someone sitting on the opposite side. I turned to apologize …

      And came to face to face with a princess out of the old fairytales. She seemed so fragile, willowy like she’d be bent over by a strong breeze, but all that lent a delicate twist to her beautiful features. There was something about her that suggested ancestry from eastern Asia, perhaps China. Her eyes were deep and thoughtful, as if she was taking in everything around her and contemplating what it all meant with the patience only an immortal can bring to bear on daily tedium.

      She beat me to the apology. “Sorry. I was just reaching for my drink.” She took hold of her glass of wine but her eyes never stopped studying me. “You’re an interesting one. You’re not an immortal, are you?”

      I was doing a great job of fitting in. “No, no I’m not. You?”

      “I am something else as well.” She finally broke eye contact with me to take a sip of her wine.

      The conversation might have ended there, and perhaps I should have turned my attention back to locating the mummy party host, but I was enraptured by this mysterious woman. “I’m Kurt, by the way.”

      She smiled back at me. “Jexie. You come to these immortal gatherings often, Kurt?”

      I looked around at the collection of wealthy fiends that surrounded me. “Can’t say I’ve received an invitation before. I’m actually mostly here for work.”

      “Work?”

      “I hunt Succubi.” I punctuated the sentence with a sip of my whiskey.

      Jexie laughed, a musical noise. “Refreshing for a man be honest about his career, especially in SoHo.” Her eyes glanced to a Succubus who was leaning in close to one of the band members. “So who’s the target? Her?”

      I sighed. “Not this time. I’m more here to have chat with the party’s host.”

      “Pembroke?”

      Perhaps this would be a profitable conversation after all. “You know him?”

      “We’ve met. Last time I saw him was when he came into The Dispensary, a bar I frequent, when he first arrived in the city and I saw him talking to the owner.”

      Everything always seemed to come back to Maura. “You’re one of Maura’s regulars?”

      “I’m in there from time to time. She knows things.” She sighed and gave me an exasperated look. “Do you really want to talk about Maura right now?”

      “I guess not.” I thought for a second and realized something. “You know, I told you what was different about me, but you haven’t told me about what makes you fit to hang out with a bunch of vampires and demonspawn.”

      She smiled and lightly touched my arm. I thought it was just an intimate gesture, but then I felt a coldness flood through me. Her eyes fluttered and I had sense that something was passing between us.

      Strangely, I was not worried. “What are you doing?” I asked, more curious than anything.

      Jexie took her hand off me and her eyes came back into focus. “I can speak to ghosts. Well, that’s the simple explanation. It’s not really talking, it’s more like…viewing the memories of spirits, and sometimes I can direct which memories I want to see.”

      I was confused. “You were speaking with a ghost by touching my arm?”

      She held her arms out in a grand gesture. “They are all around us, even when we cannot see them. The ones closest to us in life follow us, and by touching you I can communicate with them. Someone named Tandi is very angry with you, by the way.”

      “Good.” A thought occurred to me. “Does it just work with people, or can you communicate with ghosts around objects?”

      “If there was a strong enough connection to that object in life, yes. Many are connected to the places they lived, or to their most cherished possession.”

      There was something I wanted to ask, felt compelled to ask, even though a part of me was screaming not to. I knew better than most that there were some questions that you never wanted the answers to. Right now my life was filled with mysteries I was able to put behind me by focusing on my work, but if I had a chance to get those answers I could not resist. I just hoped I wouldn’t regret asking the question.

      “What about a weapon?” I asked.

      Her eyes were bright with interest. “It depends on the connection they had. You have something in mind?”

      I nodded. “Would you …”

      “I’m interested. Do you have it with you?”

      “Yeah but … I shouldn’t take it out here. There are a lot of immortal eyes and I’m pretty sure pulling it out will lead to a real riot.” I thought it over for a moment, then felt a grin tug at my lips. “Actually, takin it out here would cause the best-dressed stampede you’ve ever seen. Might be best to use, ah. . .discretion—for the moment.” I gave her another appraising look.

      She glanced around her. “I see your point.” With one gulp she polished off the last of her wine, then she grabbed me by the arm and bade me to follow her. “Come on, this way.”

      A minute later we were locked in a bathroom off from the main floor. Or it appeared to be a bathroom, but I couldn’t be sure it wasn’t just a bathroom-themed apartment given its size. The bathtub would have done a good job masquerading as a pool.

      Jexie was looking somewhat eager. “Let’s see it.”

      Not the first time a woman has said that to me in a bathroom.

      I held out my arm and The Night Flail was there, wrapped around my wrist in the way it always was, even when I was not aware of it. Jexie’s eyes went wide as she studied the weapon.  I wondered if she had supernatural senses similar to mine, and what those senses would tell her about the flail.

      Slowly, cautiously, she reached out a hand to touch it. She gently put her hand upon it—

      The world blinked out, replaced with flashes of light. I tried to focus and I could just barely make out images in the light in the moment before they disappeared and were replaced with the next ones.

      A man dressed in rough leathers, his beard long, unkempt, and greyed with ash, was digging in a mine deep in the earth. His pickaxe struck something strange, something that had no business being this deep underground. He pulled it out, his well-toned muscles just barely up to the task, and as the weapon came free its chain wrapped around his wrist, binding them forever.

      A woman, dressed in plain linens, was digging in field with a shovel. She had the power of a man twice her size. Around her were a pile a bodies, all men, one of which was wrapped with a familiar flail.

      Then came flashes of violence that were too quick for me to make out properly: people being killed, monsters being destroyed, weapons flashing, fires burning.

      A man in an old-style suit and a fedora was wielding the flail against any army of encroaching creatures, his face resolved in determination despite the overwhelming odds.

      A body, wrapped in the flail’s chain, was lowered into flowing water.

      Everything got brighter, and I saw her: my mother. But she was not the gentle woman I remembered. This version of her was fierce, violent. Blood dripped from her, and I couldn’t tell how much of it was from her, and how much of it was from the Succubi dying around her. She was my mother, but she was something more—an apocalyptic vision of vengeance itself, her eyes filled with the resignation of a hunter. Look what you made me do, her expression read as she twisted the head from a howling immortal, its claws raking the air around her.

      And then I was back. I was dizzy from the flashes, and the confusion of what I had seen was not helping. In a way, none of it was surprising: I knew my mother had hunted before me and left the task to me when she passed, and yet it was still hard to imagine her as anything other than the gentle woman who had raised me. The woman I had seen in those visions seemed like a stranger who just shared her face.

      Jexie didn’t seemed shaken in the slightest. She must have been used to this by now. “Do you want to know what your mother used to kill undead?”

      The question came out of nowhere and left me dumbstruck. “Y—yes.”

      She closed her eyes. “She knew of the flail. It was put there by your family long ago, but your mother never needed it. She used a simple knife. Do you recall it? Black handle, dull blade. Your grandfather—"

      “Peeled apples with it when I was a kid,” I finished. “My god, yes—I remember. But why? Why that knife?”

      There was silence as Jexie dug through those memories for the answer. “It’s the Hunter, not the weapon, and her skill was unapparelled. Wielding the knife, your mother was among the greatest of Hunters. But you—you were meant to kill bigger things than just Succubi, and the flail can do that, if you learn how. It is powerful, powerful even when ranked among the great weapons of history.” Jexie gave a delicate shudder that matched her willowy presence. “And there have been many weapons, Kurt, but this one is heavy with the accrued use of time. No wonder you feel—immortal.”

      Normal parents pressure their kids into becoming doctors or lawyers. Mine pressured me into taking on the forces of the undead.

      I let the flail vanish while I contemplated all this. In the end, I hadn’t really learned anything I didn’t already know, but I confirmed things I had long suspected. I regretted not knowing more about my mother’s other side when she was alive, and now I would never get the chance. I was sure she would have had some insight into what was going on, but the veil between mortals and where the flail belonged was no longer in place. I stood astride the two places, wielding the flail and somehow not completely belonging anywhere. Except at my farm, and with the women around me.

      When I came back to my senses, I noticed that Jexie had moved close to me. Very close. “What is your end game? With the flail?”

      It took me a moment of thinking to come up with the honest answer. “To end their predation. To put their souls to rest.”

      Jexie’s smile was both warm and alluring. “Then you’re the man I’ve been waiting to find.”

      “For vengeance? Or pleasure?” I said.

      Jexie’s eyes widened at that. “Pleasure? You think this my chosen vocation?” Her snort was playful; her expression was not. “I can think of better things to do with a man in a tuxedo.”

      “Like?”

      She ran a painted nail down my arm, then touched my hand. The hairs stood up at her caress. “Do women respond—well? To you?”

      “Yes.” I took her hand in mine, feeling the warmth of her elegant fingers. She was fine-boned, but sculpted rather than thin. “At first I thought it was the flail, but then I came to a different conclusion.”

      “Which is?” Jexie asked.

      “I wield the flail. It doesn’t wield me, despite how I felt at first. And that kind of power becomes obvious to other people. To people like you, who can see what my. . .intentions are,” I said. Now it was my turn to touch her. I traced the delicate line of her jaw, her neck, and then finished with a lingering touch at the hollow of her collarbone, a small shadow in the porcelain of her perfect skin. Her eyes closed, just briefly, and when they opened they were bright with need.

      “I think I agree,” Jexie said. “Are you going to kiss me, or what?”

      I kissed her, and there was nothing delicate about the insistence of her tongue. We came together, standing, then she reached up and freed her breasts so I could taste each in turn. Her nipples rose to greet me, defiant points on soft flesh, and then we kissed again, our breath growing short as we reached the bridge where something was about to happen, but we weren’t sure how.

      We solved the problem together.

      Jexie turned to face away from me, her smile languid in the enormous mirror before us. With slow hands, she lifted her dress, kicking her heels away without breaking eye contact.

      “I don’t need a second invitation,” I said.

      “Good,” she hissed, moving her legs apart to welcome me inside.

      And what a welcome. While Jexie was delicate, the grip of her around my length was anything but as she slid backwards, pushing down under our skin met and I was buried as far as I could go.

      And then we began to move.

      With her hands on the cool marble counter, I watched in frenzied fascination as she lifted and fell, her dress hiked up in place by my hands on either of her pale hips. Every twitch of her body sent a jolt of pleasure through me, and seeing her in the mirror made me a voyeur in my own life.

      We slowed, stopped, and moved again, my hands on her breasts; kneading, toying, stroking. Jexie was keen to touch, and she reached back, urging me as our breath grew quicker in unison, and then in ragged gasps, and finally, she clenched around me in a grip of iron and velvet that left me no choice. I came with a long hiss of pleasure, adding to her own sibilant yesssssss that went on for a second or an hour.

      She leaned back against me as I pulsed inside her, our lips twisting to meet.

      “I think I know what your intentions are,” Jexie murmured, looking at me through the mirror.

      I began to move again, and her eyes went wide, lips curled in a smile of wicked joy. “You do now.”

      

      We rejoined the party, me feeling slightly guilty about having ruined the careful preparation of my tux by Lyanne and Eve. But only slightly.

      We had only taken a few steps back into the party when Jexie stopped me. “That’s him, over there. Pembroke.”

      She pointed over to a man dressed in what I would describe, for lack of a better word, as foppish attire. His suit seemed to come from a different era, one in which stuffed shirts, padded sleeves, and frills were in style. It seemed like something that would come out of a 19th century period piece than something someone would actually wear.

      He was engaged in conversation with two of the tall men from the elevator, though from what I saw Pembroke was speaking while the tall men just nodded slightly. When he saw me approaching, he broke off the conversation and the tall men slunk into the background.

      We met halfway and I got my first up-close look at the mummy. There were no bandages or toilet paper wrapped around him, nor did he seem to be Egyptian. But you would be hard-pressed to mistake him for human from this distance. He was shriveled, like a grape left out in the sun that had become a raisin. His skin was dark and dry, like it might flake off at any time. Overall he looked more like walking jerky in a suit than a person.

      He held out his hand and I shook it, trying not to think about ‘curse of the mummy’ type legends. His skin was cool to the touch. “Kurt, isn’t it? I was hoping to meet you. Glad you found the party.” He spoke in such a thick British accent that it took a minute for my brain to translate what he said.

      I arched an eyebrow in surprise. “You wanted to see me, Mr. … should I just call you Pembroke?”

      “Normally I would take offense to the lack of title, but I think you’ve earned the right. After all, you removed Ms. Goren from this world, and are thus responsible for the possibility of my expansion here. I would go so far as to say I am somewhat indebted to you, Hunter.”

      And here I had told Lyanne and Eve that no one knew I was responsible for Tandi’s demise. It was nice to get some recognition for it at last, even if it was from a murderous British mummy.

      I squared up with the mummy, straightening my stance and looking him dead in his undead eyes to let him know I was ready for a fight, regardless of where we were. If he knew I’d killed Tandi, he knew what I was capable of. “I don’t need any debts from you. Tandi died because she was actively torturing innocents, twisting them into aberrations to extend her own unnatural life. It’s what I will do to any creature that tries to harm innocent mortals, whether they are Succubi, ghouls, vampires … or mummies.”

      If Pembroke was impressed with my threats, gave no sign. “I understand, Kurt, and I appreciate you being so … forthcoming in your motivations. Properly defined goals are an important step to maintaining civility between rivals, and there is little I value more than civility.”

      “And what are you goals in this city, Pembroke?”

      He looked around at the other guests surrounding us. “We should speak privately. If you would come this way.”

      Without waiting for an answer, he turned on his heels and made his way down on of the halls that led away from the dining room. It was possible, if not likely, that he was trying to lore me into some kind of trap, but I wasn’t leaving here without answers. If he tried something, he would quickly learn the same lesson that Tandi had.

      As if she had read my mind, Jexie assuaged my concerns. “Don’t worry, he won’t make a move on you unless start it. Pembroke is big on manners and ‘the proper way of things.’ That includes the right way to treat guests in his home, and he recognized you as a guest when he shook your hand. You’re safe, though it wouldn’t hurt if you showed him the same respect.”

      I didn’t much feel like showing any respect to a monster like Pembroke, the kind of monster my mother expected me to eliminate. But sometimes you had to do things you didn’t want to do.

      We followed Pembroke to what I took to be a home office. Like the rest of the house it was sparsely furnished, with a single desk in the center of the room with one chair behind it, a bookshelf on one wall full of beat-up old tomes, and a single standing lamp.

      He spoke the moment I stepped into the room. “Have you ever heard the expression, ‘Better the devil you know than the one you don’t?’ Irish origins, I believe.”

      “Are you saying you are the devil, Pembroke?”

      Pembroke’s smile was like curling leather. “One of them. The point I was hoping to make is that our relationship doesn’t have to be one of animosity.” He reached under his desk pulled out a bottle of fine liquor, one that seemed almost as ancient as he was and that would likely make Lyanne jealous when she heard. The smell of the scotch hit me in the face as he popped it open and poured a small amount into two glasses. I glanced over at Jexie, wondering if she would also be offered some, but I noticed she had somehow gotten her hands on another glass of wine.

      I took the glass offered to me, ready to prove I wasn’t afraid of poison or anything else he might try. “I don’t know you, Pembroke.” With a single gulp, I downed the scotch, feeling a not unpleasant burning sensation as it worked its way down.

      The mummy sipped slowly on his glass, savoring it. “Oh, but you do, Hunter, you do. You just don’t realize it yet. I represent the way things should be, the way things used to be before everyone lost their manners. I am order and control, reason and respectability. The problem with someone like Ms. Goren was that nothing was ever enough for her. She continued to consume and grow and kill well past the point of sustainability. It is actually quite amazing that no one decided to remove her from this world years ago.”

      I held out my glass, and he obliged by pouring another finger of the ancient scotch. “So you want me to believe, what—that you’re different? That if I just let you have free reign over the city and take over in Tandi’s absence then suddenly immortals and mortals are going to be best friends?”

      He shook his head and made a clacking sound that I believe was a chuckle. “No, of course not. Immortals will always need to prey on humans, some because they require it for their very sustenance, some because it is just in their nature. This relationship will never change any more than the relationship between cats and mice. I’m talking about controlling the chaos, curbing the gluttony, and starting a civil working relationship built on mutual respect.”

      Something about the way he referred to humans as mice didn’t sit well with me. Fortunately for him, the whiskey was going a long way toward helping me not detest him. “Yeah, I’m sure you’re the Ghandi of the immortal world.  And I’m sure your offer has nothing to do with the fact that there’s someone else making a play for the throne.”

      His face shriveled into a scowl. “Benazir. Believe me, you are much better off with me at the reigns of the undead and immortal communities of the city than that beast.”

      I think we would be better off without any of you monsters here.

      Pembroke finished his drink and slammed the glass down hard. “That desert hag should have remained in her hovel, scaring children and throwing mud at passersby. She’s a perfect example of why some shouldn’t be trusted with power.”

      The way he spoke about his rival, the way he spoke about everyone he believed beneath him, allowed me to realize what was bothering me. “Are you a bigot, Pembroke?”

      His eyes widened in what could have been a hurt expression. “Me? You would level such an accusation against your host, after all the courtesy and respect I’ve gone through the trouble of showing you?” He sighed. “I’m undead. I don’t hate anyone, but you should consider what Benazir’s people are doing with living beings, and what she’ll do to this city if it falls into her hands. Ask Maura about Benazir and her reign of terror in Morocco. It was an exquisite place, until she filled the gutters with blood and the air with shrieks of horror.”

      I finished the last of my glass and set it down next to his. “I think I’ll do just that. Thanks for the drink.”

      For just a moment, I turned to Jexie to motion that we were leaving, and when I turned back I thought Pembroke has someone had slipped out of the room and left one of his guests in his place. It was only the frills running down the front of his undershirt that told me that the man before me was the same mummy I had just been talking to. His wrinkly, sun-dried complexion had been replaced with smooth, if somewhat pale, skin and a bright smile. He was, by all metrics I understood, classically handsome, and the tuxedo he wore, which I had taken as somewhat flamboyant when I first saw it, actually seemed to suit him perfectly now.

      “Do stop by again anytime you want to have a chat, Kurt.” That accent confirmed that the mummy and this man were indeed one and the same.

      He turned his attention to Jexie and gave her a knowing smile. “Oh, and do send your parents my best, dear.”

      I left the party hastily, taking just enough time to nod to the immortals as I parted to let them know that I was leaving because I chose to, not as a retreat. Jexie followed me, keeping silent as we rode the elevator back to the ground floor and crossed through the main lobby to front doors.

      It wasn’t until we were outside that I turned to face her. “What did he mean, about your parents? Do you know more about Pembroke than you claimed? Don’t lie to me.”

      She fidgeted uncomfortably. “My parents were the ones who brought Pembroke into the country. He was inside his sarcophagus and they shipped him over under the cover of it being brought over for a museum display.” Seeing the look in my eyes, she shrugged. “It was only business.”

      “When I asked you if you knew him—”

      “I didn’t lie. It was my parents who dealt with him, I was just … aware of it. Like I told you, my only real interactions with him were at The Dispensary.”

      I was angry. Well, more frustrated and disappointed, really.  It was hard to stay mad when she looked so guilty under my glare, her shoulders slumped and her head bowed.  I sighed and put a hand on her shoulder. “Look, if you’re going to be close to me, excuses like ‘it was only business’ won’t work. I’ve had a bad history with it, and I won’t tolerate it now. What I do—it’s just as much personal as it is a job. Understand?”

      She nodded, relaxing considerably now that my glare was gone.

      “Well, come on. If you want to know more about what I do, there are some people you have to meet. How do you feel about Vermont this time of year?”
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      Maura sounded sleepy when she picked up her phone. Sleepy and agitated. “You know, Kurt, The Dispensary is open until one, so calling me this early, you must really want—"

      I cut her off. “Good morning, Maura. I was wondering if you would like to join us for a five a.m. breakfast. We’ll be serving up Bloody Mary’s, eggs, and intrigue. Did I mention Bloody Mary’s?”

      She muttered too low for me to make out what she was saying about me, but I got the impression it wasn’t flattering. “Who’s we?”

      “Me, Lyanne, who you met, Eve, who you haven’t met but I’m sure you’ve heard of, Sara, my researcher, and one of your regulars, Jexie. She wanted me to pass on a message to you, actually, something along the lines of, ‘Get your lazy ass out of bed and get over here.’”

      Maura made a low groaning noise, and from the shuffling it sounded like she was pulling herself out of bed. “Five’s not long from now. Am I even going to have time to get changed? Where in the city am I meeting you?”

      “Not in the city. Vermont, actually.” Before she could voice her confusion, I added, “I’ll send a portal to pick you up in a few minutes, so get ready.”

      A short while later we were all seated around my dining room table, eating eggs and drinking plenty of Bloody Mary’s to take the edge off the early morning hour. Except for Jexie, who didn’t seem tired at all. Instead she was almost frustratingly energetic.

      Though that wasn’t the reason Lyanne had chosen to sit on the opposite side of the table from her, or why she kept casting concerned looks her way.

      I had introduced Jexie to them last night after Pembroke’s party and she had explained to them her ability. Sara found it fascinating, and Eve was enticed by the prospect of reconnecting with a part of her past she thought was long gone. Lyanne, on the other hand, seemed horrified by the prospect of communicating with the ghosts of her past, and has since made an effort to keep clear of Jexie and never take her eyes off her when they’re in the same room.

      Maura was still grumpy at having been pulled out of bed so early. “Usually I charge a lot more for information than eggs.”

      I made it a point to laugh aloud, as if she had just told a hilarious joke. “Who said anything about information? We’re all just friends here, gathered for an informal breakfast. And if our breakfast conversation happens to move in a certain direction…”

      “Oh, I know what makes good breakfast table discussion,” Jexie chimed in. “Anyone hear anything interesting lately about the mummy and the witch that are trying to take over the city?”

      I played along, continuing the act Jexie and I had arranged, much to Maura’s chagrin. “Why, yes, funny you should mention that, Jexie. I was actually at a party thrown by Pembroke the mummy last night. Interesting guy, once you get past his accent. He thinks the best thing for the city is to let him take control of Tandi’s network of undead and immortals so he can reign them in and put a stop to the chaos that’s been plaguing our streets.”

      Jexie gave an exaggerated look of surprise, which drew an eye roll from Maura. “You don’t say. What else did he say?”

      “He said that things would get much worse in the city if his rival, Benazir, was able to take control instead. Something about how I should ask Maura about Morocco in 1911?”

      All eyes turned to Maura, who wasn’t so much cutting into her eggs as she was stabbing them. She felt all the eyes upon her, shook her head, and set down her knife. “So what am I, a history teacher now? Fine, whatever it takes to get that face to end.

      She reached into one of her pockets, pulled out one of her menthol cigarettes, and lit it up before beginning her story. “Back in 1911, the Moroccan city of Fez was one of the jewels of northern Africa, a city so bright it rivaled anything on this side of the world. These were the days leading up to the first World War, and there was tension between the locals, the French who wanted Morocco as their own, and the Germans. And Benazir, she manipulated those tensions to incite rebellion. Her servants infiltrated every side and committed crimes against one another to spark rage, and in quick time it grew into a full-scale revolt against the Sultan. Thousands died and the city nearly burned, and all to the end of filling the larders of her escape ship with humans.  That’s the way she operates: she’ll kill and destroy as much as she wants just to accomplish her ends.”

      That matched up with everything else I’d heard about Benazir so far. “Darcy also said that Benazir is the likely culprit behind all the butchered bodies we have found. Sounds like she is the more dangerous of our two targets and the one we should try to remove first.”

      Lyanne seemed less than convinced. “Doing so may be playing right into Pembroke’s hands. I don’t think it’s a coincidence that he behaves all nice to you when he has something he needs, someone to take his enemy out for him. And once she’s gone there won’t be anything standing in his way of consolidating all the power in New York City, and suddenly we’d have another Tandi on our hands.”

      Jexie waved her fork around theatrically as she spoke to accentuate her points. “Would it really be so bad if someone like Pembroke took control of the undead in the city? You’ve all seen what happens to them when no one is calling the shots, haven’t you? They just start going on a rampage with little concern for secrecy or self-preservation. Whenever there is a power gap there will always be someone trying to fill it. Pembroke might not be the worse option if someone does need to fill that role. At least he seems willing to work with you.”

      There was something to that argument. He had not seemed to be the most unreasonable guy, though whenever I thought about working with him I got images of the scars over Darcy’s true body, which she said were inflicted by Pembroke. It was a good reminder that however charming or reasonable Pembroke liked to act, he was still a monster.

      Eve and Lyanne exchanged a knowing look.

      “This story sounds familiar,” Eve commented.

      I decided to err on the side of caution. “What do we really know about him, other than he wears a suit well? It’s too early to be getting into bed with him.”

      Sara laughed at my choice of phrasing, then she noticed the heads turned to her, blushed red, and turned back to her food.

      Maura finished her third Bloody Mary and was reaching for the pitcher. “Maybe I can help. For free, this time, if you promise never to call me here this early again. Sounds like what you’re looking for is someone who has more experience with Pembroke to give you an idea of whether he can be trusted. I happen to know someone who has a long history with him.”

      “On a related note, have you ever been to the British Consulate?”
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      When we went online to get direction for the British Consulate General in New York, we noticed some jokers had left reviews on it, and that the consulate currently warranted a 2 out of 5-star rating. As we waited several hours to be seen despite having an appointment, I came to realize that the rating was well deserved.

      The consulate itself was located in an office building across from a nail salon and a dry cleaners. Nothing inside really distinguished it from the dozens of other similar office buildings that surrounded it, except perhaps the increased security presence. They had the same black tile floors, same inlaid lighting, the same air of coffee and exhaustion that could be found everywhere this early on a Monday morning.

      I thought I might be able to flirt my way into being seen sooner. Ever since I arrived back from being nearly blown up overseas, I’ve had the uncanny ability to cause arousal in women near me, whether I intend to or not. It was something that could get me in a lot of trouble if I wasn’t cautious with it. Unfortunately, while the pudgy secretary seemed more than ready to jump me in the nearest restroom if I offered, she was unable to do anything to make my meeting come any faster. So there was nothing I could do but wait and count the tiles on the floor.

      Lyanne didn’t seem to mind being kept waiting. Maybe that was a kind of talent you picked up when you had been around for as long as she had. “Have you ever been to England?” she asked idly.

      I shook my head. “Haven’t been outside the country except for my tours with the army, and those were all in the Middle East. Why do you ask?”

      “I just realized I haven’t been there in a long while. The last time I was there was for the Queen’s coronation, if I remember correctly. Really need to make some time for another visit. “It was another hint to just how long Lyanne had been around, but not one that told me any more than I had already deduced.

      Finally, just over two hours after the time of our scheduled appointment, the secretary told us to follow her toward the back. Maura’s contact was a man named Culverton, who she claimed had been working with the British Embassy in some capacity or another since the 1920’s, usually off-the-books. He was a vampire, though when I expressed my concerns to Maura about whether or not he might be dangerous, she just laughed and said, “You’ll get it when you meet him.”

      Culverton’s office was a small room tucked away in the back of the consulate’s space. There was no nameplate and the blinds were all closed. The secretary gave a quick rap on the door before turning and quickly walking away. I thought for a moment that the vampire must be frightening to his coworkers, but a better look at the secretary’s gait didn’t suggest a woman fleeing in fear. It was something else.

      “Come in,” a nasally voiced beckoned from beyond the door.

      I had been under the impression that vampires were all supernaturally attractive, if somewhat pale, and eternally youthful as well as healthy. Aside from the pallor of his skin, the man seated at the room’s sole desk did not match any of these criteria. He was thin, not in an attractive, fit way, but more in a bony way that made all his edges seem sharp. His hair was thin at the top, suggesting someone not old but past their prime, and the wastebasket beside him was filled with crumpled up tissues and empty packages of cough syrup.

      As I was busy wondering if we had gotten the right guy, he looked up from a stack of papers to wave us in. “Come on in, come on in. Have a seat right there. Sorry for your wait. I got saddled with verifying a mound of fee payment schedules. And they call me the bloodsucker. I’ll be done in just a second.”

      I stood next to the chair he had indicated but did not sit. “You’re Culverton?”

      “That’s the name I’m signing on all these documents, anyway.” He finished scribbling on the page in front of him, set it on the stack with the others, then capped his pen. “Now then, what can I do for you? Maura said it was urgent, so I cleared some time for you, but I really hope I didn’t miss my weekly foot massage for nothing.”

      I decided that trying to understand the strange nature of this vampire could wait. “I want to ask you some questions about one of your associates, the mummy Pembroke—”

      My sentence was cut off by Culverton’s sudden hacking fit. He coughed up a storm, then reached for a tissue and blew loudly into it. He sniffled as he said, “As far as I know, I’m the only vampire in history who got turned while he had a cold. Who would have guessed, out of all the afflictions that vampirism cures, that the process will actually preserve a cold? An eternity with the sniffles—it’s almost enough to make you wish you weren’t immortal.”

      For once, I was glad I was human. “I’m sorry to hear that, but if we could get back to the matter of—"

      Culverton’s eyes drifted over to Lyanne and he perked up as if he had just noticed her presence. “Oh, hello there! What’s a fine bird like yourself doing here?”

      Lyanne looked at Culverton the way she would look at a bug she was about to squish. “I’m with Kurt. Didn’t want to miss the show if Kurt decides to remove a vampire’s head from his shoulders.”

      For some reason Culverton smiled. “That’s a fine one you bagged there, mate. What’s your secret? Are you rich? Or perhaps you’ve got a lot of, you know …” He whistled and pointed at my crotch.

      I was starting to understand why the secretary had wanted to be away from here as quickly as possible.

      Sighing, I tried to bring things back around. “I need information, Culverton. Maura told me you had dealings with the mummy Pembroke. Tell me everything you know about him.”

      That seemed to bring Culverton back to reality. He studied me quietly, and I could feel a tingle build up as my instincts picked up on whatever unnatural thing he was doing. Feeling me out, probably, considering the way his eyes narrowed. It seemed that however obnoxious he had been, he was really a vampire.

      Finally, he nodded. “I think we can help each other out. I’ll tell you everything you want to know. In exchange, I want a drink.”

      His meaning went over my head at first. “A drink of what.”

      He licked his lips. “Of you. You feel … different. Special. I’m sure you’d be delicious, unlike anyone I’ve ever sampled before.”

      “You want to drink my blood?” It was a question of disbelief.

      “Just a little. Just a tiny bit. A little sip, really. From your arm. That’s all. A little sippy, and I’ll tell you everything I know about that Pembroke bloke.”

      “Fine.” I said it without hesitation.

      Lyanne practically jumped. “Kurt, no! You can’t trust him, he could—"

      “Don’t worry about it.” I was already rolling up my sleeve. “I can handle it.”

      Culverton’s eyes lit up with hunger, and I could see a sliver of drool drip from his lips. He slowly made his way around his desk toward me, barely able to control himself. I saw his lips curl up, revealing long, sharp fangs. He reached for me…

      The Night Flail was there suddenly, whipping out from my exposed wrist and wrapping itself around the vampire’s neck. I tugged and Culverton went stumbling to the floor, where I proceeded to slam down my foot down on his bony chest. “You done?”

      From the ground, Culverton gave a wheeze. “Can’t blame a fellow for trying.”

      After picking himself off the ground and plopping down in his chair, he let out a sigh, which turned into another hacking fit. Then he cleared his throat. “Right. So, it was Pembroke you wanted to learn about?”

      I finally decided to take the seat across for him. “If you would be so kind.”

      He plopped his feet up on his desk and looked up at the ceiling. “Pembroke. Well, as you know, he’s a mummy. An ancient one, at that. He likes to pretend he’s no older than three or four centuries for, well, I guess the same reason women stop aging past their thirtieth birthdays. When I got him talking one time he admitted to being all the way from the sixth century. He told me about watching the rise and fall of the British Empire, and from both sides. Hell of a thing that must have been to see.”

      The sixth century. It was hard to even comprehend someone that old still being around. “What has he been doing all this time.”

      He gave a small shrug. “This and that, consolidating power, making deals, giving up power, eliminating enemies, consolidating again. I think Pembroke takes an incredibly long-term approach to things. The rest of us are busy worrying about today and tomorrow, while Pembroke is worried about how things will be in a hundred years. It’s the kind of perspective only someone as old as him could have.”

      “And those goals, would you say they are for good or for ill?”

      “Who can say? He seems like a nice enough fellow, if that’s what you’re asking. As murderous, cold, and self-centered as any other undead, but he has a degree of honor to him. And he doesn’t mind gabbing if you’ve got a mind to learn what life was like in the 1200s. I’ve known him since … oh, when was it? We met at one of the early showings of Hamlet at the Globe Theater. Sometime in the early 1600s. We bonded over our mutual love of the theater and women, and later, our mutual hate of a specific woman: Benazir.”

      The witch. Everything always came back around to her. “Why the animosity?”

      Culverton’s face turned serious for the first time since I’d stepped into the office. “She’s ruthless, unpredictable, and perhaps a bit mental. Even us undead get to know when we’re about to cross a line, but Benazir has no care for anyone but herself. She had her own family of undead once, one big enough that it would have rivaled Tandi’s network here in New York. Then about two centuries ago she killed them all, without warning and without any known reason. She’s here in New York now, and I’m not ashamed to admit it’s got me quite concerned. Can never tell what that old bag is going to do.”

      The way Culverton described Benazir sent a chill through me. I never thought I’d miss Tandi. “Do you have any clue what she’s up to.”

      “Not really.” He thought about it for a second, then corrected himself. “Though shortly after she showed up here, many of the oldest undead in the city started to buddy up with Franklin Allgeir, the biotech mogul. They’re all either working with him or handing him fortunes in cash. It’s enough to make this old vampire suspicious.”

      “But what are they doing with a biotech firm?”

      He shrugged again. “I haven’t the foggiest. Maybe ask Allgeir himself. His firm is called Allgeir Centrifuge.”

      I nodded and rose, ready to leave as Culverton made a disgusting racket with another tissue.

      Lyanne stopped me. “We might still need this creep, at least until we verify what he’s said. Hate to find out he lied to us and then skipped town.”

      “Do I look like the kind of guy who would do something like that?” Culverton said between sniffles.

      “Yes,” Lyanne and I replied in unison.

      I sighed. “I guess we can bring him back to the farm for now. Maybe he’ll think of something else useful.”

      Culverton gestured to Lyanne. “Are there any more like her on the farm.”

      I nodded. “A bunch.”

      He smiled through his sniffles. “I’m in. What should I bring?”
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      Allgeir Centrifuge didn’t exist. At the very least, there were no records of it existing online or in the public records. Lyanne, Jexie, and I all came up empty in our first searches, and we were forced to resort to our research trump card: Sara. She promised to be back in a few days with a solid lead.

      In the meantime, the rest of us had to adjust to the farm’s newest guest. Culverton made himself right at home, helping himself to anything he wanted in the fridge, coughing and sneezing all over my hunting memorabilia, and spending large quantities of time walking around in his underwear.

      He also made a pass at all the women staying here. Eve rejected him quite harshly. Sara, before she left, mumbled an excuse at a million-miles-an-hour before dashing away. When Maura came to visit she reminded him that she had a policy of not dating her customers, though she confided in me after that the policy only applied to him. Finally, when Jexie gave him a sympathetic rejection, he got forlorn.

      “They’re all really into you, Kurt. How do you do that?”

      Jexie answered for me. “By being a generally decent man with strong convictions and a desire to help others.”

      Culverton thought about that a moment. “Nah, too much work.”

      Sara returned about a week later. Her news was not great.

      “Allgeir Centrifuge operates entirely in the shadows. The records are all under the names of a dozen shell corporations. It’s entirely privately owned, has no buildings under its name, shares no data, and has no employees. If you didn’t know to look for it there’d be no way you’d ever notice it.”

      I could tell by the excitement in her eyes that she was still holding something back. “But you found something, didn’t you?”

      Her smile lit up the room. “I was able to find transaction receipts. They might not have any property but they are spending a massive amount of money. And a lot of it is going to a research facility in New Jersey.”

      Lyanne grimaced. “New Jersey? Nothing good ever happens there.”

      “What kind of research facility?” I asked.

      Sara pulled out the sheet of paper she had scribbled all of her findings on and read from it. “Finding new and innovative solutions for blood testing, tracking genetic markers, and early detection of genetic conditions.” She put the note away. “Or at least that’s what their PR page says, but there’s nothing specific there for what they are working on. They’ve never published any papers, filed any patents, or submitted any trials to the FDA. So what are they spending all this money on?”

      I returned her smile. “I guess that’s what we are going to have to find out, isn’t it?”

      “It might not be quite that easy. From what I was able to learn, the facility is very secure. Facial recognition on the doors, 24-hour armed security, the works. It might be a tough nut to crack.”

      “I know just the solution. It’s time the rest of you met Darcy.”
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      A team of three of us went to the address in New Jersey: me, Eve, and Darcy. The shapechanger had joked on the phone how she had been waiting on my call but didn’t know about my choice in second dates.  “New Jersey’s a fair way from Paris.”  She had come all the same, and seemed eager to help me get to the bottom of this.

      Eve had less of her former Succubus powers remaining than Lyanne, most of the time acting as a normal human. But when she felt what she was doing was the right and noble thing, she could tap into those old powers to manipulate people with her Charm. As we pulled up in front of the security gate, she hit the guards full force with her Charm, forcing them both to give her their absolute attention for as long as she desired. While she did that Darcy and I slipped past and made our way toward the building, our steps light, unhurried, but steady.

      From the outside the lab was unimpressive: a squat, single story building with darkened windows and no distinguishing marks. When we got close, we started to see signs of the site’s true nature: the plethora of security cameras, the reinforcements around the doors, and the slatted bars on the window. It might as well have been a prison we were trying to break into.

      Fortunately, I had a secret weapon.

      We had waited outside the lot and watched the employees come and go until Darcy found one she liked enough to copy. If everything went according to plan, being close to Darcy in this form should be enough to keep suspicion off me, and with the gate security watching Eve instead of the cameras, no one should realize what we were doing until it was too late.

      We reached the door, and Darcy put her mimicry ability to the test by scanning her imitation face at the facial recognition panel. The light blinked green and a clicking sound told us the door had opened.

      “After you,” I said, looking at the name tag that was part of her shapeshifted uniform, “Dr. Dathers.”

      “You’re welcome, lab assistant,” she replied, teasingly. “Well, are you going to get the door for a lady?”

      As we walked to the sterile halls of the lab, I attracted some attention, but when the employees saw me with “Dr. Dathers,” they just nodded and went about their business. It seemed Dathers was a well-known enough figure for everyone to recognize, but not well-liked enough for others to stop her for conversation, which worked well for us. I wondered if Jexie had some way of telling that when she picked this disguise.

      Now the problem was we didn’t really know what we were looking for. Eve could only stall the security guards for so long, plus there was the risk of the real Dr. Dathers returning at any time, so we didn’t have time to search the place from top to bottom. With nothing to go on, we decided to go down the largest hallway to a pair of important looking double doors. This one had fingerprint recognition on it, but fortunately Darcy’s abilities copied someone right down the little details. She pushed her index finger against the pad, then the light turned green and the door slid open.

      The lab beyond did not show any kind of research that would benefit the living. It more closely resembled a mortuary, with a row of corpses on plain white slabs lined up, and tools on small tables beside them like someone had very recently been working on them. Small samples of their flesh had been stripped, and numerous needle marks were apparent where fluids were drawn. There was little in terms of other equipment here, but the headlining attraction was the centrifuge for blood. It also showed signs of recent use.

      Darcy and I exchanged looks and split up to search the room. We still weren’t sure what exactly we were looking for, but any clue as to what the lab here was researching could get us closer to finding Franklin Allgeir.

      The bodies were well preserved and not torn up like the murders we had been tracking. In fact, aside from the small incisions and needle marks, these bodies were so well preserved you’d be forgiven for thinking they could get up at any time. I took pictures, though I was fairly certain the bodies were a dead end.

      At the end of the lab was a steel sink, currently filled with murky water. I didn’t want to think of what was turning that water reddish brown. A tingling from my instincts told me there was something important here, though. I found a pair of blue surgical gloves, slipped them on, then held my breath as I reached into sink to pull out the drain trap.

      The liquid cleared, leaving three small, oddly shaped objects. There was no question that these were what my instincts were picking up on. I ran the sink and washed the layers of sludge from them to get a better look, though what I found didn’t make much sense. A bit of smooth, yellowed rock, a wad of paper that had not disintegrated in the water, and a tightly rolled ball of linen, soiled now but which could have been bandages at one point.

      Unfortunately, before I had a chance to consider what all this meant, I heard the door open. Reflexively, I shoved the objects in a pocket and turned. An older man in a doctor’s coat stepped into the room. “Dr. Dathers? What are you doing here? I thought you went home for the day.” His attention turned to me. “And who is this?”

      Darcy cleared her throat then spoke in a voice that wasn’t hers. “Oh, thank god you are here!” She gestured frantically at me. “I caught this man sneaking around the lab!  I think he’s a spy!”

      The doctor narrowed his eyes on me and I gave an innocent shrug, following Darcy’s lead. He reached into his coat and pulled out a long syringe filled with some kind of clear blue liquid and tipped with a wicked looking needle. “Well, you know what we do to intruders here.”

      Well, if I ever needed any more evidence that this place was up to some shady shit, this is it.

      I pretended that I was cornered, holding my hands up in a pleading position like I was afraid for my life. Of course, if he got too close to me with that thing I was going to rip it from his hand and shove it in his own neck. I knew I wasn’t going to need to.

      Before he got within a step of me Darcy came up behind the doctor and smacked him in the back of the head with a steel tray. He let out a moan and crumbled to the ground.

      She smiled at me. “I’m picking our next date.”

      We made our way back outside, where Eve still had the guards at the gate locked under her Charm. She had them at each other’s throats for her attention, and they were certainly not capable of looking at the monitors. I caught her attention and she bid farewell to the wrestling suitors.

      “What’d you find?” she asked as she caught up with us.

      I patted my pocket, where the mystery objects were nestled. “I’m not sure yet. Let’s get home where I could take a closer look.”
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      We found Sara and Jexie nervously downing tea while awaiting our return. They jumped to their feet the moment we popped out of the wine cellar.

      I don’t think I’ve ever seen Sara so freaked out. “Thank god you’re back, Kurt. There’s a guy—I think he’s a guy—a big guy who’s been trying to get into the house.”

      A banging out the front door caused them to jump.

      The Night Flail came to me instinctively. “An intruder? Where are the others?”

      Jexie nervously watched the door. “Lyanne went around back to try and get a better look after the perimeter sensors warned us about him. She hasn’t come back. Culverton said something about being a diplomat not a fighter and ran to hide upstairs. This, whatever he is, has been beating at the door for a while now. We were getting ready to defend the house ourselves if you didn’t make it back in time.”

      Her eyes twitched, a strange flutter, as if she was struggling to keep them open. “There’s something not right about this guy, Kurt. I don’t just mean he’s an immortal or an undead, but he’s … the ghosts all around are screaming about his presence. He terrifies them. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      Another slam on the door and Sara jumped to hide behind me. “Those fortifications we put up to fight Tandi are still holding up, but that door’s about to splinter anyway. Be careful, Kurt.”

      I gave her a confident smile. “Don’t worry. Whatever it is, I’ll handle it.”

      As if to challenge the certainty of my statement the door chose that moment to burst open. The most massive man I had ever seen stepped inside. He must have been nearly seven feet tall, and covered in so much bulky muscle he seemed more like a pile of boulders had come to life than a man.

      I swung The Night Flail in front of me as I squared off against my home’s latest intruder. “What kind of steroids are they feeding you?”

      He responded by charging at me, hands outstretched as if to throttle me. The Night Flail whipped out to meet him, ready to teach him a lesson that no matter how big he was, he was nothing compared to the weapon’s power.

      It hit him across the chest with a loud thwack but didn’t succeed in slowing him at all. He continued to barrel toward me, and in my surprise at the failure of the flail to kill, I didn’t react in time to get out of the way. Hundreds of pounds of pure muscle came crashing into me, and I was tackled through the entry hall and into the dining room. I felt myself collide with the table and sensed before I heard the table start to give way under the force of the impact. I fell to the ground among a pile of wood splinters and broken table legs, my head ringing with the force of his bull rush.

      I groaned as I picked myself back up onto my feet, ignoring the pain shooting down my back. “Come on. That was an antique. Lyanne is gonna be pissed.”

      The intruder pulled back his massive fist for a punch. I lashed out with The Night Flail to deflect it, as I had done with hundreds of supernatural attacks before. A stinging sensation went up my arm as my chain collided with his fist, causing me to stumble on my retraction. My assailant grabbed the chain as it hung in the air and pulled. The chain wrapped tightly around my wrist, so even if I did want to let it go, it would take me some time to detach myself.

      Which was why I found myself swinging by the flail in a broad arc over the intruder’s head, spinning around like he was trying to turn me into a helicopter propeller.

      “Well, fuck me,” I managed to mumble, whirling through the air like a toy.

      He finally let go, and I went soaring across the room like a fired canon, crashing hard against a display cabinet of priceless antique dishware. The world began spinning, and it was all I could do to keep myself from vomiting all over the shattered porcelain and china. I thought I saw three identical clones of the intruder looming over me, raising three similarly massive boots as he prepared to crush in my head.

      “Hey, big guy, who are you wasting your time with over there?” It was my voice, but it didn’t come out of my mouth.

      The intruder turned around toward the new source of my voice. Behind him I was standing there, hands at my side, looking quite pleased with myself. “I’m over here, Chuckles. Or did you decide you didn’t want to fight after all?”

      Darcy. I was going to have a talk with her later about her impression of me. There is no way my smile is that cocky.

      Apparently deciding that the standing Kurt was the bigger threat, the intruder turned from me and began to stalk toward Darcy-Kurt, who darted off into the living room.

      I used the reprieve to try and steady myself and get back to my feet. Sara grabbed me by one of the arms and helped keep me from falling over as the world rocked around me. I blinked hard and shook my head, and when that didn’t work I gave myself a good slap in the face. That did the trick. As the world came back into focus I separated myself from Sara and prepared to rush after Darcy.

      Jexie caught my arm. “Kurt, that thing in there, it has no spirit. Whatever it is, it is not alive.”

      “Undead?” I tried to think back to what I knew about fighting those monsters.

      “No, not undead. Undead were once alive, and that life leaves traces on them even centuries later. Whatever that thing it, it was never alive.”

      “Well, I’ll go kick its ass now, and we can figure out what it is later.”

      In the living room, Darcy was doing an impressive job of keep out of the reach of the intruder’s attacks, and making me look damn acrobatic in the process, at the cost of our furniture. I winced as an 18th century ottoman was smashed by a muscular foot as Darcy-Kurt danced out of the way.

      “Leave the furniture alone, dickhead,” I growled. I can recover from punches, but I would never survive a day shopping at vintage stores with Lyanne. There are some things beyond my ability.

      I swung The Night Flail over my head, building up momentum. Nothing I had done had so much as scratched the steroid-poster-boy so far, and I decided the solution must be simple: more power. Whipping the flail through the air over and over, I built it to its greatest possible speed.

      The rattling of the chain caught the intruder’s attention and he turned his focus back to me. If the flailing spinning around my head intimidated him at all, he didn’t show it. In fact, he didn’t show much of any emotion. His face might as well have been carved from stone.

      Opening my sight caused the darkness to show me the creature’s path. I waited until the exact moment he would come into my optimal striking range before bringing The Night Flail down upon him.

      All that momentum building paid off, and I was rewarded with a resounding crack as the flail hit the top of his head at full speed. The momentum dug it into his skull, and I could see blood and skull matter spurt up from the impact site. He was dead.

      Or at least, logic dictated that he should be dead, but frustratingly he didn’t seem to think having his skull split in two was a matter even worth addressing. He grabbed the end of the chain, still embedded in his head, and pulled me toward him, using such force that I had no chance but to stumble in his direction. I couldn’t pull the flail free and was powerless as the creature’s fist came thudding into my chest. There was an audible creak as my ribs threatened to buckle.

      I took a gasping breath. It hurt and I was seriously concerned that one or more of my ribs might already be broken. As he brought his fist back for another strike that concern became mute, because I knew one more hit like that and they would all be shattered.

      Summoning my strength, I pushed myself forward, getting so close to my assailant I could have hugged him if one of my arms wasn’t being held by the chain. The awkward position made it tough for him to angle a strike and he instinctively pushed me back. I reached up at that moment and grabbed the end of the flail that was sticking out of his head. When I was shoved back, I used that momentum and all the force I could muster to pull on the chain.

      With a sickening pop, The Night Flail came free of the creature’s head, accompanied by another spray of gore across my living room floor. The intruder floundered, releasing his grip on the chain, and for a moment I thought I had finally beaten him for good. To my chagrin he kept on his feet and came at me again.

      “You’ve got to be shitting me,” I said, my voice ripe with disgust. I don’t know who engineered the big bastard, but they were too good at their job.

      He was slower now, though, weaker. Whatever he was, he could not sustain that kind of injury forever, and with my sight I was able to easily keep out of his grasp. I stuck back at his undefended side with The Night Flail, and this time the impact sent him reeling. It seemed as he grew weaker whatever defense his body had against being struck also weakened.

      And then, to my surprise, he started to fall apart, like a poorly constructed doll whose glue had started to wear off. First his arm came off and sailed across the room to land in a relaxed position on the sofa after being struck by the flail. Then one of his feet popped off and he left it behind like he didn’t want it in the first place, hopping toward me with that same passive expression on his face. After another minute he was little more than a collection of body parts scattered all across the living room floor. Only then did the light finally fade from his eyes, his body a steaming array of guts and limbs that began to fill the room with the smell of a dumpster. In the sun. In August.\

      I panted, trying to catch my breath despite the burning in my chest. “Okay, I know nothing should surprise me at this point, but seriously—what the fuck.”

      Jexie carefully stepped up to the remains of the creature’s torso and stuck her hand inside. When she pulled it back, she was holding some kind of orb. “I feared as much, but I didn’t want to believe it.”

      It took some effort for me to stumble over to where Jexie was standing. “Care to fill me in?”

      The object in her hands seemed to be a perfect sphere made of brass and bronze, with odd fittings running around its sides in perfect parallel lines. “A golem.”

      I studied the object, but it was as unfamiliar to me as the rest of this. “Golem?”

      “Yes. Artificial life, though … well, they usually wouldn’t be made of flesh and blood like this one. He must have been human once, or, at least, the parts used to make him where once human. Then this core was used to animate him. I’ve seen the like before, in my parent’s business, but only on display shelves, never in use. This one must date back at least as far as the 19th century. This was a design that was popular in the Near East.”

      “Benazir.”

      She nodded, not taking her eyes off the golem’s core. “It has to be. Maybe she heard about your meeting with Pembroke and decided to take you out before you could form an alliance with him.”

      There was a scuffling and I saw Sara helping Lyanne into the room. Lyanne had big scrapes running down the left side of her body.

      The former Succubus did not let her injuries stop her from being herself. “Oh, Kurt, couldn’t you have found a way to kill the thing without trashing an entire floor of the house?”

      I shrugged. “Next time. You alright?”

      She grimaced for just a second before mastering her expression again. “Just fine. I was caught off-guard, didn’t expect the big boy to spot me when I was trying to get a closer look at him. But don’t worry, I heal quickly.”

      That much was true, another vestige of her Succubus power. Likely she would be back at full strength before even I was.

      I turned back to the scattered body parts of the golem that were making a mess of my living room. “I’ve now had an introduction to both Pembroke and Benazir, and I’ve got to say, I think I like Benazir less. No one gets to attack my home and live to talk about it. Now we just need to find her.”

      Darcy had thankfully transformed back into her usual self to make this conversation less confusing. “Any ideas of how we do that?”

      There was one thing that had come to me recently. “Benazir’s trying to take over Tandi’s old network, right? That means whatever Tandi owned, Benazir might have tried to take hold of already, and if she did, then we might be able to use that to find her. We need to look up all of Tandi’s old holdings.”

      Sara was already eagerly jumping into action. “I’ll go compile a list! I think I still have all my notes from when we were hunting Tandi. Do you guys remember how hard we were struggling to find her just for her to come to us? You think Benazir might do that, too? Never mind, I’ll go get the list!”

      She left the rest of us with the trashed remains of what had once been a well-decorated and comfortable living room.

      I exchanged a look with Lyanne. “I suppose while she’s doing that, all that’s left is for us to clean up?”

      Lyanne wounds suddenly seemed to affect her more.  “I’m injured.”

      My grimace matched hers.  “Me too.”

      Culverton chose that convenient moment to make his way downstairs from his hiding place. “Is all the fun over—wow, would you look at that. You Hunters really don’t mess around.”

      I gave Culverton my most winning smile. “Hey, Culverton, you’re not squeamish, are you? I’ve got a job for you.”

      He looked at the disaster area around him and grimaced. “You don’t say…”
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      Sara brought in yet another enormous stack of papers, folders, and binders, and plopped them down on the table next to the ten identical piles that she had set down previously. The rest of us sat in a kind of stunned silence at the mass of information.

      “Is this a mobile library?” I asked in disbelief.

      “Umm, well—I like to be thorough,” Sara said.

      “I can tell.”

      “Is it too much?” Sara asked.

      “No—no, sorry. It’s just a lot to take in. I’m glad you’re so, ahh, enthusiastic. It’s one of the reasons we’re still alive. You don’t miss details,” I said.

      Sara brightened at that. “Nope, and this is all one topic.”

      I thought about the amount of effort before us to actually sort through it all for something useful and had to resist the urge to run for the hills. “All of this is on Tandi’s network?”

      Sara, who evidently mistook my lingering horror for enthusiasm, nodded gleefully. “She might have tried to keep out of the public light, but the companies she ran were all a matter of public record. It was just a matter of tracing the right ones to her! The ones that actually did anything were hidden behind a rotating list of shell corporations to create degrees of separation from her. Doesn’t help that she was around so long, pretty much since companies started being required to keep public records, and in that time many of them switched names, split apart or merged, or just closed down altogether only to pop up again on a different side of the world with different branding. But don’t you worry—I’m pretty sure I found it all, and we get the fun now of making connections!”

      “Yeah … fun.”

      Again she missed my tone and beamed at my words. “You all can get started already, I’ll go get the rest of it!”

      “What? There’s more?”

      “Just two or three more boxes worth. Be right back!”

      “You know, when I found the flail, I thought it was cool. Then I found out I was going to have exquisite women in my life, and that was even better,” I said. “I did not, at any point, think that the flail meant I would have homework again.” I closed my eyes, rubbing the bridge of my nose as Sara bustled back into the room, groaning boxes in her arms. She was strong when it came to delivering homework.

      We spent the weekend poring over Sara’s findings, which included corporate filings, printouts of press reports and online company ‘About’ pages, newspaper clippings and stock market reports, business magazines that ran profiles on rising corporate figures, and more. Sara claimed that each of the companies mentioned was connected to Tandi in some abstract way.

      Jexie had found an excuse to leave us that seemed all too convenient to me. Apparently she had ‘family’ issues to deal with, though she was vague about the details. I was suspicious that she just didn’t want to spend countless hours performing tedious reading. Not that I could blame her. My eyes were glazing over just sitting close to that much printed research, let alone reading all of it.\

      Fortunately, Darcy decided to spend some time with us so we had that one additional set of eyes. She turned out to have an impressive talent at speedreading that helped us clear stacks that would have taken the rest of us twice as long, though like the rest of us, she could only summarize her findings. Finding the right connections fell on the hands of our resident researcher, Sara.

      It was something Culverton found that sparked the wave of excited rambling by Sara. The obnoxious vampire worked at his own pace, taking frequent breaks, spending hours pretending to read the same page while he tried to sneak a nap, and at one point even tried to claim diplomatic immunity to avoid the work. “You are creating an international incident!” he declared. I responded—quite reasonably, in my eyes—that his choice of aftershave was an international incident, to which he huffed and launched into a complicated defense of his fragrance choices, punctuated with a lot of references to sandalwood and the Queen.

      If his insight into the way that British government interacted with its businesses wasn’t so valuable, I might not have spent the effort to keep him on task. One of the government forms he explained to us as being an outdated familial relation disclosure form, unsuccessfully used as a method to curb nepotism.

      Sara’s eyes lit up when she saw the name on the form, and she began rapidly digging through her notes, mumbling to herself and checking pages until she found what she was looking for. With an “Ah-ha! It’s in that book!” she reached to the bottom of one of the piles and pulled an ancient leather-bound book, knocking the rest of the pile over and sending papers scattering in all directions. Sara didn’t seem to take notice of it because she was already rapidly flipping through pages, an expression somewhere between frenzy and glee on her face.

      The book was clearly ancient, as evidenced by the yellowing of the pages and the wear of the cover. Each page crinkled under Sara’s ungentle touch and seemed ready to crumble into flakes at any moment, but through either quality of the paper or luck, the book held together as got to the page she was looking for.

      “Here!” she declared triumphantly. “I knew the name on that form was familiar. It’s a name Tandi Goren used to go by a long time ago. And that would make the other name on the form …”

      “Her relative?” The idea struck me as odd. “That means Tandi has a family?” I didn’t know why that was so weird to me; even monsters had to come from somewhere. But Tandi had struck me as a solitary evil, a lone source of darkness which I had snuffed out. The idea that she might have pissed off relatives somewhere that could seek revenge did not sit well.

      “Had, anyway.” Sara slid to book over to me. “Or, at least, people she claimed to be her relatives, though whether the relationship was blood or just a cover for her servants I can’t be sure. But look here, on all these pages, the people listed have the same family name.”

      On the dry yellow pages, I could just make out the faded writing. Names of people in the margins, followed by a date from the mid-1800s, a few notes about physical appearances, and the word “Dragoman,” which I didn’t recognize. As Sarah had pointed out, all the names on the open pages did share a family name.

      “What am I looking at?”

      “It’s an old record of visiting dignitaries, from before Photo IDs were a thing. These ones were all from Britain in the 1800s, and they were all part of the same family.”

      “So they were all visiting dignitaries, these … Dragoman?”

      Culverton caught that one. “Dragomen were like a mix of guide and ambassador who worked around the Ottoman Empire, back when that was a thing. Not sure what so many of them were doing visiting America, but they were technically diplomats and could go where they were needed.”

      I muddled over the implications of all this, trying to see what Sara had connected. “So Tandi had her family placed into positions of power where they would have authority and access. Sounds like her style. But does this tell us anything important about our current situation?”

      “Yes—I mean, probably. I think so. Flip ahead a few pages. The Dragomen made another trip to the US just a few years later, but their names were all different. Not a single member of Tandi’s family that time.”

      Culverton peered over my shoulder as I did so, completely disregarding my personal space to get close enough to read the dates. “That’s around the time that Benazir first started making her appearance in Britain. I remember because, well, things always get quite bloody whenever she’s around.” He licked his lips as if he had just read from a gourmet menu.

      That hardly seemed like a coincidence to me. “Do you think Benazir had something to do with her diplomats being replaced?”

      Culverton shrugged. “If it had to do with Benazir, they wouldn’t just be replaced, they would be killed.”

      Sara looked thoughtful as she tried to remember where something else was in her disaster of a paper pile. “Right after, all Tandi’s businesses in Britain either closed or moved overseas, and new ones would form over here under another of her aliases. Maybe she had lost control to Benazir and fled to New York to start over?”

      The thought of an enemy brutal enough to send someone like Tandi running was not a comforting one. “If our assumptions are correct, it tells us a lot about how Benazir operates. She isn’t going to try and take control of Tandi’s network directly, she’ll try and remove any traces of it and replace it with her own.”

      “And somehow, Pembroke Harcourt is tied into all this,” Culverton reminded me. “Whatever he is doing behind the scenes must be at odds with what Benazir is trying to achieve, hence the bodies.”

      Darcy sighed and set down her stack of papers. She tried to rub the tiredness out of her eyes. “It’s all very interesting, but it still doesn’t tell us where she is or how we can get to her.” She rose and pushed away from the table. “I think I need to go stretch my legs.”

      A break sounded great to me. “I’ll join you.” I looked to Sara, who was already back to her reading. “You could take a break, too, Sara. Don’t overwork yourself.”

      “Work?” Sara asked, before shrugging and getting back to it.

      Darcy and I walked toward the front door, past the lounge Lyanne and Eve had taken their share of the reading to in order to get distance from Culverton. It seemed they already had the idea to take a break as they were drinking wine and laughing together. The empty bottle beside them suggested that this was not their first glass.

      I took her for a walk through the estate’s grounds, through the garden, which still showed signs of the damage done to it when I confronted three of Tandi’s Sisters of Pain there, past the pool, which was closed up for the season, and around the back where the sugar shack stood. Handsome Teddy was nowhere to be seen, which was a shame since Darcy hadn’t been introduced to the notorious bull moose yet.

      We walked close together to help fight against the cold, wandering idly until we came across the old barn at the far end of the property, a relic from the days it had been a working farm. Nowadays it didn’t see much use except as storage for the supplies for the gardeners. Nevertheless, we found ourselves compelled to go inside, if only to get out of the cold for a moment.

      Darcy climbed up the hayloft, the old wood proving to be surprisingly sturdy for its age, and sat at its edge. I pulled myself up after her. For a while we just sat there in silence, our feet swinging over the edge of the hayloft, our bodies close together for warmth. It was … comfortable. I let the silence grow between us, but it was welcome, and after a moment, she leaned toward me, her shoulder soft on mine.

      “I like it here,” she said at last. “The countryside, I mean. It’s so quiet, peaceful. When it’s not being attacked by golems, anyway.”

      “Or an ancient and powerful Succubi.”

      “The city, I enjoy the busyness of it, I suppose, but it can be so … sometimes it feels like it is closing in around me, you know? Like it’s so thick with people and smoke and cars and noise, you can hardly even breath you’re so cramped. I don’t have that problem here. I can breathe and think and feel … a kind of freedom.”

      I put my hand on hers. “You’re welcome here whenever you want, for as long as you want. You can consider my home a kind of safe harbor from the rigors of the city. There’s a reason I have this place. Quiet is a force all its own, and we have it here. We have—I don’t want to say an absence of things, more like a presence. That’s it. The quiet is a presence, and in the stillness, you can refill anything in your soul that the city takes. Being here is more than rest. It’s a tiny bit of rebirth, and we need it because of what we do. We’re not some employee being burned out by the city. We’re hunters. Our work can kill us, and for that, we need a place like this. A place that’s a little bit slow, and out of time. That’s why you’re welcome here.”

      She cast me a kind of suspicious look. “I suppose, in exchange, you get to have me.”

      I just laughed. “I only want women who want me. You’re safe here, and you can stay when and for as long as you want.”

      There was a long moment in which Darcy just looked at me and I looked back at her, time seeming to come to a crawl. Then she slowly shifted and slid into my lap, twining her arms around me like soft ivy.

      “I want you,” she said, and when I went to say something, she put a finger on my lips. “Let me say something first, because you’re terrible at taking compliments, and you need to hear this.”

      “Ok.” I’m no fool. I shut up.

      “I would not be scooting into your lap with bad intentions,” she said, pulling her shirt off, “if I didn’t want to be here.” In a stunning demonstration of flexibility, she removed the rest of her clothes, unbuckled my belt, and had my pants down in a matter of seconds. Then she took my shirt off, ran her hands over my chest, and nipped playfully at my collarbone, all before finishing her sentence. “So,” she said, reaching down and stroking me to diamond hardness, all while smiling, “I. Want. You. Now, if you don’t mind, I’ve got something important to do.”

      She slid back, winked, and took every inch of my in her mouth, head moving slowly, then faster, then staying utterly still except for the wonder of her tongue, which moved around my head in delicate circles.

      “Did I mention you can have your own bathroom, and, um, hell, whatever else you want?” I managed to say. Even that seemed like quite an achievement, given her skill.

      “Mmm-hmm,” was her only answer, and it made my body ring like a bell.

      “As long as we’re clear on that,” I said, easing back as my leg muscles began to twitch from her relentless tongue.

      There was no answer this time, only a pop as she pulled her mouth away, smiled, and climbed into my lap, spreading her legs and taking me in yet again, but in a different place.

      “My turn,” I said after a moment. I lifted her with ease, laying her down and placing kisses at the tender nexus of each hip. She giggled, so I moved away toward the middle, then down, my nose tickled by the fine hairs that greeted me. With the tip of my tongue, I parted her lips and began my own circles in a lazy pattern that grew more firm with each lap around her hooded center.

      A hiss escaped her, then her hands gripped my hair as I begin to close in on the goal. I altered directions and speed, then settled into a final pattern once her breath changed from gasps to whimpers, the sound coming hard and fast with each lap of my tongue.

      She came apart, shattered by the orgasms first wave, and its second, and then the final hurrah, leaving her dewy with sweat, flushed, and smiling into one hand draped over her eyes.

      “This is the greatest farm in the history of the world,” Darcy said, her voice thick with lingering passion.

      “Thought you might like it,” I said, pulling her to me. “Take a seat.”

      She kissed me as I slipped inside her again, and this time, I wouldn’t stop. “Thought you’d never ask.”
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      We still didn’t have a solid lead on Benazir. Culverton had returned to his work, claiming his contribution was more than enough, and I was getting antsy just sitting around and waiting for another golem to show up at my front door, so I decided to pay Maura another visit. Perhaps what we had discovered would ring a bell with her and she would be able to point us in the right direction.

      Before I had fully descended the stairs leading to The Dispensary’s simple door, I knew something was wrong. My instincts always acted up when I got close to Maura’s, a consequence of her diverse clientele. What I felt at that moment wasn’t so much the usual tingling sensations as it was someone taking a hammer to the back of my brain.

      I turned just in time to see something rushing down the stairs toward me at inhuman speed. By instinct The Night Fail was there and shooting out toward my assailant’s center. A cloud of dust filled the air, expanding rapidly from the point of impact like I had struck an old rug. It did nothing to slow the momentum of the rapidly closing figure.

      The staircase was too narrow for me to try and get out of its way, so I took a step down and tried to pull the flail back to me in time to make another swing. There wasn’t enough time. I was tackled at the legs and went tumbling the last few steps to the door. Thankfully I was able to get my arms up in time to shield my head and neck from the worst of the fall’s impact.

      At the moment I didn’t know if the creature was here for me or Maura. It was possible I had just been in the wrong place at the wrong time as one of Maura’s enemies made a play for her. She had a strict neutrality policy in The Dispensary, so anyone who wished to commit violence there had to recognize they would also be up against Maura’s not inconsiderable resources.

      I decided it was worth finding out. If the creature, which I could now make out was a small, thin man with wrinkled skin and violence in his eyes, was sent by Benazir or Pembroke, it might be able to tell me something. The easiest way to tell was to run and see if it followed me or proceeded into the bar. Plus, the bottom of the stairs wasn’t a great place to fight.

      Whatever he was now towered over me on the ground, doing a good job of being imposing despite his small stature. He reached down for me, and I rolled, flipping over to my front and pushing myself onto all fours. I then kicked off the door and pushed past the creature as he turned. I scrambled up the first few steps that way before pulling myself back upright and running up the last of them.

      I turned and saw that my speedy new friend was indeed following after me, not so much running up the stairs as seeming to leap between them. Fighting it in the middle of the street in broad daylight would only attract attention, so I turned to find a secluded spot in which we might be able to have a violent exchange of ideas. There was a small alley that led to the dumpsters of the local shops. It was an enclosed space perfect for keeping away from prying eyes.

      It also left me with no means of escape should something go wrong. Got to take the good with the bad.

      My assailant stood at the mouth of the alley, as if his glare alone could cause me to drop dead. I idly wondered if there were creatures in this world that could actually do that. Maybe I should pick up a pair of sunglasses.

      I gave the creature a smile and a wave. “Hey, buddy. We doing this or what? I’ve got places to be.”

      “Another fool rushes to his death.” His voice was deep and gravelly, like he had just swallowed a pile of sand. There was also a hint at an accent, one I couldn’t place but that sounded oddly … ancient.

      “I’m rushing somewhere, anyway. I was about to grab a drink, you know, at the bar, the door of which you tried to smash my head against. If you’d like to do this later, I’ll buy you a beer.”

      The creature apparently had no sense of humor. “Is that what you have to offer for defense? Jokes and pettiness? I’m disappointed.”

      “Well, that’s not all I have.” I held out The Night Flail and wound it up, ready to strike the moment he moved.

      “Your toys can not harm me.” To prove the point, he started to approach me, not in the rapid rush he had been in while ambushing me, but a slow, methodical walk, one step after another.

      I decided to call his bluff and struck out at him, this time in a horizonal swipe aimed at his head. It hit, but there was no crack or thwack or any of the other noises I’d come to associate with the flail striking flesh. Instead there was more of a poof as another cloud of dust rose in the air. The creature’s head wasn’t moved so much as an inch.

      He continued to stalk toward me, a smug grin plastered on his face. I pulled the flail back and held it at the ready, trying to decide on my next move. It seemed that my target was completely immune to it. This wasn’t like when I fought the golem and the flail just felt like it wasn’t striking hard enough, this felt like it wasn’t having any impact at all.

      Shrugging, I allowed the flail to disappear and put myself into position to engage in hand-to-hand combat. I’d been practicing in styles that allowed me to use the superior strength of immortals against them and was getting pretty good at it, though I would still prefer to fight with The Night Flail if I had a choice. I didn’t think this was going to be a way to kill the creature in front of me, but perhaps when I got my hands on him I would be able to determine the secret that was rendering the flail impotent.

      “Hands it is, then, asshole,” I said. “Among other things.”

      To win this fight, I would need a secret weapon of my own. I closed my eyes for just a moment, and when I opened them again, I awakened my sight.

      Just in time, too, it turned out. The creature stepped within a few feet of me, and without giving up anything on its face, suddenly sprang forward at inhuman speed. My sight showed me my assailant’s path and allowed me to shift myself out of the way, allowing him to spring past me for a step before I grabbed him by the elbow and pulled him toward me. His momentum compelled him forward and he went colliding with the dumpster.

      I was treated to a series of curses arranged in a new and repulsive order as the creature pulled himself from the pile of garbage that had collapsed atop him. It gave me the opportunity to examine the layer of powder that had come off on my hand when I touched him. The powder had the consistency of ash, but was lighter and more fine. This must have been the stuff I had taken to be dust when I hit him with the flail.

      As my enemy rose and began stepping lightly toward me again, I focused on his skin, trying to find the source of the powder, but his flesh seemed normal, if slightly pale, to me.

      My sight alerted me to his lunge and I ducked low while kicking out with my right foot. His fist soared over my head as my kick connected with his knee. The powder rose through the air as I felt my foot being deflected as if by a spring. It through me off balance and I stumbled, just barely righting myself in time to twist out of the way of a straight jab that split the air with a vicious whoosh. The fucker was fast and tough.

      The maneuver cost me. I had nearly been able to forget about the bruising of my ribs at the hands of the golem, thanks to a combination of being a quick healer and the power of a few pain pills, but the sudden jolt served as a quick reminder. I buckled forward, and my attacker used the opportunity to grab hold of my shoulders and slam me, with quite a bit of force, into a wall.

      What followed was an awkward bit of grappling that was part my training in breaking and reversing holds, part instinct, and part luck as the slipperiness of the alley reduced the advantage in strength my smaller and lighter opponent had. I managed to hook a leg around his and throw him off balance enough that I could maneuver him up against the wall.

      I knew I wouldn’t be able to hold him like this for long. I could already feel him pushing back against me with a strength I couldn’t match, and despite my best efforts, I knew my lungs would burn after moments of this kind of combat intensity.

      Needing to find a way to close out this fight, I recalled The Night Flail to my hands. It seemed any striking attacks on the creature were somehow deflected by that strange powder, but it did nothing to prevent him from being grabbed. With that in mind, I brought the chain up by his chin, and as he twisted to break my grip, it wrapped around his neck. I believe in the power of magical weapons. I also believe in the power of strangling some asshole, regardless of their body composition.

      The creature got desperate as the chain gripped him and tried to pull away from me with all its strength, but that only tightened it around his neck. I added that force to my own as I pulled, leveraging my taller stature to yank the chain straight up.

      There was a snap as the creature’s neck broke. It flailed around for a bit, struggling in vain as the last of its unnatural life fled from it, before it went still.

      Then there was another cracking sound, and the head came off completely, dangling by the chain, as the rest of the body slunk to the ground.

      I was more curious than disgusted by this development. It had not been my intention to completely remove the head, and I certainly hadn’t applied the amount of force that it should require.

      “This is unpleasant. Again.”

      Turning the head over, I noticed the bones sticking out of it were brittle and flaky, ready to break off in my finger with even a small amount of pressure. All of the fleshy color had gone out of its skin and left it looking desiccated, and worn as if by years in the sun. The appearance reminded me of someone else I had met recently: Pembroke.

      So this was a mummy.

      I knelt down to examine the rest of the body. Like with the head, the flesh had dried up, and a thick layer of the greyish powder now covered the ground around the body. The bones here were just as brittle, as evidenced by me accidentally snapping an arm when turning the body over to search it.

      The mummy didn’t carry any form of identification, or much of anything, really, but on one hand I did find something interesting: a ring made of silver and black intertwining bands, engraved in the front with what appeared to be a two headed eagle.

      I may not have Lyanne’s appreciation of art or knowledge of history, but I had picked up a thing or two in my travels. While I was stationed overseas, I spent my passes going to museums and cultural sites, learning about the local history. Originally it started as a way to impress the local women, but the more I did it the more I started to actually enjoy the trips for their own sake. Not that I would ever admit that to any of my squad mates.

      The ring I now held immediately transported me back to my time stationed in Turkey. There was an old temple there that had been converted into a museum which housed all sorts of strange relics, but the most notable example was of ancient jewelry, all designed with this same pattern of two different bits twisted together to form one piece of spiraled jewelry.

      According to everything we had on her, that was the region that Benazir usually operated out of. I think it was safe to say that this latest assault was connected to her somehow. It also meant that the mummies weren’t exactly one big happy family.

      So why would a mummy choose to work for Benazir instead of Pembroke? I felt like that question was central to understanding what was really going on.

      As I held the ring up to the light to get a better look of the engraving, my instincts picked up another source of danger. I turned to the mouth of the alley and saw a figure standing there, its features hidden by the shadows cast off the surrounding buildings. It must have seen me take notice, because it chose that moment to depart in a blur.

      I rushed out of the alley in pursuit, but by the time I got out into the street it had completely vanished, and none of my senses, supernatural or otherwise, could pick him up. He had disappeared and left no trace.

      Deciding that going to The Dispensary right now might bring Maura unwanted trouble, I decided to pull out my phone and make a call. A distinctly British voice answered.

      “Pembroke, we need to meet. I have something you will want to see.”
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      I’m not sure what it is about British people and tea, but their love of it surpasses mortal boundaries and carries over with them even after they become a creature like a mummy. Pembroke had gone through the trouble of setting out an elaborate spread which included an antique china tea set, finger sandwiches, and scones. For the first fifteen minutes after I arrived I was unable to get to the point of my visit because first I had to listen to him describe, in detail, all the different varieties of tea he had to offer.

      When I was finally able to get a word in edgewise, I told him of the ambush in front of The Dispensary, of my fight with the mummy, and eventually about how he was defeated. I left out the part about the figure in the shadows, deciding that Pembroke still couldn’t be trusted and only needed to know as much as it took for me to get the information I needed from him.

      As I finished detailing searching his body, I pulled out the strange ring and set it on the table. Pembroke wasn’t an easy man to read, but it became clear as his eyes fell on the ring that he was deeply uncomfortable. Maybe even frightened.

      “What do you know?” I asked.

      He picked it up to examine it closer. “It is old. Older than Benazir, even. That is … concerning.”

      “Then let’s find her and give it to her.”

      Pembroke looked stunned. “Why would we want to do that?”

      I surprised him by showing him what I had already figured out. “It’s from Anatolia, right? That’s her general area. Then she either knows who the mummy was, and sent him, or someone is trying to cut into her power base. I’m leaning towards the prior.”

      He gave me a coy smile. “Who knows with that one. Perhaps it is just her time?”

      The look I gave him told him that I was not buying it.

      He sighed and raised his hands in defeat. “Okay, it may have something to do with me paying to have the sarcophagi of all my relatives smuggled over here.”

      “Jexie’s family?” I remembered her telling me that her parents had smuggled Pembroke here in the first place.

      Pembroke nodded. “I need numbers if I’m going to go head-to-head with Benazir. It’s going to be a real reunion, considering I’ve paid to bring over nearly every dead relative I have.”

      “And just how many is that?”

      “Enough to fill a chartered aircraft, though some of them haven’t, ah—been awake for some time.”

      “And just where did you find these so-called relatives?” I asked.

      Pembroke smiled. “They’re most assuredly related to me, but we look a bit different. This branch of the family spent a great deal of time under the bogs of Europe.”

      “Bog people?” I thought back to a story I had come across while doing my research. “The ones who were found with ropes around their necks, their hands tied, throats cut?” I asked, my brows lifted.

      “One and the same. I said we were related. I didn’t say we get along.”
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      I returned to The Dispensary, this time circling the block a few times to make sure I wasn’t being followed by someone who was going to take the opportunity to attack me. I really needed to have a quiet word with Maura and get her insight on everything: the mummy attack, Pembroke’s family, and what we had learned about Tandi’s possible history with Benazir. If anyone might have come across information that would point in the direction of my enemies, it was Maura.

      The bar was busy—not as crowded as I sometimes found it, but enough to fill the room with the buzz of many conversations. There was something unique about today’s clientele, though: there didn’t seem to be any mortals among them. Perhaps it was the threat of war in the air that was drawing the immortal crowd out in droves to enjoy a last beer before everything went to shit.

      I took a seat in a far corner, away from the bulk of the action where prying ears wouldn’t be able to hear whispered dialogue. Maura joined me shortly, carrying a tall bottle of whiskey, which I recognized as a Jameson, and two ice filled glasses.

      “I was wondering when you were going to stop by again,” she said as she set one of the glasses in front of me. “I expected it to be earlier.”

      “I tried. I ran into a bit of a delay last time I showed up here.” I recounted to her the story of me being ambushed by the mummy right outside her door, and how I heroically led it away to fight it so that the bar wouldn’t be caught up in it.

      She shook her head as she filled our glasses. “You should have just come inside. My bar is a neutral zone, and things have not worked out well in the past for those who try to violate that neutrality. Perhaps Benazir, or whoever sent that mummy in her stead, thought that as long as they caught you before you came inside you were still fair game. I doubt they would have been stupid enough to continue attacking you inside.”

      As if to defy that statement and prove just how stupid some people could be, the door to the bar burst open, slamming to the wall hard enough to draw the attention of everyone in the room. Two men, both built like professional wrestlers, sauntered inside. They both had dark hair and short black beards, as if they had been to the same ‘Non-Descript Professional Cuts’ barbershop, to match their ‘Generic Brand Business Suits.’ One thing that my brain immediately picked up as odd about them was their hands: they were disproportionately big even for the massive arms they were attached to, like somehow they had attached gorilla hands to the end of their wrists.

      My senses screamed to me that these two were dangerous, and their eyes went straight to me. Despite Maura trying to get my attention with something about protocols, I couldn’t help but pull out The Night Flail. Fortunately, I was not alone in this feeling, as all around me I saw and heard weapons being drawn, pulled from pockets and hidden pouches, or simply appearing as if by magic like my flail did. I saw a variety of knives, a short-barreled shotgun, and an older woman near the front had managed to produce a full-sized rapier.

      Maura sighed in frustration. “You know, this is a sacred violation of … ah, hell with it.” A gun had somehow appeared in her hand as well—a World War 2-era .45 revolver, if my knowledge of firearms served me.

      The two men had not taken their eyes of me, both staring with a determination that was unsettling. I thought for sure they were going to charge straight through this room of heavily armed immortals just for a chance to get their hands on me.

      But they didn’t move any further into the room, even though it looked like it pained them not to. Guess they weren’t quite as stupid as they looked.

      “You missed, outside there in the street. I won’t miss,” I growled, and the two enforcers let their eyes slide over the room wearing bemused smiles, but I knew it was a show. Their odds were shit and they could feel it. If they’d come inside for the hit, it meant Benazir scared them more than Maura and a room full of seasoned killers, and that fact alone gave me pause.

      “Another time, then,” one of them rumbled, and the men slipped out into the night, never turning their backs no matter how cocky they might have felt.

      There was a collective rattling as weapons were put away, seats were retaken, and cups refilled.

      “Sorry ‘bout that, fellas,” I said after I downed my own shot of whiskey. “Didn’t mean for my troubles to ruin everyone’s night. Next round is on me.”

      A smattering of gratitude, some sincere and some hollow, was returned.

      I took a step toward the center of the room and lifted my voice to address everyone. “You don’t have to agree with me—hell, you don’t even have to acknowledge I’m speaking. There are two old players coming for Tandi’s network, and they’re bringing small armies of undead to fight for the scraps. But it isn’t scraps. It’s everything in the city and more.”

      Then I turned my attention back to Maura. It was time for me to tell her what had really brought me here in the first place. In a low tone, I added, “Even the deed to this place. Or did you already know?”

      By way of answer, Maura lit a cigarette and patted the stool next to her. “How did you find out?”

      “Paper. There’s always a paper trail.”

      “What year?” she asked, dragging hard on her smoke and pouring another whiskey for me.

      “Late 1990s or so. You got in trouble, a small bank offered you a loan, and then you found out it wasn’t really a loan. It was an opening gambit by Tandi, who wanted this place, and behind her stood Pembroke and Benazir and a few other names that sound pretty fucking evil, if you ask me. You sold your apartment, paid the loan off, and thought nothing more of it, but you’ve always been suspicious of it. Tell me, what if it wasn’t about the bar?”

      Maura’s eyebrows shot up at that. “What else could it be about?”

      I leaned in close enough to see the flecks of gold in her eyes, and she pulled away an inch, uncomfortable with really being seen. “Where was your apartment?”
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      Lyanne met us in Queens, at an old apartment building that had somehow survived the remodeling and reconstruction efforts of the rest of the neighborhood it was in. It was a slender, nine story building, currently wedged between two much taller, newer buildings. The building was a modest one without much curb appeal, not the kind of thing that earns landmark status or would get residents to put up a fight if someone tried to replace it. Perhaps the only reason it still existed was the narrow slot it occupied was not worth building something newer in its place.

      This wasn’t even the kind of neighborhood that had doormen, instead relying on the tried and true buzz-in system for guests approaching the front doors. And I used the proven method for beating that system: hit every buzzer until one of the residents let you in. Unfortunately, my proven method failed. Either no one was home, or the residents were paranoid of strangers.

      Before I could come up with a plan of how I was going to break down the door without making enough noise to attract attention from the rest of the building, Lyanne had already knelt near the door’s lock and pulled what appeared to be a number of pins from a pocket.

      I watched, impressed, as Lyanne expertly picked the lock. “How long have you been capable of doing that?”

      She winked at me. “You learn a few things over the years.”

      We went inside and passed several doors that struck me as odd: blank steel with no lock, no handle, and no notable way in besides a bulldozer. I considered that perhaps they had converted some of the apartments into multi-floor layouts with front doors on higher floors, but as I took a stroll up and down the stairs to confirm this all I was met with were the same steel doors.

      Maura’s apartment was back down at the first floor, and was the only door in the entirety of the building that seemed to be made of wood. It was a heavy door and bore many scars from the years, but otherwise was not notable. Lyanne made quick work of this lock as well.

      “It’s strange to be home.” Maura stepped in cautiously ahead of us, with an expression much like a child who had just returned to their childhood home and saw how much had changed. “I swear, this place used to be much less … oppressive.”

      I could see what she meant. It was hard to tell exactly what about it gave that impression. There were minimum furnishings, though what there was all exuded the kind of quality that only came with great cost. Every piece served a function: a table with a single char, and a single seater sofa with a small desk on one side and a half-sized bookcase stocked with a few paperback fiction books on the other. It felt like a place to sit and wait, not a place to live.

      My suspicions were confirmed in the bedrooms, which were completely bare. There were enough signs of someone being here recently, but unless whoever was staying here slept on the floor, they were not living here.

      In the second bedroom we found something odd: a square column in the wall nearly six feet across. Maura approached it curiously. “I don’t remember that there.”

      Lyanne ran her hands up and down the column, then pressed her ear against the wall and started tapping. She was muttering something I could not make out. Swiftly, she pulled out a small knife, which I wasn’t sure where she had stored, and started cutting into the drywall. She was met with a metallic clinking, then turned to us and smiled.

      “What is it?” I asked her.

      “They covered over an elevator, probably original to the house, when a single, wealthy family lived here,” Lyanne said, pulling thoughtfully at her lip. “I wonder if it goes down to an access tunnel, connecting to old New York. Maybe something even older.”

      I thought of Pembroke and how he dressed, his manners, his entire persona, and then I considered how Benazir’s goons looked with their crisp suits and sculpted beards. “No, that’s not what I’m wondering.”

      “You’re not?” she asked, and I borrowed the knife to cut away at the drywall, peeling off a large sheet in one slash. It revealed the grate of an antique lift, dusty with years but still elegant.

      I tore away the entire sheet of drywall and slid the grated doors open with a squeal. The lift might not work, but there was a hatch on the top, and we could climb. “I’m wondering what’s up, not down.”
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      We climbed the shaft, me leading and two women following close behind. I knew Lyanne, with her enhanced strength, was going to have no problem with the climb, but I was a little concerned for Maura. Turned out I didn’t need to worry; if anything, she was a better climber than either of us. I reached the top floor of the lift and pried the doors open.

      I stepped into a snapshot of the late 1800s. It was a penthouse apartment decorated in old-school opulence, reminding me of movies about the dangers of expecting greed to bring about satisfaction set around the turn of the century, such as Citizen Kane or The Great Gatsby. Apparently, whoever designed this apartment had not gotten the moral of those stories.

      Large mirrors, adorned around the edges with gold or jewels, lined each wall of the room we first stepped into, and an equally adorned chandelier hung in the center of the room, allowing the mirrors to reflect it a hundred times earlier, creating an effect that was almost painful to the eyes if the light hit it the right way.

      “I’ll never understand why so many are obsessed with this era.” Lyanne looked up at the chandelier and shook her head. “It’s been romanticized into the realm of myth, for fuck’s sake. There was so much sitting around and just talking. I swear, the wealthy back then could not keep their mouths shut.”

      We crossed into the next room and noticed that the penthouse had an odd layout. There seemed to be one central room, shaped like an oval, and every other room was built to encircle that center. I decided to take a walk around the exterior rooms first before approaching the oval.

      Like in the room with the lift entrance, every room was furnished with class and opulence in mind. Though there was something oddly unsettling about some choices. Everything was clearly old and would be considered valuable antiques, but as we passed sculptures of bodies contorted in an usual positions, larger-than-life portraits where the eyes seemed to follow you, and furniture that was arranged in a way to choke off entrances and doorways so the only way to pass through was single-file, I felt a deep sense of uneasiness.

      When we finally came into the oval room at the center of the apartment, Lyanne mouthed the word “Lab,” though I probably wouldn’t have drawn that conclusion myself. I took a walk around the strange room with its workstations positioned against the wall on opposite sides of the room.

      The first appeared to be a sewing station. It had a loom, rolls of linen fabric, a couple of oddly colored bottles of dye, and some needles. It was everything a seamstress or tailor would need. As I examined some of the oddly dyed rolls, I realized not all the bolts were linen. The leathery texture on one gave it away as flesh. I pontificated on how a few months ago that would have disturbed me, but now I just registered it as fact and moved on. At least I finally have an explanation for the missing flesh that launched this investigation.

      The other was a kind of tinkerer’s workstation. It was covered with well-organized bronze gears, silver chains, and other exotic mechanical items from tiny pneumatic cylinders to ball joints. A magnifying glass was positioned next to the seat so whoever was working there could inspect tiny parts while leaning in too close.

      There was a blueprint tacked to the wall behind the station, and while I couldn’t understand the fine details of what it was laying out, the overall form was familiar to me: a golem, just like the one that had attacked my house.

      Lyanne came up beside me to study the blueprint. “This must be where they make them.”

      “Them.” That word was more concerning than anything else we had found here. “Meaning there are more than one.”

      “I would assume. This looks to be a very complicated process, a fusion of magic and science that must have taken many years to master. You would not go through that kind of effort for a single creation.”

      Maura knelt under the workstation and found a manila folder taped to its underside. She flipped through its contents quickly before handing it over to me. “You might want to see this. It’s from Allgeir Centrifuge, who I recall you were looking into.”

      It seemed Allgeir was involved in the same kind of work, though modern medicine was starting to catch up to wear magic left off. Their tests were more on the flesh side of things, with emphasis put on stopping or slowing its deterioration. I supposed it was not convenient for your golem’s skin to rot off once your magic on it faded. Allgeir was getting close, too, with some of their compounds preserving flesh perfectly for months. They estimated they could have the formula work for years in just a few more trials.

      Lyanne took a look after me and put the pieces together. “This must be what Pembroke was after.”

      “Pembroke wanted to make golems?”

      “He’s looking to extend his life. Pembroke’s an undead, not a true immortal, though they live long enough that the two are not dissimilar. Eventually the magic that sustains him will begin to fade, and when it does his body will rot and he will die. But if he could use these techniques and this substance, he just might be able to preserve himself.”

      I had a mental image of Pembroke taking off a bit of his flesh, soaking it in some substance, putting a few metal bearings in it, then resewing it to his body, before moving on to the next chunk of flesh in succession. Despite how hardened I’d become, the thought was disturbing.

      “So he didn’t come here to take over Tandi’s network like he claimed.” He had been dishonest with me. I didn’t know why that surprised me. He wasn’t an ancient monster anymore, but somehow with the way he claimed to operate in a respectable fashion, I expected more. “He learned that Tandi had been toying with golems and wanted that research for himself, but Benazir beat him here and got her hands on it first.”

      Suddenly the objects I had pulled from the sinks of Allgeir’s lab made sense, as did the mummy that attacked me at Benazir’s behalf. Benazir was working on something that would save the mummies from eventual death. No wonder some would side with them. She probably also needed some to be used as test subjects in the lab … voluntarily or not.

      But there was one more thing that still didn’t add up. “Why would Benazir go through the trouble? Just to recruit a few mummies to her side? Or is she hoping to force Pembroke himself to declare loyalty to her? Cause I’ve met Pembroke, and he doesn’t seem like the type who would bow before … well, he called her an ignorant desert hag.”

      Lyanne shook her head sadly. “That’s not how someone like Benazir works. Desert Witches—their magic pre-dates most of recorded history, in the days before Egypt, when this kind of power … well, it was still associated with godhood, and its practitioners behaved as such. They were solitary, cruel, brilliant, and most importantly, they didn’t have the same desires as other undead predators. Benazir, she wants to bring dryness and silence, to create a place to rule without being disturbed. In a way, she’s a creature of anarchy, of chaos, as she dismantles the power wherever she goes, but she wants her power to be the one around … until she packs up and moves on to her next target, anyway.”

      “So she wouldn’t want someone like Pembroke, a figure of stability and a threat to her authority, around.”

      Her eyes were hard as they stayed fixed on the blueprints. “Whatever it is Benazir has planned for her research, I doubt it is a procedure Pembroke would volunteer for.”

      “The golem we fought at the estate seemed to have no will of its own,” I realized. “It didn’t speak, didn’t seem to feel any fear even as its body was torn apart, and it ignored everyone else in favor of attacking me. Like it was on a fixed mission. Completely under Benazir’s control.”

      “Turning her biggest rival into a puppet for her to control ... that is more a Desert Witch’s style,” Lyanne agreed.

      “I wonder if Pembroke realizes all this. He’s bringing his whole family over, and if he doesn’t realize it …

      Monster of not, Pembroke deserved to be warned. I was not getting any cell reception in the apartment building, so we had to climb our way down the lift shaft and walk back out the front.

      Before I could call Pembroke, he called me. “Kurt! Where have you been, my boy, I have been trying to reach you for an hour.” Despite the nature of his words, being as formal and polite as ever, I thought I sensed something else behind them. Distress.

      “I was in a building with bad reception. What’s going on?”

      “There is no time to explain. I’m going to send you a Brooklyn address. I need you to meet me there at once. It is urgent.”

      Before I could ask what he meant, the line went dead.

      I sighed and looked over to the two women. “How much do you think it would cost for us to get a cab to drive urgent-speed all the way to Brooklyn?”
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      Lyanne and I arrived on a darkened street on the west end of Brooklyn in record time, Lyanne being sure to give our driver an incredibly generous tip for his troubles. As I looked toward the address Pembroke had given us, I couldn’t help but wonder if there had been some kind of miscommunication. Maybe he had hit the wrong number, because I couldn’t think of what a man like Pembroke would want with what appeared to be a shuttered factory.

      The side of the building read “Franky & Sons Tools and Dyes,” and my mind immediately went to the workshop, with its odd colored dyed flesh fabric and the tinkerer’s gadgets. Maybe we were in the right place inside. As we got close, we noticed a light from one of the corner windows.

      We peered through the window and saw the light was coming from a single oil lantern, positioned to illuminate a single body, hanging from a meat hook, and tortured beyond recognition. A single chair positioned on the other end of the room told a story: whoever did this had an audience who sat back and watched it happen.

      “We were too late.” Pembroke’s accent took me out of my study of the room.

      I turned to face the mummy. “Do you know who that is?”

      “It is impossible to tell for sure, with his face as mauled as it is, but if I had to hazard a guess, based on his size, his dress, and build, I’d wager it was Franklin Allgeir.”

      Looking back at the battered remains of someone who clearly died a very unpleasant death, I couldn’t help but feel a degree of sympathy for him. He might have been an amoral researcher who had accepted money first from a murderous Succubus and then a murderous witch, but no one deserved that fate.

      “I take this to mean Benazir has no further need of him or his lab,” Lyanne commented. “She must already have everything she needs.”

      We walked around the side of the building and found a black Mercedes tucked behind a sagging metal gate. I shined my phone’s flashlight inside and saw a microchipped keycard with the Allgeir Centrifuge label on it. It seemed Pembroke was right about the victim’s identity.

      The car’s trunk had been broken into. Inside there were some metal shavings and the indentation of something heavy that had been recently removed. A light scent of oil lingered in the air near the trunk.

      We were careful not to touch anything. Allgeir was an important enough figure that his death was going to warrant a full-scale investigation, and that was not something any of us wanted drawn to us.

      Pembroke wanted to discuss this further with us, but we couldn’t stay there. He had parked a few blocks away, and the three of us followed him back to his car.

      In the car, he casually picked a fingernail off and held it up for inspection. “I’m dying. Well, again, but you understand my meaning. I hoped to find a way out, but my body is failing me faster than magic can keep me alive,” Pembroke said.

      “Humor me. You have a friend who is an honest-to-god vampire, right?” I asked him.

      “Trust me when I say god has nothing to do with Culverton, but yes. He is of the fanged variety, despite his moth-eaten appearance. I could say the same about myself, actually.” Pembroke flicked a speck of dust from his sleeve and regarded me with a cool gaze. “You think to have him bite me and turn me into an undead? And what makes you think this has not been tried before?”

      “Oh, I’m sure it has, but not by anyone I’ve seen. That’s not my idea. Can Culverton still hunt?” I asked.

      “Of course. He’s British, and he has a cold. Doesn’t mean he won’t fancy a bite now and then,” Pembroke said in a wounded voice.

      “And he has the strength and speed of a vampire?” I pressed.

      “Does this have a point? Yes. He does,” Pembroke said, peeved.

      “Then why don’t we have him bite one of Benazir’s goons and see what they’re made of?”

      “I—” Pembroke said, but faltered. “But why?”

      “If they’re human, he binds them to his blood, you know—all that vampire clan bullshit. If they shake it off and fight, then we know they’re not human, and Benazir has plans for you and your people that go beyond simply seizing Tandi’s holdings. She means to make you into something she can own. Like puppets, but made of flesh and bone,” I said.

      “You must be daft. I would never—oh, dear.” Pembroke grew even more pale, if such a thing was possible.

      “Yes?” Lyanne prompted.

      “Well, it’s just—you see—I, ah—invited all of my people here, and yet, most of them will be weak as kittens for the first few days, having just woken from their slumber,” Pembroke said.

      “So you brought your entire force of undead here without allowing them time to wake up properly?” I asked.

      “It sounds rather silly, now that you put it that way,” Pembroke admitted. “I do many silly things, like answering Sara’s call to investigate that dreadful warehouse—”

      “Sara didn’t call you. She’s on the farm, buried in paperwork. How could she have known about Franklin Allgeir’s corpse?” Lyanne asked in alarm.

      “Well, I—I thought it was Sara. Sounded young and bright, all full of pumpkin spice or whatever the youths drink these days. She said her name was Sara, at any rate, and she knew exactly who I was. And where you were, too,” Pembroke said.

      A chill crawled up my spine, so I had Lyanne text Sara. “It wasn’t her.”

      “Then who?” I asked.

      “And why?” Pembroke added.

      “I think we need to know, and I think it’s time to take the fight to Benazir. Call your thirsty friend. We need his fangs,” I said.

      “I’d be delighted, but we don’t call. We telephone, like civilized people,” Pembroke said with a wan smile.
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      “You want me to what?” Culverton said, horrified at our suggestion. We stood in front of his polished desk, surrounded by things a lifetime of being extremely British would produce—flags, cultural items, multiple teapots, and a teak oar inscribed “To Culvy, damned good rowing!”.

      “We want you to bite one of Benazir’s golems.” I said it so naturally that it sounded like something everyone does on the weekends, as opposed to a possibly crazy plan that might not work.

      Lyanne sat at the edge of Culverton’s desk, not afraid to keep his attention by crossing and uncrossing her legs. “We need to learn more about them, particularly how human they are and how much command over them Benazir has. If anyone could help us figure it out, it would be a strong, strapping vampire like yourself.”

      Culverton licked his lips, clearly tempted, but still managed to shake his head. “That’s not what you said about me back in Vermont.”

      “Playful teasing, and if I’m being honest, crude behavior on my part. I apologize without reservation for being so, ah—” Lyanne faltered.

      “Common?” I said, helpfully.

      Her glare could have melted ice, but she squished her face into what was technically a smile. “Yes, common.”

      Pembroke had been grumbling the entire time as we failed to convince Culverton to join our cause. Finally, he slapped his hands down on the desk. “Damnit, man! Benazir’s Dragomen have been traitors to the crown for as long as I’ve known them! Also, I personally heard Benazir slur the queen back in 1951. Will you let that stand?”

      A flash of righteous indignation passed over Culverton’s features. He picked up an umbrella and brandished it like sword, swinging it around for dramatic effect. “I swear to all who can now hear me, I will avenge this mortal insult!”

      I scratched my head in confusion. “But aren’t you a vampire?

      Culverton drew himself up to his full height and spoke with great dignity. “Yes, but I am British first.”

      

      “I don’t see why we have to be sneaky about this,” Pembroke complained for the hundredth time. “There’s no honor to this.”

      Lyanne shook her head. “We need to be careful with this ambush. If our target thinks they’re outmatched, they might flee. Besides, you can’t keep living in the days when soldiers lined themselves up in rows and took turns killing each other like a bunch of fools. That’s just not how wars are fought now.”

      Pembroke scoffed. “That was gentlemanly warfare. Not like today’s. There’s no class in war today.”

      Culverton chuckled nervously. “You know, maybe Pembroke has a point. I mean, the whole point is for me to bite him, right? So I have to be the last thing he sees coming. If I’m the only one hiding and the rest of you confront him out in the open, then I have a better chance of sneaking up on him.” A sudden coughing fit called into his question his ability to be stealthy at all.

      I gave Culverton a pat on the shoulder as he shook out a tired handkerchief that looked like it had been around since Queen Victoria. “I wonder if this would also be a good time to test whether vampire fangs still work after they’ve been removed from the bloodsucker’s skull.”

      He flinched but then gave a victorious smile. “Ha! No it doesn’t, because it needs my saliva!”

      “So you’re saying I just need to remove your fangs and collect some of your spit?” I shrugged. “That’s not a deal breaker for me.”

      His eye twitched. “It was just a passing thought. Of course we were always going to go with your plan. Just keeping the dialogue lively and such.”

      Pembroke harrumphed. “Well, I have not agreed to that. Benazir and her men need to know they have wounded my pride, and I will have my satisfaction. I shall stand proudly in the street and call the creature for what it is, then let it know what I think of its vile master!”

      I put my face in my hands and shook my head. “If I need to knock your legs off so you stay out of the way, I will do it.”

      There were a few more grumbles, but he didn’t seem ready to give away our position, so I let it go.

      Lyanne, Culverton, Pembroke, and I, all returned to Maura’s former apartment building in Queens and began a stakeout. We would draw attention to ourselves if the group of us was just hanging out in front of an apartment building where we didn’t belong, so Lyanne was watching from the window of the penthouse and she would signal us when she spotted one of our targets coming toward the building. The rest of us were huddled behind the building’s front door, ready for an ambush.

      Well, ready for Culverton to ambush, anyway. The best chance the vampire had of sinking his teeth into a golem was with the benefit of surprise.

      We had been waiting for most of the day already, and there was some concern that Benazir had already finished with this location as she had finished with Allgeir. However, I confirmed that all the things we had seen up in the oval lab, including the golem blueprints, were still there, so I was confident Benazir would return to at least collet her supplies. Or, as I was gambling on, that she would send one of her golems to do the work for her.

      There was a banging sound upstairs that alerted us to the approaching enemy. I opened myself up to my instincts, and after a minute I felt the presence rapidly. It was a familiar presence, one I had felt back at The Dispensary. He was one of the goons that had tried to attack me in violation of the bar’s neutrality.

      He was also a golem.

      Pembroke and I crept into hidden position near the stairs, while Culverton waited for his big chance near the front door. I thought I heard whimpering as the door came open.

      One of the bearded bodybuilders opened the door just to find a small, sickly vampire already lunging for his neck. He had no time to react before he had a full set of fangs embedded deep in his jugular.

      The two of them went stumbling down the building’s front steps, toward the street …

      Culverton released his grip on golem and spit as he dropped from the ground. “Oh, god, it’s like drinking from the toilet!” He stuck out his tongue and pulled on it with his hands.

      Benazir’s creation loomed over Culverton, pulling back its arm for an inhumanly powered strike that might just have knocked the vampire’s head clean off his shoulders.

      But I grabbed Culverton with The Night Flail and pulled him back. The golem’s punch cracked into the concrete sidewalk, leaving long cracks running down it with the oversized impression of a fist.

      The Night Flail swung around in my hands as I strode toward the golem. “I guess it’s just you and me, Tweedle-Dee, since your partner, Tweedle-Dum, isn’t around. Or do you have a real name?”

      The golem stood there, trying to appear stoic but barely suppressing the wide grin on his face. He had apparently been looking forward to this for some time and he intended to enjoy it. “Timur.”

      “Alright, Timur, just a quick question: how are you feeling? Any urge to behave unusually? Perhaps bend yourself to that little pale guy’s will?”

      He looked over to where Culverton had landed after I pulled him away. The vampire was on the ground, still grabbing his tongue.

      Timur laughed, a sound like falling gravel. “That was your big plan? Turn me into a vampire thrall? You are even more foolish than you look.”

      “No reason to drag a man’s looks into this. We can’t all have had the same haircut for the past 90 years.”

      He lunged at me and I ducked back. I had already learned that confronting the raw force of one of these things head-on with the flail was pointless, so I had to stay fast on my feet and out of his reach. I opened up my sight and looked for the right path. Turned out, Timur was a much more experienced and deadly fighter than the golem who had been sent to attack me in my home. Even with my sight, I could only barely stay out of his grasp. He was clever, too. The moment I evaded one way, my sight would immediately show a shift in his path and a new attack coming my way, even if he was midway through a swing.

      Even still, I might have been able to keep up that dance for a while, only I couldn’t find time to launch a proper counterassault. I sent a few swings of The Night Flail at him, but at this close distance and without the time to wind up, I couldn’t strike hard enough to harm him. Every time I backstepped to get a moment to wind up, Timur stepped toward me in perfect sync.

      Something heavy soared through the air and hit Timur in the head. It didn’t strike hard enough to hurt it, but it did turn his attention.

      Pembroke stood there, puffing out his chest and pointing in Timur’s direction. “Take that, you foul beast! You and that harlot who made you have besmirched my honor for the last time!”

      Leave it to a British mummy to work the word besmirched into a speech. It was the essence of his pompous nature, but it achieved one thing.

      It bought me time. I performed a quick backstep and started to wind up my attack, spinning the flail rapidly over my head. Timur caught on and took a step toward me.

      I swung the flail down hard at the peak angle of its arc. Timur realized this one wouldn’t just be deflected off him and raised his arm in defense. The flail cut a long gash down the length of his arm, sending a stream of blood and leathery flesh through the air like damp rags.

      Lyanne reached the apartment building front door and stepped into the street, knives drawn. Nearby, Pembroke had found another large stone to toss. Culverton was slowly picking himself from the ground, still spitting and gagging, but with a focus on Timur that told he was ready for some revenge.

      Timur, seeing the odds turn against him, did the sensible thing: he turned to flee. With inhuman speed, the golem thundered down the street and away from his ambushers.

      I considered chasing after him and getting rid of another golem before our eventual confrontation with Benazir. A cough from Lyanne caught my attention and showed me why that was a bad idea.

      We had just been fighting in the middle of the street. Fortunately, the street itself had been miraculously empty, but there were several faces in the windows of the nearby buildings that had come to check out the source of the commotion. Hopefully they were too far to make out exactly what had happened, but it would probably be a bad idea to keep fighting in public. We would have to deal with Timur another day.

      Culverton went back to grabbing at his tongue while swaying dramatically on his feet. “Ah! I’m dying. I knew this was an awful plan! Now I have been grievously wounded! Mortally, even! I swear, my spirit will haunt you to the end of your days for this.”

      “You don’t look injured to me,” I said to the over actor.

      “I am so injured, you insensitive brute! I demand to be taken to a pub this instant so that I may nurse my wounds with beer.”

      I sighed. Not all of his ideas were stupid. “Fine, we need to regroup anyway. Maura’s, anyone?”
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      “It’s like licking a car battery that had been soaking in ditch water!” Culverton declared as he continued to pull on his tongue while we waited at the bar in The Dispensary.

      “Anything useful you can tell us from the bite?” The look I gave Culverton told him that I was not in the mood for any more of his exaggerated complaints. “Beyond your wholly reasonable descriptions, of course.”

      He grumbled at that. “He’s at least partially metallic. And he also wears an off-brand cologne that, if it ever became popular enough, would be the end of vampires everywhere.”

      Maura finally came back with our orders, setting several glasses down in front of us and a pint in front of Culverton. He immediately proceeded to stick his tongue inside it.

      She looked at him curiously. “What’s his deal?”

      “I was wounded in the line of duty, madame. I leaped heroically into action for queen and country and have the scars to prove it,” Culverton groused, demonstrating none of the famous stiff upper lip I’d been told was the heart of British honor.

      I was about to tell her the true story, but before I could Pembroke raised his own glass and toasted the vampire. “For queen and country!”

      With a shake of my head I decided to just let it go and let Culverton have that one.

      We gave Maura a basic rundown of the events and what we had learned. She nodded through all it. The results were troubling but not unexpected.

      When I was finished, I gave Maura a serious look. “So, I have a question for you, Maura, about your prices.”

      “I told you, it depends on what you want to know.”

      “And what’s the going rate for saving a bunch of innocent bog people?”

      Dumbstruck, she grabbed her bottle of Jameson and took a seat by us at the bar. She drank and smoked with a nervous edge while I explained to her the events at the shuttered factory, and how I was told about the weak state Pembroke’s relatives were currently in.

      Then I explained the danger they were walking into, and why I’d taken an interest in seeing that danger snuffed out.

      “What about the corpse?” Maura asked.

      “What corpse?”

      “Allgeir.”

      I shrugged. “No one called the cops, and I haven’t seen anything on the news about it, so they must not have discovered the body yet. He must still be there at the factory.”

      We decided to confirm that ourselves before alerting the police to his body. Pembroke took Culverton home, leaving Maura and me to return to the crime scene.

      It was an awkward drive back to the abandoned Franky and Sons’ building. Something was clearly bothering Maura and she was chain smoking, furiously smoking one cigarette after another while casting the occasional glance at me. Eventually, when it became clear she wasn’t going to tell me what was on her mind, I asked her. “If there’s something bothering you, you might as well tell me now, otherwise we’re going to have to stop to get you another pack.”

      She chucked the butt of her latest cigarette out the window. “Don’t worry, I’ve got an entire ‘nother carton in the backseat.”

      “You mad at me for some reason?”

      Her eyes didn’t drift from the road. “Concerned. Are you certain getting so completely into bed with Pembroke is a good idea?”

      It was a valid concern. “He’s the lesser of two evils at the moment, but I wouldn’t say we’re full allies.”

      “You certainly act like you are. The two of you seem awfully chummy when you’re together, and now you’re going out of your way to protect his family.”

      I gave a shrug, then realized she wouldn’t be able to see it. “He’s aggressively polite, if that makes sense. Makes it tough to not return his manners. But at no point have I forgotten what he is what he is done. What he did to Darcy. Once day, he’ll get his, but for now, it doesn’t hurt for him to consider us close allies while we deal with Benazir.”

      Maura didn’t say anything, so I continued. “As for his family, well, they may be innocent pawns caught in the middle, and if they’re not, we can always deal with them later. Right now, I certainly prefer them to not be turned into incredibly powerful and hard to kill golems under Benazir’s absolute control.

      She nodded, but her expression didn’t loosen. “Just so long as you don’t forget that, however charming he may act, Pembroke is a monster, and he has been doing this for a long time. While you may think you are using him, he assuredly believes that he is manipulating you, and your ends are not going to be the same.”

      We parked a few blocks from the abandoned building and took our time walking, taking a circuitous route and backtracking a few times to make sure no one was watching and we weren’t being followed. Just because the police hadn’t yet caught onto Allgeir’s murder didn’t mean that one of the other immortal factions in the city couldn’t be lurking about. When we were satisfied that we were alone, we crossed through the gate to Franky and Sons’ and back to the scene of the crime.

      Or, at least, where the scene of the crime had been. You would have never guessed that the building had seen a single set of human footsteps in the past ten years, much less that a man had been tortured and executed in a grisly fashion just a few nights before.

      Someone had been here before us and had cleaned up the crime scene. They had done a near perfect job of it. Even the dust seemed to be undisturbed from its decade long slumber. Only a pattern of scratches on the floor, where something heavy had been recently dragged, gave away that anyone had been here at all.

      I knelt down and examined the path, hoping to find a trace of blood or some other evidence of the crime, but came up short. “No wonder the police haven’t reported on Allgeir’s murder. Someone must be covering up his death.”

      Maura carefully tiptoed around the corners of the room, making certain she would not disturb anything. “Who cares if anyone knows he’s dead.”

      “I can think of three people.”

      With no body there was no reason to alert to police, so we left the factory behind and returned to Maura’s car. Several questions raced through my head, and as we pulled out into the street, I knew which one needed answering the most. “Maura, I need you to do some digging for me.”

      “More? Well, I suppose that’s to be expected, with the new revelations. What do you need me to find out?”

      “I want you to see if there is a connection between Jexie and Benazir.”

      It had been a niggling notion in the back of my mind for a while, one that I had ignored because I didn’t want to consider the possibility. Ever since she had all-to-quickly identified the golem’s mechanical core, her involvement and knowledge had struck me as strange. Now Allgeir’s body had gone missing, and Jexie was one of very few who had known about his death. Perhaps I was grasping at paranoid straws, but I had to know.

      I could see the focus in Maura’s eyes as her mind made the same calculations. “I’ll look into it. If there’s anything there, I will find it.”

      With that out of the way, I turned my mind to the task at hand—namely, rescuing a bunch of undead swamp people from being turned into golems by a crazed desert witch.

      At least nobody could claim my life was boring.
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      I wasn’t sure at what point my estate became a hotel, but it seemed we were playing host to a wide number of guests these days. While the amount of time Sara spent here had earned her honorary resident status, Darcy’s request for an extended stay had caught me off-guard.

      “The city has become unsafe,” she told me. “I’m afraid to even go about my route. Can I stay here until this all blows over?”

      While her presence was a welcome one, the addition of the British undead was less so. Culverton had apparently taken our earlier invitation to mean he could come and go as he pleased. This time he showed up with several large suitcases and announced his intention to “holiday in the country.” I had the impression he meant that literally, and getting him to do any work to help us was going to be an effort.

      It was Pembroke who was the most surprising guest. He showed up right after Culverton, claiming that he was uncertain about his safety in the city while Benazir’s golems were running about and he was hoping to stay sheltered for a few days.

      “Surely you have a place for an old mummy to rest his weary bones for a few night, old boy? Don’t you worry, I am no poor houseguest. I come bringing gifts: some of the finest tea in the world.”

      I was ready to tell him that he needed to find another place to hide out, considering that Darcy was already staying here, but to my surprise it was Darcy who told me we should let him in.

      “It would be better if we could keep him where we can keep an eye on him,” she told me after taking me aside. “You know the old saying, ‘Keep your friends close, your enemies closer.’”

      And that’s how we found ourselves having a meal together among very mixed company. Culverton and Pembroke sat at one end of the table, their accents cranked up to their maximum settings as the two discussed the glory days of the British Empire. After ten minutes, it became apparent that the past was not dead to them—nor was it even the past. They spoke at length about something a Prussian had done two centuries earlier, finishing the discussion by calling the long dead man a thieving bastard, and toasting each other on their entirely righteous anger.

      Darcy and Sara sat at the other end, speaking to each other in excited whispers that sometimes broke into glances at me followed by giggles. I sat in the middle, flanked on either side by Lyanne and Eve, who sat protectively close, as if staking their claim on me.

      We had just about worked our way through the strange but not unpleasant Eastern dishes Pembroke had treated us to—his attempt to culture us, he claimed—when my phone range. On the other end of the line, Maura’s voice was slightly higher than I was used to. I didn’t think it was possible for her to panic, but if she got close, this was what I imaged she would sound like.

      “Kurt, are you certain the body you discovered was of Franklin Allgeir?”

      This sounded important, so I put the call on speaker so the rest of the table could hear. “I’m pretty certain. The face was beaten to the point it was hard to identify him, but we found his car nearby, and the body was of his type. Why?”

      “Because Franklin Allgeir just walked into The Dispensary.”

      The table went completely silent aside from for Culverton’s wheezing. “What happened?”

      There was a brief pause as Maura collected her thoughts. “Allgeir just strolled in like he owned the place and demanded I close the bar, or ‘endure the consequences.’ Those were his words, ‘endure the consequences.’ I thought he must have lost his mind, a mortal threatening me in the middle of my own bar, but …”

      She hesitated, as if she still couldn’t believe what she had seen. “One of my regulars, a young vampire, was offended by his threats and thought he’d stand up for me, and well … Allgeir punched him in the face with so much force that he nearly died. The kid left an indent in the wall, that’s how hard he was struck. Is it possible Allgeir was actually a mummy this whole time? Are mummies usually that strong?”

      I looked to Pembroke, who fielded the question. “Not typically, no. I mean, we are no slouches, particularly by the standards of mortals, but the strength to do that kind of damage to a vampire with one hit? No, I dare say he’s a might bit stronger than even I am.”

      Maura was quiet for a few seconds. “So what are we dealing with? Cause it’s clear that Franklin Allgeir isn’t human.”

      “Or, at the very least, isn’t human anymore,” I corrected. “Maybe he was, but—what if what we saw wasn’t the result of torture for torture’s sake, but someone performing some kind ritual to change him, like Tandi did with her Sisters of Pain?” My mind went back to the trunk of the car we had found near the body, and the metal shavings that had accompanied signs of something big being removed. Perhaps whatever it was had been used in the process.

      So many questions, so many loose threads, so many possibilities, and so few answers. Because, however much I tried, I was only getting half the story. I needed to talk to the person with the other half.

      “Maura, I’m going to have to call you back. I’ve got another call to make.”

      After I hung up, I turned my attention to Pembroke. “I’m going to assume you have a number for Benazir.”

      He arched an eyebrow at me. “What makes you say that?”

      “Whenever you speak about her, it’s always in familiar terms, which for someone with your politeness would imply she’s someone you regularly engage with. You also seem to act like you know exactly what Benazir is thinking, like you’ve spoken to her recently. Chummy, as you might say.”

      Pembroke laughed and reached into his pocket. “You have caught me, sir. It’s just the way of us old-fashioned villains, I suppose. We like to have a means to threaten each other and gloat about our victories.” He pulled out his phone and scrolled for the right entry. “Take this number down.”

      Once I had Benazir’s number, I took a walk to the back of the house and stepped out through the backdoor. Not that I was worried about the others overhearing my conversation, but I felt that I could be at my best when I wasn’t playing for an audience. After a taking a few moments to decide exactly the right tone to take, I made the call.

      I heard the click of the line connecting but no voice answered. Still, I knew that Benazir was listening. “Hello, Benazir. I thought it was about time I introduced myself properly. My name is Kurt, and I’m—"

      “The Succubus Hunter,” a voice like crackling embers interrupted. “Yes, I know you. You have been meddling in things that do not concern you, boy, and have not had the good manners to die yet for doing so.”

      “It’ll take more than a few shoddily constructed golems if you want that to happen, witch.” I decided that antagonizing a villain was usually a good way to get them to shout their plans at you.

      Benazir cackled, apparently finding my attitude more amusing than aggravating. “That’s some spirit you have, boy. I wondered the kind of man it would take to rid the world of that fool Tandi Goren once and for all.”

      “You’re welcome, by the way. I know you were waiting for someone to take care of that problem for you, because you were too weak to come here and do it yourself.”

      That one hit the right nerve, as she just about screamed her response. “You don’t know what you speak of, child. I could have wiped that arrogant wench off the face of this world whenever I wanted. She only lived because it was convenient for me that she should continue to unknowingly prepare things for my arrival. My only regret is that I didn’t get to see her face when she realized her pitiable life ended.”

      I chuckled. “I’ll bring a mirror when I come to kill you. I’m sure you’ll make a similar face.”

      Ragged breathing came from Benazir’s side of the call as she tried to master her anger. “You are walking on unsettled sand, boy. I hope you will remember your humor as I make you watch while I tear apart your little girlies, piece by little piece, and put them back together, stitch by tiny stitch. I hope you will laugh as their screams fill your ears—"

      I let her continue for a while as she made her threats and promised horrible fates to me, the women of my house, my family, my friends, my neighbors, the pizza delivery guy, and so on. Usually if you let someone go on like this for a while they will eventually slip up and reveal a little more than they meant to, often trying to prove to you that they’d been one step ahead this whole time. But while Benazir certainly had an impressive imagination and colorful vocabulary for words related to torture, at no point did she hint at anything close to resembling a plan.

      It was all just … raving.

      “Benazir, shut up for a second,” I demanded, interrupting her description of turning our lungs into hamburger meat.

      “How dare you, boy! I’ll—"

      “You’re not listening. I don’t have time for the whole evil genius speech. I’ve got things to do. A war is going to break out in the city, and you’re probably going to lose.”

      “Another attempt at humor? I’ll crush the life out of—"

      I cut her off again. “I don’t want to see mummies and—whatever you count as people—fighting and killing civilians in some bizarre supernatural battle. Not over a lie.”

      “I am many things, but liar is not among them. I will control Tandi’s network, and I will—"

      I cut the call. I’d let her rant. She wasn’t making sense, and—I stopped. She wasn’t making sense. Like someone on the edge of death. Threats. Old memories. Grasping at things she didn’t understand.

      This whole time I had been operating under the assumption that Benazir was some kind of master planner, that all the pieces I had picked up in my investigation all fit into a puzzle that I just didn’t know the bigger picture for yet, and once they came together a grand scheme would be revealed.

      But what if that wasn’t the case. What if everything—Allgeir, the golems, luring over Pembroke’s family, the violence in the streets—what if it wasn’t all part of a greater plan, but chaos in the wake of a powerful woman who wasn’t quite herself anymore.

      If Benazir wasn’t herself, then I had no plan at all. She would bring the fight to Pembroke, and people would die, both human and undead.

      I looked inward, felt the flail, and went back inside to the kitchen table, where everyone sat in a cloud of uncertainty. “Pembroke, are your people here yet?”

      “They arrive tomorrow. Why?” he asked.

      “What airport?”

      “LaGuardia, naturally.”

      “You really are immortal if you have time enough for them to land there. I need to be there when they arrive.”

      “Why?” he asked.

      “Call it my natural curiosity, but I’ve never met anyone who was a human sacrifice before,” I said.

      Pembroke shrugged. “If you insist. We’re taking a luxury coach from the airport.”

      “You rented a bus,” I corrected.

      “I did no such thing. It’s a luxury coach, you barbarian. And you call me the one who’s dead inside,” Pembroke huffed.
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      In Pembroke’s defense, it was a fairly luxurious bus. The seats were all heavily padded and plush. Each row had outlets to plug in electronics and switches to control the air conditioning and heating, there was a well-stocked minibar to separate the front rows from the back, and I was fairly certain the back two rows folded out together to form a bed should one be desired. Overall, not a poor way to travel, if one needed to travel by bus.

      Also, not a bad way to impress a handful of bog people who you had once used as human sacrifices, though I always felt a steak dinner would go a lot further in making amends for those kinds of things.

      I helped myself to a drink from the minibar as the bus pulled into the airport pick-up lot. Pembroke hurried up to the front, an excitement about him like he really was about to be reunited with long lost family and not the people he once sacrificed for his own gain.

      His face was youthful again, using that strange ability mummies possess to not look like walking jerky when they wanted. “Wait here. This shouldn’t take long.”

      I gestured to the minibar, indicating my content at remaining behind. “Why would I think it would take long? It’s just a bunch of bog-mummies who have never been inside an airport before. I’m sure security and customs will wave them right through, despite their, ah, unique qualities brought on by a few hundred years in a bog. Aren’t they the color of iced tea or something? And wrinkled?”

      Pembroke gave me a wide smile and an airy wave. “When you have the kind of money and connections I do, I would wager you are quite correct. The effects of their years in the ground can be taken care of. Mostly.”

      “How?”

      “Spa treatments, of course. Good heavens, lad, we’re civilized people. We don’t walk around without exfoliating now and again,” Pembroke said.

      It seemed he had not been overestimating his station, as just fifteen minutes later he returned with a cluster of some of the strangest people I had ever seen following behind him. And as someone who has both hunted the supernatural and spent a lot of time on the streets of New York City, that was saying something.

      For one thing, even a discerning eye would probably have trouble telling that the chaotic rabble was supposed to be a family. Their skins tones ranged from a pallid grey like a corpse drained of all its blood to a golden bronze. Their hair and eyes were similarly diverse. The only thing that connected them was the way many of them moved, stiff and lumbering like they were trying out for the part of Frankenstein in an off-Broadway play. I supposed a few hundred years of immobility was hell on the joints, and wondered if any of them would be taking Yoga classes. People did Yoga with goats. Mummies seemed like the next logical step.

      Another oddity was they were dressed more like tourists on their way to a tropical getaway than New York City during the cold season. Very few of them had coats of any kind despite the biting chill in the air, many were in shorts and t-shirts, and one was even wearing a Hawaiian shirt under a blazer, a natty combination he made even better by refusing to wear socks.

      They began to pile into the bus after Pembroke, with him stopping to greet each by name and a quick pat on the shoulder or shake of the hand before having them take a seat. Very quickly a musty smell began to dominate the bus, and I became regretful of my curiosity as it became clear just how full the bus was about to get.

      Up close, Pembroke’s family was even odder than at first glance. Most of the stiffly moving ones were completely silent, barely even pausing to register Pembroke’s greeting before quietly shuffling to their seats. Others seemed to have a tough time controlling the volume of their voices, alternating in whispers and shouts, their variety of accents a tuneless cacophony peppered with language that had long since fallen out of fashion. Some of them were carrying odd items in addition to their luggage, including but not limited to a toilet plunger, half a watermelon, a pasta strainer, and what looked to be a pile of keys pulled off a computer keyboard. The mummy with the computer keys tossed them from hand to hand in an endless loop, making a clacking sound that no one else seemed to notice.

      They kept on coming, and I spotted one, a middle-aged man with sunken eyes like a corpse, loudly instructing the others with the stowing of their luggage. “Yes, up there, above the seats. No, don’t crawl in after it! It will be there when we arrive—okay, fine, you can hold that in your lap, but don’t get in everyone’s way, move to the back. No, you can’t just drop that there, you’re blocking the aisle! Don’t lie down next it!”

      I came over and helped him guide a bedraggled old woman to a seat near the front. Her eyes seemed to have trouble focusing, but then I realized it was only because they were locked onto her reflection in the driver’s mirror.

      “Thanks,” the middle-aged mummy said as he glanced around for the next crisis.

      “Don’t mention it. You seem like you’re really on the ball compared to some of your fellows. You in charge?”

      The look he gave me was not entirely friendly. “No, just helping where I can. It is the duty of those of us who have been awake for longer to assist those transitioning into the new world.” He paused, his face hardening. “Even if many of us are about to die in the fighting anyway.”

      His bluntness caught me off guard. “A little harsh, don’t you think?”

      Another man, one of the few wearing a coat though with cut-off sleeves that defeated its purpose, piped up. “Better than laying in the cold mud while the stars burn out, boy.”

      “A fair point,” I admitted, wondering exactly how this street fight was going to look with mummies and golems duking it out over some sort of supernatural prize.

      By the time the last of the mummies were onboard, the luxurious bus no longer felt so luxurious. Not only did the air reek of staleness and mold, but it was cramped. I counted one-hundred-fifty for a bus that was only supposed to seat about seventy. Some of Pembroke’s folks were willing to stand or sit on the floor, and others were crowded two to a seat as the bus came to a laborious start.

      I found myself squeezed beside a young woman who had decided to bring an entire sack of oranges with her. Apparently she was not patient enough to wait for us to reach our destination before enjoying her citrusy treats, as we had barely pulled out of the airport before she pulled out one of the oranges, peeled it with her bare hands—discarding the peel on the floor—and shoveled the fruit into her mouth. She finished that orange and repeated the process with a second, and then a third.

      “Really like those oranges, eh?” I asked, hoping to start a conversation. “I’m more a tangerine man myself.”

      She gave me a look like I had just said the stupidest thing in the world, then bit into her next orange. Some of the juice squirted out at me and hit me in the face, stinging my eyes with its acidity. I’d like to think she did that on purpose, but if so, the accuracy was incredibly impressive.

      Seeing this attempt at conversation was not likely leading anywhere, I turned my attention to the window and watched the city pass by. Pembroke had given me a vague idea of where we were heading, which was more in New Jersey than New York and thus outside of the places I was familiar with. He was confident it would be a safe place for his family to acclimate before it was time to confront Benazir. “Unless you are willing to extend your gracious hospitality to all my relatives as well?” he had flippantly asked when I pointed out that I had to endure his company for nearly a week because of his fears of Benazir catching him off-guard.

      Over the next hour, my seatmate had worked her way through most her bag of oranges, three mummies had fallen from their seats and needed help to get back into them, one man had begun to relieve himself over the minibar before the middle aged one I had talked to before stopped him, and Pembroke had grandiosely announced to the whole bus his pride in working with such a fine group of people twice. Overall, I’d had worse bus experiences, but never weirder.

      We arrived in an unfamiliar suburb full of mansion-sized houses, any one of which would have rivaled the size of my place in Vermont, though the estates here were only afforded small yards and were packed close enough together that a determined person could leap from one rooftop to the next. New and expensive cars shined at the edge of driveways like trophies. New money, is what Lyanne would have said if she was here—those who recently came into wealth and wanted the things that usually came with it, such as a big house and nice cars, without appreciation for the reasons those things usually had value. It was a surprising choice for someone as ancient as Pembroke, who clung to archaic notions of class and society like his childhood memories.

      The bus parked in front of a house at the end of the street and Pembroke’s family began the arduous process of gathering their possessions and shambling out. I wished that I had chosen a seat closer to the front so I could get out into the fresh air sooner. My seatmate seemed to not be in any rush herself, content to finish off the last of her oranges as the other mummies filed past in the aisle toward the front.

      The bus was nearly empty by the time she finally rose and gathered the rest of her things, content to leave the empty sack on the ground next to all the orange peels. Pembroke came back to give her a hand. “Hope you enjoyed the ride, Morcant. You should be careful with this one, you know, he’s quite the lady killer.” He gave me a wink, which made me sigh and shake my head. Morcant gave me only the most disinterested of looks before taking her things and making her way down the aisle.

      “Ah well, old boy,” Pembroke said, patting my shoulder, “you can’t win them all over.”

      “I’ll try and contain my disappointment.”

      Pembroke and I were the last ones out of the bus. He made a grand gesture as we walked up the drive toward the suburban McMansion. “So what do you think?”

      I tried to think of a polite way to express my feelings on the shoddy looking hodgepodge of architectural styles thrown together to create an impression of wealth for those who don’t know better. “It’s … certainly large. Should be big enough to accommodate everyone.”

      Pembroke laughed at that. “Ten to a room, perhaps. You can go ahead and say it’s a turd dolled up to look like a princess. Like in that old fairy tale, about the poor girl who dresses up and goes to the ball.”

      It took me a moment to figure out which he was talking about. “You mean Cinderella?”

      “Ah, yes, that is her modern name, isn’t it? I always disliked that one—such dishonesty, trying to pass yourself off as better blood than your breeding should allow. Anyway, that’s why this rental makes for such a good hiding place. It’s the last place Benazir would expect someone with my class would hide out.”

      I looked around at the neighborhood full of civilians who would be caught in the crossfire if a fight did break out here. “Sure hope you’re right.”
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      To say the mummies were having a tough time adjusting to the modern day would have been an understatement. I stuck around for a while, concerned that the oddly behaving group were likely to draw attention to themselves. It was going to be tough enough to hide one-hundred-fifty people living in one house in a residential neighborhood as is., They needed to be quiet and unobtrusive. Despite Pembroke’s repeated assurances that it would all be fine, I was having serious doubts.

      For one thing, the wonders of electric lighting were fascinating to them. Whenever one of them found a light switch they would begin to flip it on and off while the others watched in fascination at this magical control over the power of light and dark. From outside the house must have looked we were throwing constant raves.

      Plumbing was another wonder for the mummies. Despite the explicit instructions on the use of the restrooms given by Pembroke and a few of the other more adjusted family members, within just a few hours every toilet in the mansion was clogged and overflowing from them attempting to flush various objects, and the sinks became a mess of soap and bodily discharge.

      There was also the matter of the small fire which, if it had been allowed to burn a little longer, might have brought the fire department to call and then we would have had some real explaining to do. From that point on, Pembroke made the kitchen off-limits to all but a trusted few, because “apparently the concept of an electric stove is beyond some people.” I’d admit I found some of the mummies’ behavior amusing, if only because I was not going to be the one responsible for cleaning it up. There was a bit of schadenfreude in watching someone else’s property get wrecked by supernatural forces for once.

      What was not amusing were the weapons. I saw them as I walked between the rooms to observe the mummies unpack, curious what someone who had been buried in mud for hundreds of years thinks is worth putting in a suitcase, only to find that instead of clothes and trinkets every bag was packed full of instruments of war. Swords and staves, axes and daggers, bows and crossbows—hundreds of the deadly instruments, enough for each of the one-hundred-fifty mummies to have three apiece, at the very least.

      And they seemed quite ready to use them, stiff limbs or not. I watched them take some practice swings and break off into pairs to spar, then take out sharpening stones and oils to get the deadliest edges. A pair of older looking men practiced fighting back-to-back with paired knives with curved blades. The house quickly went from a scene from a supernatural comedy to a barracks in the midst of preparations for war.

      They were not just prepared to fight, but eager for it, and if what I heard earlier was a universal sentiment, ready to die.

      I could feel my time limit before this turned into bloodshed grow rapidly shorter. The moment these guys got one whiff of Benazir’s location or vice versa, they were all going to kill each other, and any civilians who might be caught in the middle.

      With time running thin, I said my farewells to Pembroke and rushed to find Benazir before they did. Though I doubted I’d have any more luck finding her than I had so far.

      But I did know one person I could track: Allgeir. A wealthy man like that running around and flexing his new powers in public? Shouldn’t take long.

      I just hoped it was not already too late.
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      It turned out the only thing more difficult than tracking down someone who masked their movements and made every attempt to be private was tracking someone being so loud and obnoxious that he seemed to be everywhere at once. Franklin Allgeir, if it truly was him and not some imposter using his name after his apparent death, was making waves all over New York City. Even with my team fully mobilized, we couldn’t seem to narrow his movements down enough to find him.

      Lyanne used her ability to fit into any high society function to crash a yacht party that Allgeir was supposedly in attendance of, only to find he was no longer there. Several of the guests claimed to have seen him loudly complaining about the drink selection before pigging out on the hors d'oeuvres. He was said to have only stayed a blessedly short time before departing, with Lyanne getting three different accounts of which way he was supposedly headed.

      Eve decided to check out an underground gambling club where big money types liked to make ludicrous wagers, which Allgeir was supposed to have become a recent patron of. After breaking a few fingers of men who thought she was part of the entertainment, she heard that Allgeir had recently lost big bets on poker, blackjack, and every other card game in the house, but hadn’t been seen in a couple days.

      Sara was running a massive scan of social media for any picture or reference to Allgeir, and having Darcy chase all around the city anytime she found something. Darcy stopped by a hair salon, a taco truck, two separate bars, and 24-hour dry cleaners. I would have felt bad for her, but she was the one who bragged about knowing the city the best.

      As for me, I prowled around the usual immortal hotspots, making threats and occasionally pulling out The Night Flail when some young fool who hadn’t heard of me decided to bear their fangs. Just as the girls had discovered, Allgeir seemed to be in one place for a short while, making a scene as if he was trying to ensure he would be remembered being there, and then disappearing. No one knew where he was staying, what he was planning, or even how he’d acquired supernatural strength.

      Thinking I could use an extra hand, and perhaps a set of eyes that could see what I couldn’t, I decided to give Jexie a call. It went straight to voicemail. I realized then that I hadn’t heard from her at all since she went off to handle family things. I’d been busy enough that I hadn’t had much time to think about it, but now my concern that there might be a connection between her and Allgeir spiked. I don’t believe in coincidence, and until I’m proven wrong, that will be my default setting for any and all sketchy events in my life.

      Lyanne made a pleading call to Jexie’s service provider, claiming to be her very concerned sister fearful that Jexie might be getting in with the wrong crowd again. There are few people, men or women, who could resist the promises inherent in Lyanne’s voice, and we were soon able to track Jexie’s phone using an app on our own as if we were all part of the same family plan.

      Unfortunately, the trail led us to a dumpster. Fortunately, the dumpster only contained her phone and wasn’t the worst scenario I had imagined.

      I made a call to Pembroke, whose business connections to Jexie’s parents I hoped would allow him to help me locate her.

      “My deepest apology, old boy,” Pembroke said, speaking loudly to be heard over the mayhem in the background. There was a sound that I could only identify as a horse, though I knew that couldn’t be right. “They always came to me when we needed to do business in person, and most of our arrangements have been made via wire or phone. Haven’t heard from them since they arranged the flight for my relatives, actually, which is strange. Usually the money-grubbers would have called moments before the plane was due to department to try and renegotiate a higher fee.”

      I tried, and likely failed, to keep the frustration out of my voice. “So you can’t help me find them or Jexie.”

      “Is it urgent? Hopefully this isn’t just for what you Americans refer to as a booty call.”

      No, I need her to find Allgeir so I can find Benazir so I can stop her before you two kill each other. “No, Pembroke, this is important.”

      “Now now, there’s no need for that kind of tone. Pop by the mansion at your earliest convenience, I’ve got something that can help.”

      When you’re able to make portals, it’s a pretty quick trip to anywhere you’ve been before, so my earliest convenience happened to be just a few seconds after I hung up the phone. I made sure to set the other end of the portal in Pembroke’s backyard, where a tall wooden fence would likely protect it from prying eyes. I didn’t want to risk opening it inside the crowded house, since I wasn’t quite sure what would happen if a portal opened directly atop a person, and I wasn’t keen to find out.

      Pembroke greeted me at the backdoor with feigned impatience. “Took you long enough. Did you stop at every pub along the way? Come along, then. There’s someone I want you to meet.”

      I tried my best to ignore the chaos of the house as one hundred and fifty mummies destroyed Pembroke’s security deposit. He led me to the mostly-off-limits kitchen where he introduced me to a man who looked mostly normal aside from the swimmer’s nose clip he was wearing. “This here’s my best tracker, Dart. Say hello, Dart.”

      The sandy haired man gave a faint smile. “Hello Dart.”

      Pembroke smacked Dart on the back like an appliance dealer showing off a washer’s features. “Dart here’s a rare breed of mummy whose got a nose like a bloodhound. Give him a scent to follow and he can track it to near the ends of the earth. Dart, tell them about that one time you tracked a mugger through a rainstorm across a crowded park.”

      Dart’s tone was monotonous. “One time, I tracked a mugger through a rainstorm across a crowded park.”

      Pembroke just nodded like that was exactly what he intended Dart to say. “Just give him one whiff and he’ll track the girl, no worries.”

      “I have a couple of things from when she was staying at my place.” I looked at Dart, whose glassy-eyed expression didn’t do much to build my confidence, but it was not like I had many other options. “When can we get started?”

      Dart gave a small shrug. “No time like the present.”

      He claimed an article of clothing would give him the best scent for tracking her, though I chose to ignore his insistence that undergarments were the optimal choice and returned with a shirt of hers instead. Dart removed his nose clip and gave the shirt a deep sniff, then he sniffed the night air and pointed in an eastward direction. “That way. But far. We should drive.”

      Despite my best efforts, I had yet to make a portal big enough to fit a car into, and driving around in Pembroke’s luxury bus didn’t seem practical, so we caught a cab. I made up a story about Dart getting car sick easily to explain why he was sticking his head out the window like a dog, and made pretend like we were dumb tourists to explain why our directions needed to suddenly change. Dart, who had never seen the city before except from outside a bus window, didn’t need to act. His wonder was genuine.

      We got out when Dart said the scent was close enough for us to track on foot. I tipped the driver generously for his patience, though that didn’t dissuade him from flicking us off as he drove away. That couldn’t dampen Dart’s spirits, who looked so much like an energetic dog about to make a break for it that I wondered if I should have put a leash on him.

      “Do you smell that air?” Dart exclaimed, spinning in place and taking deep sniffs. “So rich, so vibrant, so full of life!”

      All I could smell was exhaust and sewage. “You don’t say. So about Jexie …”

      “I never could have imagined such sights and sounds and smells! It sets my poetic heart aflutter!”

      Just once, it would be nice to work with someone who was normal. “Poetic heart, eh? And here I thought the hearts of undead didn’t work anymore.”

      Dart gave a dismissive wave. “Figure of speech. Technically my heart is in a jar somewhere, probably gathering dust in some forgotten crypt. But poetry is still my first and foremost love. That was my career, back when my heart was still in my chest—well, it was what I aspired my career to be anyway, but the world of poetry in the 1700s was a brutal and unforgiving one. I was willing to starve for my art, of course, but the bloody flux caught me first.”

      “That what turned you into …” I gestured to his nose.

      He touched it with his forefinger. “In a manner of speaking. It killed me, and Pembroke brought me back as his kin, a fellow mummy. I’m not sure what caused my special condition. My first memory after laying on my death bed is waking swaddled in bandages and a nose that could pick up every scent for miles.”

      It sounded like an extraordinarily useful ability, so it was no wonder Pembroke kept him tucked away until he was needed. I briefly considered skipping the middleman and asking if he could track Benazir directly, but I realized if it was that easy Pembroke would have done it already. Besides which, Jexie could be in some kind of trouble and need help. “Hate to break up your fond recollections, but we’re here to find Jexie.”

      Dart sighed but seemed to calm down a bit and took a few more subtle sniffs of the air. “This way.”

      For all his oddities, Dart proved to be an effective tracker, and within an hour we came to the front of a building with a sign reading ‘Imports / Exports, Specialty Shipping, Safe Antiquity Handling.’ I had no doubt based on the descriptions I had gotten from Jexie that this was her parents’ business.

      “Looks like they’re closed,” Dart said as he peered through the darkened windows. “The trail definitely goes in here, though. Come back tomorrow?”

      “Won’t do us any good.” I pointed to another sign that read ‘Closed for remodeling,’ with no indication on when it might be reopened. I had my suspicions that it would not be anytime soon. “I hope you don’t have any moral gripes about breaking and entering.”

      Dart looked thoughtful for a moment. “I’ve never seen the inside of an American prison before.”

      I took that as permission to go ahead. Without Lyanne there wasn’t anyone to pick locks, but there was no need for that when a little force works just as well. There was no way to tell at a glance whether or not doing so had set off any alarms, so I decided we ought to be quick about this unless I wanted to Dart to get his wish about experiencing prison.

      Nothing about the place struck me as unusual. It looked like any one of a hundred cookie cutter offices I’d been to in the city. I wasn’t sure what I was expecting, exactly, but for a company that deals in antiquities and smuggling mummies, I thought there’d be something more … suitable for an Indiana Jones flick.

      But there were no booby traps. No golden monkey statues or engraved treasure chests. Not even a single ruby-embedded chalice placed precariously on a pedestal under the moonlight. Just desks, computers, and well-organized file cabinets. Reality can be such a letdown when your expectations are shaped my action films.

      The only thing that stood out at all on our search was a long, coffin-shaped crate we found in the backroom. It was empty now, but its presence reminded me that Pembroke had said he had been smuggled into the country inside his sarcophagus. The crate was a likely candidate for how that was accomplished.

      It became clear that Jexie wasn’t here, and while I would have liked to stick around and look for more clues, we needed to be out of there in case the police were on their way to respond to an alarm. “Where does the trail lead from here?”

      Dart took a couple sniffs of the air, paused, then sniffed again, harder this time. “That’s weird.”

      “What is it?”

      “Her trail is ... gone. It just ends here, like she just disappeared.”

      It was all I could do to keep myself from shaking the supposedly great bloodhound. “Are you sure? Maybe if you got another sniff of the shirt?”

      He shook his head. “No, it’s really gone, not just masked. It’s kind of like when you went through that portal before, your scent just kind of ended at the portal. There’s got to be some kind of trick like that at work here, because scents don’t just disappear like that.”

      I sighed and took one last glance around the office. “Well, whatever it is, I won’t be able to figure it out right now. Let’s get out of here.”

      We had just stepped outside when Dart stumbled and nearly fell. I caught him and helped him steady himself, but I could tell he was having trouble keeping his feet. He seemed weak. “What’s wrong?”

      He shook his head. “Nothing much. I’m just … I’m afraid my days as a starving artist aren’t quite that far behind me. I haven’t had a chance to eat anything substantial since I was summoned.”

      I patted my wallet to make sure I still had cash leftover after tipping the cab driver. “Can’t have you fainting on the way back. Let’s grab a bite.”

      Dart’s eyes lighted up. “Yes, I heard this was the city that never sleeps. Even at this hour restaurants continue to serve. What would you recommend as New York’s most pinnacle delicacy?”

      And that was how I found myself at a pizza place in the early hours of the morning, across the table from a mummy who was wolfing down a large pie with both hands, covering his face and clothes with grease in the process. The owners whispered something about drugs but thankfully didn’t seem to think to the scene that unusual, and I’d paid in advance with a healthy tip. Fifty bucks goes a long way toward excusing lousy table manners.

      “D’you know, I once ate a roasted human foot because I was trapped in a tower during a war?” Dart said casually.

      I expected some kind of follow-up to that odd aside but Dart just put his attention back to the pizza, which was now mostly gone. It wasn’t until he noticed me staring that he added, “This pizza is much better than the foot.”

      Using a portal, I dropped Dart back off at his home, thanking Pembroke for the loan and promising to contact him if anything came up, then returned to my own sanctuary in Vermont for some much-needed rest. A good sleep might have been just what I needed to not only rid myself of this fatigue but to banish the frustration that had been building from running around in circles and getting no closer than when I started.

      Unfortunately, it seemed rest was not on the agenda, as no sooner had I come through the door than I was called by Sara into the main room. She was seated at her computer, mumbling to herself at a rapid pace like she does when she’s working something out.

      I let out a yawn to let her know I was behind her and I was tired. “What is it, Sara? Can it wait till morning? Well, later morning, after I’ve slept?”

      She spun in her chair so fast she nearly knocked herself off it. “It can’t! Remember how I’ve been scanning social media for signs of Allgeir, and checking the profiles and posts of everyone who knows or is somehow associated with him? Well, I was just checking Jexie’s, and look what was just posted.”

      With a tap of a button she brought up another window, this one of a picture from one of Jexie’s accounts. It was a selfie, but only her shoulder and the side of her face were in it. The main focus of the picture was the man standing behind her: Franklin Allgeir, alive, and, judging by the look on his face in the picture, none too stable.

      It seemed time had just run out.
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      I recognized the sterile surroundings in the picture right away: the hidden Allgeir lab that Darcy and I had broken into. Somehow I doubted Allgeir wanted his secret labs posted all over social media, so Jexie must have gotten the picture off without him noticing. It was a clue as much as it was a plea for help, and remembering the kinds of experiments that were being conducted there, I knew we had to hurry.

      Exhausted as I was from days of running around the city and creating portals back and forth to the Vermont estate, there was no time to rest, so I decided to indulge in rest’s greatest substitution: caffeine. By the time the coffee had brewed and I had downed a cup, Lyanne, Eve, and Darcy, were all geared up and ready for a rescue mission.

      “We’re not sure exactly what we’re walking into,” I informed them as I grabbed my own pack of supplies, which were thankfully already prepared for me. “Whatever Allgeir is, or what he has become, is strong enough to drop a vampire. There might also be golems, mummies, and who knows what else. Benazir herself may be present, for all we know. Be prepared for anything.”

      Lyanne shrugged, not seeming the least bit concerned. “No different from what we do every day, then?”

      Darcy’s shape changed until she took the form of an intimidating, burly man nearly seven-feet tall. “Ready to bust in some heads if I have to.”

      Eve carefully double checked that her weapons were ready and loaded. “Don’t worry, we’ve got your back.”

      I have the best women in my life.

      It took a greater deal more effort in my exhausted state than I would have liked, but I managed to create a portal into the entryway of Allgeir labs. Summoning The Night Flail to me, I stepped through the portal ahead of my allies.

      Right away it was apparent that the place had seen some rough times since the last time I was here. Some kind of power failure had blown the lights, leaving only the emergency lighting to barely illuminate the hall. The floors were scratched as if something incredibly heavy had been dragged down them, and here and there the walls were splotched with stains that I could only pray hadn’t come from Jexie’s blood. The front desk had been cracked in two down the middle, papers and folders scattered all about on the floor, and a glance down each connecting hall showed similar damage to furniture and fixtures.

      I waited for the others to pass through the portal, then slowly we began to trace my steps of my first visit to where I knew they worked on the bodies, and where I had a tingling fear we’d find Jexie and Allgeir. My senses were on high alert, ready for anything that might try to leap out at us from the shadows. Turned out that was unnecessary, as our opponents made no effort to conceal themselves. Not that those lumbering forms of theirs could be easily be hidden. Timur and his golem twin, whom at this point I still only knew as Tweedle-Dum, stood guard outside the door to the lab and did not seem surprised to see us.

      I swaggered forward with my most confident grin. “Hello again, boys. Is Allgeir in? I have an appointment. Check the name ‘Kurt the Succubus Hunter.’”

      Golems unfortunately seemed to lack a sense of humor. Timur’s twin called out over his shoulder. “They’re here, just like you said they would be.”

      A harried voice responded from the lab. “Well, deal with them, Baris! My work has reached a critical moment. I can’t be disturbed now.”

      I could feel the women around me begin to tense up as the two golems began to lumber forward. It was time for some decisive guidance, and it came in the form of a simple statement. “I’ll take care of Thing One on the left. Lyanne and Eve, hold off Thing Two ‘til I get to him. Darcy, wait for the opportunity to get past them and get to Jexie. We’ll come to back you up as soon as we’re done here. Under no circumstances do you take unnecessary risks. If it comes to, I’ll swing the flail with my last breath. Go.”

      They barely had time to shout their assent before the golems were on top of us. As I was the furthest person forward, I had both golems on me at once, my horizon taken up with a half-ton of lumbering meat and magic. I opened my sight and the warnings it gave me allowed me to just barely keep my head as a powerful fist passed over it, splitting the air with an inhuman hiss. The golems had the unpleasant quality of being both huge and hideously fast, a combination that would result in death for almost anyone fighting them.

      Fortunately, I’m not just anyone, and neither are my women.

      The golem snapped off two more punches in a combo too fast to follow; I slipped the first and stepped inside the second, letting the fabric of his arm rake my face fast enough to give me mild rug burn. I spun away, reset, and let the flail dangle with menace from my hand, its weight a lethal comfort to me as I sized up the golem for patterns and points of attack. It was a solid, dangerous enemy of inhuman strength, but it was just an enemy. A task. A thing to be overcome and sent to wherever bad ideas and broken soul are tossed when their reach toward evil fails.

      I dodged and slid my feet like a dancer, using the flail for pure defense as I marked the golem’s attacks. Time was not on my side, nor was gravity—a thing that didn’t seem to impact the golem at all—and after two hard minutes of shadowboxing with the undead beast, I felt my lungs begin to burn with the telltale signs of a fight that had gone on too long.

      Just as a sucked in a deep breath, filling my lungs to bursting, a barrage of gunshots rang out and the golem called Baris was staggered by a hail of bullets. Each round hit him like a hammerblow, proving Lyanne’s investment in armor-piercing rounds-- ammunition that is not typically sold to civilians, but Lyanne once again proved the power of her connections and wealth. She theorized that bullets designed to pierce several layers of Kevlar would have a better chance of harming the creatures, and damned if she wasn’t right. Mostly.

      The bullets fired by Lyanne and Eve pierced deep into Baris’s flesh, leaving gaping holes in his suit and tearing off entire chunks of skin from his face. We got a good look at the golem’s insides then: layers of flesh piled on top of each other, with large stitches holding it all together, atop a skeleton that seemed both human and artificial at the same time. The bones gleamed in a twilight between organic and machine; every surface dark with fluid and pitted, as if of a great age. Lyanne lifted her weapon again, smiling, and fired with a steady hand as round chewed into the golem’s chest, sending gouts of silky fluid spinning away from him. With meaty thumps, parts of the golem hit the floor, leaving him ragged, torn, and furious.

      Baris roared and charged at the women, wounded but apparently not slowed by the assault. I had to trust that the two of them could handle themselves for a minute while I dealt with the problem at hand, and watching Eve reload, I knew they wouldn’t leave a single round unfired. If anything, Baris was in more trouble with Lyanne and Eve, because unlike them, my flail could only fire once. With two weapons, their rate of fire was doubled, and with their accuracy, it was a punishment Baris would not survive for long.

      With only one golem to contend with, I found enough time to strike out with The Night Flail, but once again I found myself with the problem of not being able to strike hard enough to leave any lasting impression. The speed of our fray was such that I couldn’t get a good windup, and while I was scoring hits, they were more harassment than fatal wounds.

      That wasn’t an immediate concern, as I had my own secret weapon planned. I just needed to maneuver myself close enough to use it, and that was proving to be a challenge. The hall wasn’t narrow, but it wasn’t wide enough for wide dodges or long arc swings. I kept my elbows close, my strikes tight, and began to slide around into position for my secondary attacks. The best time for a secret attack is during an attack. It’s dirty as hell, and it can lead to a swift, decisive victory. There are no fair fights. There are only victories or losses, and to hell with the concept of rules.

      Timur, perhaps sensing that he wasn’t getting anywhere with his wild assault of punching, paused and began pacing slowly around me. “Is this what it means to be Succubus Hunter?” he growled, speaking in broken English. “Dance around like ballerina until your women can handle your enemies for you?” He worked his lips to spit, but only managed to dribble on his suit.

      I struggled to not show how short on breath all the exertion had left me. “Classy. I was just trying to give you a fair chance, big guy. I didn’t want to smack you down too early and have you run away like last time. You know, for such a beefy fellow, you beat a pretty hasty retreat. Must be a lot of practice, eh?”

      His smile was vicious, predatory. “How does it feel to know little girl is just behind that door, even now having the last of her life drained from her?” He made a show of looking back at the door. In the chaos, I couldn’t see if Jexie had managed to squeeze past. “She was alive last I saw, you know. But only just. The things he does to test subjects, they are not pretty. Even the strong begin to scream. But she was past screaming. They’re delicious at that point, just before they collapse inward. Like a tent folding up in a storm. Such a tasty little soul.”

      I knew that he was trying to goad me, to try and make me lose focus, and I had to fight back as I felt my vision start to go red. Instead I turned my energies to plotting the exact path between us I would take that would allow me to deploy my secret weapon.

      He continued his slow circle around me. “How does it feel to be so close, to be just feet from girl as she breaths her last? To just uselessly stand by while the life fades from her?”

      In two seconds, he would be right where I needed him to be. My fingers wrapped around a cool object in my pack.

      Then he said something that could never be forgiven. “Is that how you felt when your mother died?”

      I had always considered the possibility that as I grew in reputation and put myself against smarter and more connected enemies that there was the likely chance that they would research me like I researched them. My life before hadn’t exactly been private. I had even considered the possibility that the more sinister among my enemies might even use that information against me.

      Knowing that didn’t stop me from losing my mind. I rushed foolishly forward, The Night Flail coming hard overhead. My sight warned me of an attack coming, but my rage-addled mind couldn’t figure out the strange rectangular pattern it showed me. The answer came a moment later when Timur grabbed an overturned gurney and sent it flying in my direction. It hit me square on and sent me colliding with the wall. The impact knocked the wind out of me and I smacked my head pretty hard, causing me to see stars, white flashes, and a taste of pennies in my mouth that was quickly replaced by something entirely new: white hot anger, pure enough to cook away any semblance of reason.

      I pushed off against the gurney and got my feet back under me, but by then Timur was already back on me, moving with a deceptive speed for his size. Two tree trunk sized hands wrapped themselves around my throat and began to throttle me, the bones in my throat clicking as his fingers pistoned closer together, a rigid smile on his broad face. They clenched so tightly around my neck that I was certain my head was about to pop right off, and any chance of breathing was fading fast as the room’s edges grew fuzzy and distant. I tried to gain purchase to return the assault, but Timur was shaking me so violently that I couldn’t reach my pack.

      With my airways so blocked I could already feel myself beginning to slip from consciousness. I heard shouting but I couldn’t make out any of it. The world was getting dark—darker. That soft, formless deep of a world where your brain was dying, one oxygen-starved second at a time.

      Using my last ounce of strength, I lashed out with The Night Flail, whipping against the arms that were holding me. Either desperation had granted me strength or I just got lucky, but either way the loud crack as the flail crashed against the golem’s arms was enough to get him to release his hold on me. It was a solid strike, and Timur’s flesh was peeled open to expose his massive skeleton, a steady drop of fluid pattering to the floor from my gift to him.

      I took greedy breaths while my hand shot into my pack. I pulled out a cool metal vial, popped off its top, and slashed its contents into Timur’s face.

      We had spent a great deal of time studying the golem plans we had found in Benazir’s workshop, and even more time experimenting with a sample of flesh-fabric we had taken from it. We discovered that while the flesh maintained many of its original properties, the dye used reacted strongly to a certain laundry detergent. When mixed with a few other household chemicals, we discovered a way to completely destroy the fabric, and we figured it would work just as well on the golems. Sometimes, science is simple. Sometimes it’s incredibly complex. This was a simple solution to a complex problem, and it had the added bonus of smelling like fresh laundry. If there’s a market for killing golems and adding a springy-like scent to your crypt, I intend to be on the ground floor of that market.

      But for now, I watched the fluid take effect on Timur, effectively unzipping his flesh in a horrific series of wet tearing sounds. His face began to melt in rivulets, the noxious results streaming down his chest as he sucked in a massive breath and began to bellow like a wounded ox. He put his hands to his face, tore away most of what was left just by touching it, and proceeded to ratchet his shrieks to ear-piercing levels as his flesh—a fabric, really—began sloughing away in great chunks.

      Timur gave a scream that turned into a gurgle as the fabric that composed him began to slosh off his chest, dripping down to his torso, which in turn also began to dissolve. His suit dropped off his frame as his body lost enough mass to support it, and I was left facing a skeleton covered in bits of stringy meat that looked like roadkill from an Arizona highway.

      In the center of this mess’s mass, I saw a pulsating orb, what Jexie had described as the core of the golem that had attacked my home. I lashed out with the Night Flail, striking the orb and shattering it into two pieces. Immediately the skeleton came apart and collapsed into small pieces on the floor among a steaming cloud of something that smelled like fabric softener and spoiled beef jerky. After making a note to never eat beef jerky again, I tried to catch my breath.

      A scream drew my attention, and my respite was over.

      Lyanne was on the ground, a bullet ridden Baris looming over her, his eyes lit from within by an inhuman rage. Eve was a few feet away, struggling to her feet with one of the metal vials in her hand, but she wasn’t going to be fast enough. Baris’s arm was raised back for a strike that would certainly pulverize Lyanne’s head.

      More on instinct than logic, I lashed out with The Night Flail and managed to wrap its chain around Baris’s raised arm, and with gritted teeth and planted feet I was only just barely able to slow the punch enough for Lyanne to roll out of the way. Baris jerked the flail hard enough that my teeth came together with a brutal click, and I thanked the heavens my tongue wasn’t in the way.

      That turned out to be a temporary victory, as Baris grabbed the chain and pulled me toward him like an anchor being retracted from the sea floor. I reached into my back and grabbed a second vial, but the golem had seen what that did to his brother and wasn’t having any of it. He pulled me forward with such force that my feet left the ground, then he clotheslined me as I soared past him. The vial left my hand as I hit the ground and rolled away from me, its merry tinkling a counterpoint to the bitter savagery of our fight.

      I tried to pull myself up despite the protests of my back, aware of the golem raising a massive foot over me in preparation for stomping my head flat. He had big boots, and I was going to get a tour of his sole, up close and personal.

      He jolted suddenly once, then twice, then turned around. I saw two knives buried deep in his back and wondered who the hell was strong enough to pierce a golem’s skin.

      “Hope we’re not too late to the party, old boy.” I never thought I would feel so relieved to hear that accent.

      Pembroke and a dozen of his mummies stood only a short distance down the hall. Pembroke, of all things, brandished a rapier, which he cut the air with in a series of neat, wicked little thrusts.

      “So underrated, the rapier,” Pembroke said. “I rather think it superior to the great sword, but don’t let my family hear such heresy.”

      The two mummies I had seen practicing knife techniques were each pulling out a second set of blades, their eyes on Baris with the kind of lethal intent that I’d come to know could only result in very bad things. Behind Pembroke, Dart was vigorously sniffing the air.

      “Her scent suddenly reappeared,” the bloodhound exclaimed. “We were going to tell you once we were sure you had something, but apparently you beat us here. Your nose must be even better than mine.”

      Baris rushed at the mummies. I managed to pull myself to my feet and rushed to where the vial had fallen, certain they were going to need my help.

      They did not. This group of mummies, at least, was very organized, surrounding the golem and taking turns slashing at him with all manner of bladed weapons, carving out bits of his flesh and letting it fall to the ground. Pembroke himself proved incredibly handy with that rapier, cutting and stabbing so many times in rapid succession that I could barely keep up with it. Baris proved a stubborn foe, though, refusing to drop no matter how much damage he took. In seconds, his skeleton was visible, his suit was a ruin, and he was listing to one side from a savage prick of Pembroke’s sword, right in a joint between hip and leg.

      “We’ll take care of this one,” Pembroke proclaimed between slashes. “Go find Jexie!”

      I didn’t need any further prodding. After rushing through the doors into the lab, I found Jexie strapped to a table, all sorts of tubing pumping things in and out of her. Allgeir was standing over her, his focus on a tray of needles and vials of what appeared to be murky blood. Behind him was the doctor who attempted to stick me with a needle the first time I broke into the lab.

      Allgeir looked up from his work and gave me a look that was equal parts crazed and desperate. “Stay back! Don’t you see how important what I’m doing here is? Don’t you understand what I can accomplish for all of us? Why should power and immortality only belong to monsters? I can make it available to the masses! I can market it! Super strength, immunity to disease, perpetual youth, I have all the tools I need, I just need them to work together!”

      “You’re insane.” I realized antagonizing the guy holding sharp objects over your friend might not be a great idea, but the words came unbidden. “You’re also an asshole.”

      “Am I?” He smashed his fist down on the tray, crumbling the metal like someone might crumble a soda can. “You see how close I am? It took sacrifice. I nearly died, but I am more than I was before. I just need to perfect the chemical processes in their bodies!”

      For someone who claimed to be so strong, I noticed his legs seemed wobbly, and I realized why he hadn’t just attacked me yet with his newfound strength. “You’re dying. Whatever they did to you, it’s not right.”

      He grimaced, and something left him in that gesture. “The rot, like the mummies have, only I’m not hundreds of years old. A side effect of the procedure performed on me. I thought that having my body prepared as mummies were prepared would be perfect for allowing it to adjust to the new chemical processes, and in a way, it was a success—my strength is proof of that. But unfortunately, the concentrated nature of my formula accelerated the decay process, causing me to get the mummy rot in a matter of days. But I think I know a way to fix it! I just need a little more time.”

      I looked over to Jexie. “And test subjects.”

      He shrugged apologetically. “Sacrifices need to be made, for the good of all. You’ll thank me when we are all strong and eternally youthful.”

      I took a step forward and Allgeir practically jumped. “You realize Benazir will never let that happen? All she wanted from you was a way to make longer lasting golems. Whatever deal you think you have with her, it ends when you run out your usefulness.”

      “That’s where you are wrong. Our goals are aligned. The golems are fate for her enemies, but for her and her allies, true immortality awaits, once I finish my work.”

      “Benazir has no allies, just pawns.”

      His face twisted up in rage, and I was worried I had gone too far as his scalpel came close to Jexie. “Who are you calling a pawn? My mind is unparalleled—"

      He was cut off by a needle being inserted into his neck. Behind him, the doctor’s form slowly started to shift to that of Darcy’s. “Sorry to interrupt, but I didn’t think you were getting any more out of him, and I was getting really tired of his voice.” She looked at him in disgust. “Gah. What a fucking bore.”

      Allgeir’s mouth opened and closed like he had something to say but promptly forgot it, then his body suddenly dropped to the floor.

      I rushed over to Jexie and examined the tubes running into her. Having no medical training, I was worried about doing more harm than good by just ripping them out of her, but I wanted to stop whatever process Allgeir had started from continuing. I managed to make some progress on that, and thankfully Eve and Lyanne made their way into the lab shortly after to give me a hand. We eventually got Jexie unhooked from all the tubes, though we had no idea whether it was already too late.

      We all breathed a sigh of relief when she opened her eyes. “Kurt?” Her voice was weak, barely more than a whisper. “Is that you?”

      I took her hand in mine. “I’m here, Jexie. We’re going to take you home.”

      “Kurt, they—they traded me.” Her voice was a whimper. “My parents. The sold me to Allgeir in exchange for promises of power. He promised … he promised he could make them immortal, and they …”

      “It’ll be alright,” I tried to assure her, as the force of my voice could make that true.

      She tried to shake her head but she was too weak. “They already sold themselves out to Benazir, Kurt. They were playing both sides this whole time, helping Pembroke while telling Benazir about it every step of the way because she promised them power. She’s going to kill them all, Kurt, all of Pembroke’s people, and turn them into mindless golems. And my parents think they’re going to be immortal and rule by her side. They were willing to give up everything for that … even me.”

      “So that was her play, was it?” Pembroke strolled into the lab, cleaning off his bloodied rapier with a handkerchief. “She’s a clever old gal, isn’t she? I never once thought it was Jexie’s family that was the source of Benazir’s information. That explains why she decided to show up in New York just as I did, doesn’t it? Well, as a proper Brit, I cannot let this insult stand. It is time for me to rally the troops. This war waits no longer.”

      I tried to call out to him to advise patience, but it was no use, he had already turned on his heels and marched off.

      Things were about to come to a head between Pembroke and Benazir, and I no longer had any ability to stop it. But perhaps I could at least minimize the damage and fallout.

      I turned Jexie over to the other women. “Get Jexie back through the portal and get her into bed. Call a doctor if it looks like her condition’s getting worse. I’ll meet you back there, but first I’ve got a few errands to run.”

      There was only one person in the city who could help me arrange things the way I needed them to be. It was time to pay another visit to Maura.
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      The Dispensary was not host to its usual carefree bar atmosphere. The mortal patrons had apparently at least gotten the vibe and had decided to steer clear, meanwhile the few immortals who still hung around all seemed tense, like they were expecting a fight to come at any time. Apparently Allgeir’s threat to Maura had made the rounds, and only those willing to put up a fight to defend the bar had bothered to stick around.

      I found Maura going through the motions of cleaning the bar counter, but based on how shiny it already was I figured she had gone over that spot a dozen times at least.

      She looked up at me as I approached. “Kurt, I just tried to give you a call but you must have been out. About what you asked me to look into—a connection between Jexie and Benazir—"

      “I know. It’s her parents.”

      Maura frowned. “You know, if you’re going to figure shit out on your own, you really leave me with nothing to do.”

      “Didn’t so much figure it out as was told it by a half-dead Jexie. She’s in bad shape, Maura.”

      She softened and gave me an apologetic look. “I’m sorry to hear that. She didn’t deserve that. But there are going to be a lot more casualties soon if something isn’t done.

      I nodded grimly. “I know. And soon. That’s why I came to you. Is there somewhere we can talk in private?”

      Usually when I wanted to speak privately she would show me to a secluded part of her kitchen, but this time she led me up to the roof of the building her bar was situated under, which turned out to have a pretty impressive view. We sat together and looked out at this city we had both been working to protect, in our own way. It all seemed so peaceful from up here, it was hard to imagine the bloodshed that was about to happen in what might only be a few hours.

      I was the one who broke the silence. “Jexie was betrayed by her family. They sold her to Allgeir and Benazir in exchange for promises of power. Allgeir nearly killed her with his experiments.”

      Maura lit a cigarette but didn’t bring it to her lips, leaving it in the ashtray to send smoke up in a forgotten swirl. “Fucking awful.”

      “It seems Jexie’s parents were playing both sides from the start, both Pembroke and Benazir. I figure they were hedging their bets, putting themselves in the best position to get what they wanted no matter who one. You ever heard about something like that happening before?”

      There was a brief flash as Maura threw her cigarette at my face. “What are you implying?”

      “I was just asking—"

      “You want to know if I’m in league with Benazir, is that it? Or if I’ve been playing both sides, looking for an opportunity to profit as the city goes to shit? As dead scientists come into my bar and make threats and punch out my clients? While my friends are in brutal fights for their lives? Is that what you think?”

      I was silent, looking back out at the city and gathering my thoughts. “I’ve been thinking a lot lately, about what made Tandi’s network tick. How she gathered so much power and actually managed to maintain it, despite there being hundreds of threats to it every day.”

      Maura seemed suspicious about this sudden change in topic. “And what did you determine?”

      My hand went to a wristlet on its chain around my neck. “The portals gave her an advantage no one else has. She could be anywhere at any time, and so could her enforcers. She was like the boogeyman. Her subordinates would be afraid of even thinking of betraying her for fear she could appear behind them. In a profession where she shouldn’t be able to trust anyone, she made sure there was only one side you could be on: hers.”

      “And neither Pembroke nor Benazir have that ability.”

      I nodded. “Pembroke came here hoping to get control of her network so he could exploit her research to find a cure for mummy rot, but he really had no idea what he was getting into in terms of the scope of it all. I’ve seen how he works: off the cuff, impulsive, he thought he could gather everyone on his side by hosting parties and being polite. Benazir, on the other hand, she had history with Tandi. There is no way she didn’t know about Tandi’s portals. She never had the intention of controlling Tandi’s network—at least, not for long.”

      “She orchestrated everything entirely to get at Pembroke.” Maura lit another cigarette, the first one forgotten in her distress, and this time she took a deep drag.

      “I think that’s at the center of her goals, but she’s … chaotic. And I suspect not entirely sane. If she gets her way, not only will she be rid of Pembroke, but I suspect she intends to leave a path of bodies throughout the city like nothing its ever seen before.”

      Maura sighed and looked up at the sky. “So one’s a fool and the other’s a psycho, and whoever wins things aren’t about to get any better.”

      “That’s why we need another option to take over Tandi’s network.” I held up the wristlet. “With this, someone with the right knowledge, contacts, and cleverness could try and pick up the pieces.”

      She did not look enthused by the prospect. “You mean me? I’m mortal, you know.”

      “I know. So am I. Doesn’t mean I don’t scare the shit out of some supernatural creatures when I walk into a room.”

      Maura gave a forced chuckle. “I don’t think anyone is really afraid of me like that. More like they respect me because of what I do.”

      “Respect can be even better than fear. People come to you for information because no one is more tapped into what is going on than you are. Certainly you see how that can be an advantage?”

      “I don’t know.” She flicked out her cigarette and stood up. “I own a bar and I trade information. But running an entire network of immortals and undead?”

      I rose as well, my body choosing to remind me how tired I was. “How about a test run, to see just how good you are at using your knowledge to arrange things?”

      She arched an eyebrow at that. “What did you have in mind?”

      “We can’t prevent a battle between Benazir and Pembroke, but we can prevent civilian casualties if we can make that battle happen somewhere away from people. Any place you can think of that would fit the bill?”

      Maura thought for a second and then grinned. “How about under the city? There are all sorts of tunnels around Voortman’s. I bet with the right bait we could get the battle to take place there. We could even have the ghoul deal with the bodies afterward. That’s his area of expertise.”

      “See? Already thinking like leader. Start making the arrangements.”

      As I walked back inside, I said, just barely loud enough to be heard, “Unfortunately, I have one more errand to deal with first.”
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      Considering he was intent on having the battle take place before the end of the day, Pembroke was surprisingly cooperative with my request to borrow Dart one last time. Perhaps it was because I announced my intention to fight alongside him at the upcoming battle. It was mostly the truth, as I did intend to fight Benazir.

      With Dart’s nose, it only took a few hours to find where Jexie’s parents were holed up. The wealthy importer/exporters who had traded everything away for power and a chance for immortality had been reduced to squatting in a storage rental. I had Dart wait outside and keep watch, not wanting even a mummy to see what I was about to do.

      I had never killed a mortal before. The army trained me for it, but as a truck driver I never engaged in actual combat. Since becoming a Succubus Hunter and dedicating myself to ridding the world of its most vile monsters, I had put an end to a number of immortals and undead, but never to one of my own kind. If there was one lesson this past day had taught me, it was that some of the worst monsters were of the mortal kind.

      Once they realized what I was there for, they pleaded for their lives. I had to bury that part of me that still felt empathy, and I couldn’t replace it with the rage I felt for what they did to their daughter either, since that would make this petty revenge. This couldn’t be personal. Despite being mortal and appearing so helpless right now, the two of them were dangerous, with connections and the willingness to exploit them for personal gain, whatever the cost to others. As long as they were around, they posed a danger to any kind of peace we might bring to the city.

      Because I had to know, I asked what exactly Benazir had promised them that made it worth selling their own daughter. They tried to lie, claiming Benazir had threatened them and they never wanted any of it. Even now they tried to negotiate their way to the top, making all sorts of promises if I could deal with that evil Benazir for them.

      I struck the father down. The Night Flail was designed for killing Succubi, but a solid strike with it would kill a mortal man all the same.

      The mother screamed and I asked her again. She bared her arm and neck to me and let me see the scars there, the first stitches as fabric made from her own flesh was sewn back onto her in the same manner as the golems. She became desperate for me to understand that Benazir can take parts of them and give back so much more—even life everlasting.

      I killed her then, because she was corrupted and beyond saving. I knew that the guilt I felt at that moment would remain with me for the rest of my life, but it was a price I was willing to pay.

      To me, Jexie’s reaction was the tougher cross to bear. I went to her bedside and she could sense what had happened right away. Even now I don’t know if it was something she saw in the spirits around me, perhaps even her parents’ own sprits, who will no doubt haunt me for the rest of my days, or if it was just the way I looked her with an expression that betrayed something terrible.

      She broke down, becoming inconsolable, and shrank back into the bed, asking to be left alone. For all the horrible things that they had done, for the terrible way things ended between them, at the end of the day they were still her parents, and she would never be able to completely forgive me for killing them.

      As I left her there to her sorrows, both because she didn’t want me there and because I was still needed, I knew that wasn’t the only tough weight I was going to have to carry.
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      “Limos with darkened windows for one hundred and fifty?” Over the phone, Maura’s voice was incredulous.

      I took a sip from my fourth cup of coffee of the day. “Pembroke always insists on travelling in style. I’ve already hinted to him that I know where Benazir is going to be to stall him from tearing up the city with his family to find her, but if we want him to go where we want, we need to appeal to his sense of class. He won’t be able to resist the limos.”

      She gave a light chuckle. “I guess that’ll help us convince him when it’s time to go underground. Alright, I’ll pull some strings and get the limos.”

      “Have you been making progress with Benazir?”

      I heard her flipping through papers. “Her exact hiding spot is as cryptic as ever, but I know how to get a message to her. Though we could always try to call her again.”

      The number Pembroke gave me had gone to voicemail every time I’d tried to call since our one exchange of threats, which led me to believe the number was abandoned. Which was fine, since this deserved a more personal touch. “Are we sure that no one reported the deaths of Jexie’s parents yet?”

      Maura’s voice couldn’t hide her distaste. “Yeah, I had someone check the storage unit to make sure it hadn’t been disturbed.”

      “Good. Send Benazir this message: they are spilling all of her secrets, including a way to defeat her golems—she’s probably found the melted remains of Timur by now so she should believe that—and that I’ve got them hidden away with Voortman. We already know she knows where his butchery is, so it should get her to come running.”

      I heard a click that at this point I knew by heart as her lighter. “So I guess this is it, then. Once we set this in motion, it won’t end until one of them is dead. Are you ready for this?”

      “Ready as ever. We’ll put this bitch down and be home in time for breakfast.” And much overdue sleep.

      “Your confidence is infectious. I’ll handle things on my end. Be ready for the fight.”

      I reached for The Night Flail and felt its comforting presence. “I will be.”
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      I hadn’t really noticed the first time Maura took me down to the abandoned subway tunnel that led to Voortman’s butchery, as at the time I was mostly concerned with not stumbling in the dark, but there were many paths that branched out from it. If you kept your eyes open for it, you could see the breaks in the early 1900s décor where the narrow openings to rough tunnels were concealed.

      It turned out the whole underground was a labyrinth where Voortman and his fellows, who he called underdwellers, lived. With a little motivation and a few threats Voortman was motivated to show us around the tunnels that most directly ran through the subway passage, though I could tell this was only the tip of the iceberg. It made me wonder just how big Voortman’s community of underdwellers was, but that was a concern for another day.

      For now, the tunnels proved to be a good hiding spot for Pembroke’s mummies as we watched the subway passage. Up and down the tunnel one hundred and fifty heavily armed mummies lay in wait, eagerly anticipating the battle to come.

      “I sure do hope you were right, my boy,” Pembroke whispered, his hand clenched tight around his rapier. “My neighbors have started asking questions. I don’t think we will be able to hide there much longer.”

      “She will be here,” I said with absolute confidence. Benazir would never be able to resist the bait we had set.

      Pembroke stood with Lyanne, Eve, and I in the side tunnel closest to the butchery, along with a handpicked selection of his best, including Dart, the knife wielding pair, and my former bus-mate, who was once again passing the time peeling and eating oranges. I think Pembroke had called her Morcant.

      I thought I’d try one more time to make conversation with the woman who had once been squeezed into a seat with me for over an hour. “So, how do you fight? Your powers fueled by oranges?”

      Again the only response was a look like I was an absolute idiot. Well, I tried.

      Pembroke tsked. “Coming on a little strong, aren’t you, Kurt?”

      “What? I wasn’t—"

      “Keep your head in the game, Kurt,” Eve said.

      “Really, Kurt, now is not the time. There’s a battle to be fought,” Lyanne piled on.

      I didn’t get a chance to try defending myself, because at that moment the sound of crunching footsteps alerted us that someone else was in the tunnel. My night-vision glasses helped me make out the lumbering forms that I recognized as Benazir’s golems. I had hoped that with the death of three of her flesh monstrosities she would have been unguarded, but it seemed that was wishful thinking. She’d somehow had the time and materials to produce seven more of the hulking slaves. I wondered how many other bodies we hadn’t found yet to produce that much flesh-fabric.

      Pembroke’s mummies waited in perfect silence, watching like still sentinels as the golems made their way through the passage. I had to marvel at their self-control to not prematurely launch into an attack. I didn’t think Pembroke even broke a sweat. Actually, I wasn’t sure if mummies sweated at all.

      Just as the golems were crossing our own hiding place, Pembroke gave a shouted order, and suddenly one hundred and fifty mummies descended upon the golems in a swarm so coordinated it was almost like a choreographed dance. Those with thrown weapons, such as the knife wielders, stepped out first and pelted the golems. Then came the ones with restraining weapons, nets and snares and chains, restricting the golems’ movement. Finally came the melee weapons, all manner of swords and spears and axes, and they began chopping away at the constructs.

      But the golems proved they were not going down without a fight. No matter how many holes were put in them, no matter how much of their flesh was cut off, they kept pulling themselves up. One broke free of the chains and nets restraining it and grabbed one mummies faces in each of its hands and squeezed, reducing their heads to pulp. Another that had been knocked to the ground grabbed a mummy by his legs and started swinging him around like a club. It was a vicious, chaotic fight and we were losing allies with each passing second.

      Culverton jabbed his rapier repeatedly into the center of a golem whose chest had been carved out by axes, finally getting the blade to cut into its core. The creature fell apart into a mess of uncoordinated pieces. “Keep at it, lads! Their cores! Take out their cores!”

      Eve and Lyanne did their part, unloading with armor piercing bullets onto a golem that had broken free and was batting mummies away with an uprooted bench. It turned and rushed toward them, the flail whistling in my hand beside me.

      I lashed out with the Night Flail, cutting with a horizontal slash that cracked the bench in half. With a roar it threw both halves at me, which I dodged with ease, feeling the battle come to me as my focus became tight and clear. The Night Flail came back around and wrapped itself around the golem’s leg, sinking easily in the sorcerous flesh. I pulled, knowing that the golem’s strength would keep me from tripping it, instead using the effort to pull myself closer, ducking as I got close to avoid a punch and sliding between the two tree-trunk-like legs. I rolled to my feet while grabbing a metal vial from my pack and tossed it into the golem’s back.

      It bellowed in unalloyed rage as its flesh began to slush off, then turned wildly to shake off the burning bits. In doing so, it revealed its back to Lyanne, who used the opportunity to put a bullet into the exposed core, gleaming gem-bright and vulnerable. The screaming was silenced.

      Around us, the battle was costly, but progressing due to the relentless nature of Pembroke’s family. Only one golem still stood, and it was being dismembered by two swords with nasty looking hooks on the ends of them. About two dozen mummies lay dead or in states where they likely wished they were, but the vast majority of them were still standing, angry, and in various states of dress that left me wishing for a few spare bathrobes. There are two kinds of naked—good and bad- and a five-hundred-year-old mummy’s pickled testicles fall into the latter category with a resounding bang.

      The state of our readiness was good, because the real battle was just about to begin.

      A wheezing cackle resonated down the subway tunnel, seeming to come from everywhere at once. “Oh my, my, so many little mice have stepped into the nest. It doesn’t do to be overly gluttonous, but it can’t hurt to feast every once in a while.”

      A blinding red light came from the end of the tunnel, forcing me to shield my eyes and toss my night-vision glasses to the ground. When my vision finally cleared, I saw her for the first time.

      Her body reminded me more of a bird than a person, long and bony, full of sharp edges and harsh angles. Her hair was a mess of dry, off-yellow strands, like a hastily piled stack of straw. She was dressed in a simple brown kaftan and well-worn sandals.

      But it was those eyes that drew your attention. They were the eyes of a hawk, sharp and fierce, seeing the world as filled with nothing more than prey. A killers eyes. A taker. A thing, not a woman; at least she wasn’t any longer.

      “It has been too long, Pembroke.” Her voice was like nails on a chalkboard. “But don’t worry—we’ll be seeing a lot more of each other after I peel the flesh from your bones and use it to make my golems.”

      Pembroke pointed the tip of his rapier at her. “You seem to overestimate your odds, you ruinous hag. You are outnumbered and outmatched, as ever. Let us put an end to this farce between us so that my family may move on in peace. I will pray for your soul. You have my word.”

      “You’ll. . .pray? For me?” The wicked smile on her lips sent a chill through me. “Then by all means. Let’s.”

      The mummies launched their assault, and I had to believe that, however powerful Benazir was, she must truly have been mad to think she had the advantage here.

      Then I found out that I was the one who didn’t understand the situation. Benazir raised her hands, muttered a few words in a language as old as the stars themselves, and the mummies stopped in their tracks.

      And then they began to fall.
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      Stories were full of moments when the tide of battle changes, when a small force of underdogs finds the ability to overcome the greater odds, when it became clear that the few were going to triumph over the many. These moments are written to be inspirational, to give people hope about overcoming the challenges in their own lives.

      I didn’t think any of those stories were ever told by the side who found the tide pushing hard at their hulls.

      That was how I felt when I watched an army of one hundred and fifty mummies collapse to the ground before the spell of the witch. Some clutched their chests like they were having heart attacks, other put their hands to their throats as if they were choking, but all of them were falling to the ground.

      There was no physical sign of what was happening, nothing for me to protect them from, and I was worried if I rushed recklessly against the witch I would fall victim to the same spell. I looked to Lyanne for advice—

      And saw her and Eve were also in bad condition. They were both clutching the wall to stay upright and were breathing heavily.

      “Life …. stealing magic,” Lyanne managed between gritted teeth. “More effective on undead … but it will get us, too, soon.”

      It was then that I noticed how cold The Night Flail had become on my arm. The abilities I had gained since picking it up protected me from many supernatural influences, and it must now be working to keep Benazir from draining my life force.

      “We had a deal,” a pitiful voice called out from among the mummies. I looked for the source and saw it was Morcant, the orange fan. She was trying desperately to push up on her elbows but failing. “I … told you everything … I helped you … why would you…”

      Pembroke, who looked more now like a mummy than I had ever seen, groaned. “You betrayed us … Morcant. Why?”

      Benazir threw her head back and cackled. “For the same reason anyone does, you old fool. For her own survival. She saw her odds were better with me. Too bad I never intended to keep my side of the deal. I have no use for traitors.”

      Morcant opened her mouth to protest, but no sound came out, and she fell back on her face, still.

      I was rushing forward, The Night Flail dangling, hoping to use the distraction to get a surprise strike. Unfortunately, her hawkish eyes didn’t miss anything. She turned to me and opened her mouth impossibly wide, the bones snapping in a grotesque parody of human shapes, and a swarm of chittering, buzzing insects flew out to surround me. They assailed me from all sides, stinging my face, trying to crawl in my mouth and nose, filling my ears with a buzzing so loud that it drowned out the rest of the world. I tried to bat them away with my hands and with the flail, but it was the wrong weapon for the wrong job. I was trapped, the stink of insects filling my senses like a toxic perfume.

      There was a bang and a flash and the insects parted, away from me in a furious horde of clicking distress. Pembroke was on one knee, one hand extended, radiating a dark energy. “I’m afraid that’s my last trick, my boy, as this is it for me. Make … this bitch pay …”

      He collapsed, his body crumbling into ruined, flaky bits on the way down. Around him, the rest of his family met a similar fate. And not far, Eve and Lyanne were looking weaker than anything. I needed to finish this, fast. My anger flared anew.

      I spat out a bit of insect and brought The Night Flail up in a circular arc, swinging it in a defensive pattern as I stepped carefully toward the witch.

      “Well, young hunter, this is a surprise. Here I was, thinking your life would be the most delicious, the most … unique. And yet you seem to immune to my pull.”

      “Life is full of little disappointments.”

      She cackled as she brought her hands up into a V pattern. “You don’t know the half of it, boy.”

      I stepped within reach and brought the flail back to strike—

      And then I was blind. And deaf. It felt like hands were pressed over eyes and cotton had been stuffed into my ears. I shook my head trying to clear it, with no luck.

      I felt sharp claws caressing my cheek. Through the cottony silence I could hear the witch’s cackle clearly. “Don’t worry, I won’t let you go to waste. I’ll kill you in a way that won’t damage your precious flesh, child. You’re going to make my greatest golem yet.”

      Taking a deep breath, I managed to force down all the terror, disgust, and sorrow that I was feeling at that moment, even as my guts went to water at being rendered little more than a meat sack by her violating magic. My mortal senses might be disabled, but those weren’t all I had access to.

      I opened up my sight.

      The world became blurs of stark white and swirling black, pulsing steadily like heartbeats as the void in my vision became real, and the spaces I could see took a physical shape. It was the world in its most primordial state, good and evil, light and dark, life and death. And in front of me was the greatest void of darkness imaginable, a disgusting pit of sickness, decay, and hatred. The heart of Benazir, thumping with a song of such hatred it sent eddies of red into the inky ether filling my sight.

      I struck out with The Night Flail and felt it crack as it struck home My senses cleared and I was treated to the sight of Benazir stumbling, clutching her face where the flail landed, her flesh split wide and inviting for my next move.

      Not resting on my laurels, I brought the flail back for another strike. She let out a scream and I was pushed back by a blast of shapeless force, my attack going wide as I went flying across the room to land with a thud.

      “You no longer amuse me,” she cried, her eyes burning with eternal rage. She raised her hands for another spell, and through my sight I knew its intention was to kill me.

      A hand reached out from the darkness of the tunnel behind her and grabbed her wrist, distracting her. “Who dares!?”

      Another hand grabbed her other arm, and yet another appeared around her waist. There were four, five, six, and then more sets of hands, all grabbing at her body, her hair, her robe, her face.

      “I don’t know who you fools are, but this will be your final error!” Benazir’s fingers twitched and a wave of red energy pulsed behind her. In its wake I got a look at the creatures grabbing her: dozens of them, pale skinned, hunched and ugly, with sunken eyes and shriveled lips that revealed yellowed fangs.

      Voortman’s underdwellers.

      Benazir’s eyes widened with fear. “What? Why isn’t my magic working on you? Explain yourselves!” She tried another spell, and another, flashes of light pulsing over the underdwellers, but nothing seemed to affect these creatures born of darkness and shame.

      And then she was screaming as the creatures started pulling her body in all directions. I heard bones crack and saw tears in the flesh where they were literally pulling her apart. One of her arms came completely free and two of the creatures began to sink their fangs into it, mumbling around their prize like chittering rats.

      I swung The Night Flail back and forth as I walked up the scene of Benazir’s torture. Whatever else happened, I would be the one to end her.

      “I wish I could say I felt sorry for you, Benazir, but if there was ever anyone who deserved this kind of fate, it was you. I don’t want you to worry, though. Your flesh will not be lost. Every. Morsel. Will be put to. . .good use.”

      The Night Flail came around in a sizzling arc. There was a blast of sand, heat, and wind as her head was torn from her shoulders to thump along the ground in the drumbeat of our victory.

      And then Benazir, the Desert Witch, was no more.

      I decided it was best not to wait around and see if the hungry underdwellers thought I would make a good dessert. Gathering up Lyanne and Eve, we began to make our unsteady way back to the portal-- and our home.

      The war was over, and it was time for some well-deserved rest.
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      Click. Click. Click.

      Sara’s face, which would usually light up with interest seeing something new, was frozen with the mouth agape.

      Click.

      Eve tapped her foot. “Disturbing.”

      Click.

      Lyanne sipped her wine, maintaining an air of calm I didn’t believe she really felt. “My thoughts exactly.”

      Click. Click.

      Maura lit up another cigarette and took a deep drag.

      Click.

      Darcy shook her head. “To think, these things have lived underneath us all this time.”

      On the computer screen were pictures taken by Lyanne as we made our way out of the subway tunnel. I had been so determined to get us out of there I hadn’t even noticed her take out her camera and snap a bunch of pictures of the strange creatures that had saved us. As Sara clicked through the pictures and cleaned up the darkness and blurriness, we got our first good look at the creatures.

      And they were not pretty.

      These last few pictures were of a young female, her mouth open to display ragged fangs. She stepped forward hesitantly in the direction of the camera, sniffed the air, then took another step, her thin brow lifting with interest.

      Somewhere in the instincts that made me a Hunter, I knew what I was looking at was a threat bigger than anything else I’d ever faced.

      The last pic was of the young underdweller smiling hungrily. In a gesture that was far too human, she pointed at the camera as if she could see me.

      Then she winked.
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      For updates about new releases, sign up for the mailing list below. You’ll know as soon as I release new books, including my upcoming new series, as well as sequels in the Succubus Hunter series.

      
        
        Click here to sign up.

      

      

      

      You can also join the Harem Nation Facebook group where I hang out with Joshua King and Mark Albany.

      
        
        Click here to join.
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