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        July 1892– Homestead, Pennsylvania

      

        

      

      I’d never been to war before.

      Bullets whizzed past my head, and I ducked, trying to stay out of the firefight. All I had was a rock, and my aim had never been that good. I didn’t want to die tonight here on the riverbank, but I wasn’t a coward. I stood shoulder to shoulder with my fellow workers, determined not to let the Pinkertons reach the steel mill behind us.

      Two men already lay dead: one of ours, and one of theirs. I knew the Pinkertons fired first, but later, they’d claim we did, if any of us survived. The agents kept up a barrage from their boat, firing blindly into the crowd. I heard men cry out in pain and fear. Women prayed, calling on God in Polish, Russian, Hungarian—all the languages of the mill. Boys too young to shave clamored for a spot on the front line, thinking it all great sport.

      I knew better. This riverbank would be soaked in blood before dawn.

      Someone spilled oil into the river and lit leftover fireworks from the parade along with a few sticks of dynamite, tossing them toward the Pinkerton boats, trying to make them go away.

      My heart froze in my chest. Fighting the king’s men back in Hungary, or the hired guns of Carnegie and Frick, it was all the same. One side could afford an army of soldiers, and the other side offered up their own blood and sinew, all that they had, daring to demand pay enough to buy bread.

      “Hey, Magarac. You think we’re gonna win this?” Piotr Kowalczyk, my best friend from the mill, stood next to me with his own pile of rocks.

      “I hope so,” I replied, figuring a lie was better than the truth. Piotr crossed himself. I didn’t, and Piotr either didn’t see or didn’t mention it.

      The Pinkertons kept firing. Higher up the hill, our side fired back. The whole town was out here—men, women, and children. I’d heard that the owner of the hardware store donated all his ammunition to the cause. Shots rang out around us. I saw the bullet strike Jakob Nowak in the chest, sending up a spray of blood. His arms flew out from his body, and his head snapped back, then he fell and didn’t move.

      We screamed in fury. Those closest to the shore threw whatever they could get their hands on, pelting the Pinkerton boats. Flames rose in the night. Some of the workers lit a barge on fire and sent it toward the boat with the hired muscle. More dynamite went off, sending up a wall of water and nearly swamping the agents’ boats. Still, they fired on us. And I knew that come dawn, there’d be more of them.

      All I’d wanted was a job. I’d come to America, to this little town outside of Pittsburgh, from my native Hungary with my wife and baby son to make a new start. We didn’t have enough to eat in the Old World. Work was scarce, and the police in my village were dishonest. My uncle Stanislaw left first, making his way across the ocean, and sent back for me. I brought my wife, Agata, and our baby son, Patryk, with me because I believed we would have a better life here.

      Within a year, they were dead of a fever, and I was alone. I stopped praying to the Holy Mother the night I’d buried my family. If I prayed at all, which wasn’t often, I called on the Old Gods, the ones I’d heard my great-grandmother whisper about in the dark of night. Carnegie and Frick claimed Jesus and the Apostles. But the Old Gods weren’t beholden to the men who owned the mills and thought they owned our bodies and our lives. They were ancient and powerful, and they did as they pleased. Whether or not they cared about the likes of us, I wasn’t sure.

      “Magarac! Look—the Pinkertons are leaving!” Piotr crowed, elbowing me. I looked down toward the dark waters of the Monongahela River. Sure enough, the barge was withdrawing. A cheer went up from our side, and voices shouted taunts in a dozen languages.

      “We won!” Piotr cried out, lifting his arms in the air in victory. “We drove the sons of bitches back!”

      I could not share his glee, or join in the celebration going on all around me. Good men were dead, and our “win” wouldn’t comfort their kin. I knew that men like the robber barons didn’t give up so easily, not to the likes of us. We stayed encamped around the mill, holding it prisoner, while the men who led our union went to Pittsburgh in good faith to negotiate terms. The camp had a holiday air about it, giddy with having driven back the hired guns. Women brought us food from town, and young boys ran through the strike camp, chasing each other with sticks for rifles and pinecones for rocks, acting out the victory. I forced a smile and stayed with my friends, but in my heart, I knew it wasn’t over.

      Vengeance came swiftly. There had to have been thousands of armed soldiers.

      We didn’t stand a chance.

      Bullets flew, and bayonets flashed. Piotr died with a look of shock on his face, cut down when a slug took off part of his head. His blood and brains splattered my face and soaked my shirt. He’d raised his hands in surrender, and they didn’t care. “Fucking Polocks,” the soldier shouted, right before he fired.

      I didn’t have a gun, but I screamed a curse in Hungarian and hurled a rock at the man who killed my friend, and clipped his shoulder. All around me, men fell as shots rang out.

      The soldier didn’t bother to reload. He turned the rifle in his hands and slammed the stock into my head. I stumbled, and two of his buddies were on me, beating me with fists, kicking my ribs and groin with heavy boots, stomping down on my chest and face. I couldn’t see with blood running into my eyes. They kept beating me, kicking and punching, and my breath came with a wet rattle as I brought up blood. All the while, they cursed me, vile words against my homeland and my people, mocking my accent and telling me to go back where I came from.

      I knew the only place I would go from here was the churchyard at St. Michal’s.

      When the soldiers had their sport, they left me for dead among the corpses and rounded up the survivors, marching them back to town, perhaps to jail. From where I lay, I could see Piotr, his face pale, eyes staring.

      Rage filled me, for Piotr and all the others, for the men dying around me amid the gun smoke and the fire. I drew a painful breath and called on the only being I trusted to hear my cry.

      Krukis, god of blacksmiths.

      I had seen his image in an icon my grandmother hid behind a likeness of St. Peter. I’d always been drawn more toward Krukis, with his bare chest and strong arms, striking iron on an anvil with a powerful hammer and a raging fire, than I had been by the serene man in white robes with a halo. My world had dirt and ash and flame, and Krukis wasn’t afraid to get dirty.

      Through the smoke, I saw him, striding toward me like an ancient predator. Perhaps it was a vision brought on from being at death’s door. Krukis stood at least seven feet tall, broad-shouldered and thick-muscled from the forge. His black hair hung long around his stern, handsome face. Slate gray eyes surveyed the carnage, afraid of no one.

      “Jozef Magarac. Why have you summoned me?”

      The deep voice rang in my head. Maybe I was already dead, come to judgment day. No, not dead yet. The air still stank of blood and piss, and my mouth tasted of ash. I again wondered if this was delusion caused by the pain, but I decided it didn’t matter. If there was any chance, any chance at all…

      “Give me justice, for the men killed today,” I begged. I wasn’t afraid to die. Life was a constant struggle. Death meant rest or peaceful oblivion. But I would not die like an animal, unavenged. “Make me the instrument of your vengeance.”

      Krukis’s laugh rumbled through the air like thunder. “Think yourself up to the task?”

      “If not me, then who?” Clearly, being almost dead made me insanely brave to challenge a god.

      Krukis stopped laughing. He regarded me with a gaze that seemed to see down to my bones, assessing my paltry courage and many failures. It took everything I had not to shrink beneath that scrutiny, but fury made me bold. I stared back, unflinching.

      “Very well, Jozef Magarac. I will grant your prayer. To you, I give the strength of a mule team and the speed of a racehorse. You possess the heart of a warrior, but to that courage, I add magic, when you call on my name. Your bones will be steel, and magic can make your skin metal for a short time. You will not age and cannot die but by the hottest of fires. You will be my servant, meting out my justice, and I will be your god.”

      “Agreed. By my blood and bone, make it thus.”

      Lightning struck me, coursing through my veins, setting bone and skin and sinew on fire. I screamed, never having felt such agony before. Then, abruptly, the pain stopped. I drew in a breath, and nothing hurt. My blond hair was still matted with blood, but the gash on my forehead, the swollen eye, the split lip—all were healed.

      I opened my eyes and found Krukis giving me an appraising look. “I will be watching, as will my companions. Expect to hear from us, now and again. I shall be quite interested to see what comes of this vengeance of yours. Do not forget the fires that forged you.”

      With that, Krukis vanished, leaving me alone with the dead.
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        1928–Cleveland, Ohio

        

      

      Ben Lavecchia ran the best blind tiger in Cleveland.

      The Hathaway Theater hosted the top vaudeville show in the city, with a mix of traveling performers and an impressive cast of local talent that many people said put New York and Chicago to shame.

      I’m pretty sure that the people who said that had never actually been to New York or Chicago, but it was a nice fiction that made Ben happy. Considering the guy was both a powerful strega and the youngest son of Vincent Lavecchia, Cleveland’s biggest crime boss, telling Ben what he wanted to hear was smart.

      I’m smart, but I’m also an asshole. Ben puts up with me anyhow.

      “You got any Caribbean tigers in there?” I asked when I bellied up to the huge mahogany bar. This being Prohibition and all, there were no bottles of distilled spirits on the backbar, although there were several oddly shaped containers of medicinal potions and elixirs, famed for their “curative” powers.

      “Never sure what kind of tigers we have around,” Ben said with a shrug. He took my money, rapped on a wooden panel, and dropped the coins into a hidden drawer. A moment later, the drawer opened again, holding a glass filled with an amber liquid that looked a lot like rum.

      “Might be your lucky day, Joe,” Ben said, handing me the glass. “Caribbean tigers are hard to come by.” I knocked back the shot and held out a couple more coins.

      “I can’t say I got a good look at that tiger,” I said with a grin. “I’d like to try again. I’ll look real hard, this time.”

      Ben rolled his eyes, repeated the trick with the hidden drawer, and handed off my rum. “Leave some for the other patrons tonight, will ya?” he added, but I knew he wasn’t pissed because he hadn’t racked his shotgun.

      “I’m your best customer, Ben.” It was true. And thanks to my deal with an ancient Slavic god, I also couldn’t get more than mildly buzzed, no matter how much I drank.

      “I try to keep everyone happy,” Ben replied, glancing around the smoky room. His gaze never missed anything, a habit that went with living on a knife-edge. Rumor had it that once upon a time, Ben and his big brother Tony never missed a party. Then Tony went to war and didn’t come back, and Ben’s party days were over.

      Ben’s “blind tiger” speakeasy operated out of a private room in the basement of the theater, which conveniently had several exits, hidden and not. It was a sanctuary that catered to a strange mix of people, myself included. Theater folks came down after their performances, often still in costume, and mixed with the bankers, socialites, well-off wastrel sons, card sharps, and Mob gentry. Hank, the piano player, was as blind as the fictitious tiger, with a perfect memory and a keen ear for voices. There wasn’t anything worth knowing in this town that Hank hadn’t overheard.

      “You ever get anyone who actually thinks you’ve got a real tiger?” I asked, sipping my second rum.

      “Now and again,” Ben replied. “Vito, one of my boys, brought one of the new guys in last week. Big fellow, but young and green as grass. You’d have thought someone kicked his puppy when he found out there weren’t no tigers.”

      I don’t know who came up with the idea of charging patrons for a “special exhibit” of seeing an exotic blind tiger, then giving them “free” alcohol with their ticket in order to get around the law, but the name stuck. Then again, no cop with two brains to rub together would try to close down Benny Lavecchia’s place. That is, if he didn’t want to find himself fired and dead, not necessarily in that order. Not that Ben himself would have anything to do with it. Ben had gone as straight as his circumstances would allow. Didn’t stop his overprotective papa and big brothers from making sure no harm came to their youngest.

      Not to mention that Ben was a powerful strega. Even Capone knew not to mess with a witch.

      “Hey, Mack.” A beautiful dark-skinned woman with bobbed, wavy hair and a sultry voice leaned against the bar next to me. Her beaded dress clung to her curves like liquid silver.

      Most people said that when they were speaking to a stranger, but I knew Millie meant me. I’d gone by “Joe Mack” for close to sixteen years now, ever since I’d been in Cleveland. The thing about immortality is, after a while, people notice you don’t age. I’d probably look thirty-one forever. In a few years, I’d need a new name and a new city, but for now, I liked where I was.

      “How’d your show go?” I asked, as Millie slipped coins to Ben and he passed her a tiger that smelled a lot like gin.

      “Almost a full house. Tried out a couple of new songs. They went over real good.” Millie had a voice like a fallen angel, and when she sang a torch song, she smoldered. I could read in her eyes that she’d lived the blues she sang about. The Deep South drawl made it clear she wasn’t from around here.

      “You could sing my grocery list and get a standing ovation.” I wasn’t flirting; it was the truth.

      “You, sir, are a silver-tongued devil,” Millie said, wagging a finger at me with a grin. “But keep talking. I like what you’re selling.”

      “Just telling it like I see it,” I replied. I liked the fact that Millie and I knew where we stood with each other. There hadn’t been anyone for me since Agata died all those years ago, and there wouldn’t be, ever again. Wouldn’t be fair to them, what with me not aging. And I couldn’t stand watching someone I loved age and die. As for Millie, she sang enough “done me wrong” songs that I believed her when she said she had sworn off on men. I believed her even more when she slipped an arm around Nicolette, the show’s French contortionist.

      “Sure is jumpin’ down here tonight,” Millie drawled.

      “You’d think Lucky Lindy had dropped by,” I replied, glancing around to make sure Lindbergh hadn’t actually done just that. You never knew who might show up at Ben’s. He knew everyone and the dirt on them, as insurance.

      Millie gave an unladylike snort. “I wouldn’t be here talking to the likes of you if Charles Lindbergh was here. Be over asking for an autograph.”

      “You don’t need a man to fly,” Nicolette murmured, quietly enough I wouldn’t have heard her if I’d still been mortal.

      I rolled my eyes and returned my attention to the crowd. I liked Ben’s speakeasy because people mixed here when they couldn’t other places. Everybody played nice, or they got bounced with a warning to forget what they’d seen, or else. Millie was royalty here, and so were some of the show’s more unusual performers. Samson, the “mighty midget” strongman, mingled with the crowd, receiving compliments on tonight’s performance. Tom and Tad, identical twin tap dancers, still wore their tuxes. Mirabella, the fan dancer, wore a lacy dress that stopped just short of illegal. She carried a small version of the big feather fans she used onstage, in case people didn’t recognize her with her clothes on.

      Grace McAllen Harringworth caught my eye and winked, one of my frequent partners in crime. She looked like she had just stepped out of a bandbox, gussied up in a dress that probably came from New York, or maybe Paris. I wasn’t surprised to see her on the arm of Frank Shilling, Cleveland’s golden boy. Shilling had flown in the Great War, gone up against the Red Baron and lived to tell about it. He had an impressive number of kills to his record, though the fame and his good looks—not to mention family money—seemed to have gone to his head. I wondered if Grace was really sleeping with the bloke, or just pumping him for information. Maybe both.

      Over in the back corner near the piano, Georgina, the bearded lady, was their fabulous self, holding court with admirers, dressed in a gown that was a peacock splendor of blue and green silk. Miroslav, Georgina’s besotted lover, watched from a distance, content to let Georgina have the limelight.

      My gaze lingered on Miro a tad longer than usual. He seemed worried, but I doubted jealousy had anything to do with his mood. Rumor had it that Georgina had killed to protect him, long ago in another city. I knew he’d come mighty close to killing a theater-goer who spoke ill of Georgina. They were blood bound. No, it had to be something else. Miro looked up, noticing me and realizing I’d been staring. He headed my direction.

      “Mack.”

      “Hello, Miro. Something on your mind?”

      Miro was Russian, one of the many who’d found their way to the factories and steel mills of the Northeast after the War and the Revolution. I’d picked up some Russian over the years in the mill, but I wasn’t fluent. Unfortunately, Miro’s English was still dodgy, though he and Georgina seemed to communicate just fine. He worked at the greengrocer and always reeked of onion and garlic.

      “Mr. Ben told me I should speak to you,” Miro said in a hushed voice. I drew him away from the crowd.

      “What’s going on?”

      “People in my neighborhood, they’ve been…going gone.”

      I frowned. “Leaving?”

      He shook his head. “They just suddenly go.”

      “Disappearing?”

      “Yes. That. Going gone, suddenly. No reason. I think something bad is happening.”

      Ben’s Aunt Frederica ran a rooming house near the theater that mostly catered to the performers, like Millie, Sampson, and Georgina, who would have had difficulty finding safe lodging elsewhere, but she didn’t have room for everyone on Ben’s payroll. That meant Miro probably lived in one of the neighborhoods filled with other new arrivals from Eastern Europe.

      I had an idea of what Miro’s neighborhood was like, having lived in Homestead’s crowded tenements. Each group—Poles, Italians, Hungarians, Russians, and more—had their own few blocks, complete with bars, churches, and stores that catered to them. God help the poor bastard who wandered into the wrong territory.

      “Did they owe money? You think the cops took them?”

      “No. Not these. Good people. I think, maybe something in the dark.”

      “They’re being kidnapped?”

      “No, Mack. I think they’re being eaten.” He looked around, worried someone might have overheard.

      Oh. That kind of “something” in the dark. “You got any proof?”

      “Nyet. But coming home late at night, I see things,” Miro confided. “Red eyes in the shadows. Shapes that move too fast to be a person. I think something is hunting.”

      “How have you stayed safe?” I asked.

      Miro dug beneath his shirt and pulled out a silver medallion. “Saint Boris protects me.” He kissed the medallion and slipped it back next to his skin. “But maybe I am lucky too. I do not wish to find out, how you say, the hard way.”

      “Okay,” I said. “I’ll check into it.” Miro gave me directions to his rooming house, and I resolved to have a look later that night. He thanked me with embarrassing gratitude and drifted off to join Georgina. I headed back to the bar, in search of another island tiger.

      Heavy footsteps sounded overhead, in the now-closed theater. The room quieted. New patrons paled, expecting a raid.

      “That’s just Gertrude,” Ben announced, naming the theater’s resident ghost-diva. “She wants her song. Play it, Hank.”

      Hank swung seamlessly into “Let Me Call You Sweetheart,” and the ghostly tantrum immediately stopped. Satisfied, Gertrude apparently went off to wherever ghosts go when they’re not making things go bump in the night.

      Grace sidled up beside me. “Hello, Joe. Fancy meeting you here.” Her cultured voice held a promise of classy naughtiness.

      “Hello, Grace. How come your swell date is making you get your own drinks?”

      Grace chuckled. “Frank? He’s busy telling stories. Hasn’t even noticed I’ve moved,” she replied. A glance told me she was correct. “And he’s just a friend. Arm candy. His heart belongs to Freddy.”

      “That photographer who’s always hanging around?” I hadn’t seen that coming.

      “Can you think of a better cover?” Grace was right. I’d been fooled, because what I saw fit what I expected. It reminded me that the Hathaway’s speakeasy provided a sanctuary, but the word outside wasn’t nearly so welcoming. So far, immortality hadn’t redeemed my faith in human nature.

      “What can I do you for?” I asked, resisting the urge to knock back my drink.

      “I need a date.”

      I nearly snorted rum through my nose. “Excuse me?”

      “Not a real date, silly,” Grace replied in fond frustration, batting at my arm. “More like a hunky ‘Hunky’ bodyguard for an event I need to attend.”

      “I’m Hungarian,” I said with an exaggerated sigh. “And ‘Hunky’ isn’t any more polite than ‘Polack.’” I knew Grace didn’t mean anything by it, but my time in the mills had exposed me to plenty of people who did.

      “Then I need a handsome Hungarian with muscles,” she said imperiously.

      “And Flying Frankie can’t escort you?”

      Grace rolled her eyes. “It could get dangerous. He can go zoom-zoom when bullets fly. I need a man who can go pow-pow.”

      Several ungentlemanly comments occurred to me, and I resisted them all. I saw the sparkle in Grace’s eyes that said she knew exactly what she’d said. “That aside,” I replied, clearing my throat, “why me?”

      Grace slipped an arm through mine and led me away from the bar, closer to where Hank’s piano music would make eavesdropping difficult. “I’ve been asked to go to a luncheon by Countess Antonina Demidov. Sounds very impressive,” she said with a dismissive hand wave, “but I’m certain she means to ask for money for a pet cause.”

      Grace leaned closer. “The Countess is an Imperialist,” she confided.

      “Not going to do much good, after the Bolsheviks shot the royal family.”

      “Some live forever in hope. Oh, it’s likely a con of some kind. They’ve found a missing princess. Or the tsarevich was secretly spirited away. But I promised my dear friend, Jack West, I’d keep an eye on her.”

      This time, I did snort a bit of rum. “You’re asking me to do Jack West an indirect favor?” West was an arrogant prick, and a Supernatural Secret Service agent as well. Too close to a Pinkerton in my book.

      “It’s really doing me a favor,” Grace replied, turning the wide, pleading eyes on me that we both knew had absolutely no effect. Almost.

      “Why can’t Jackie-boy escort you?”

      “He might be recognized.”

      “More like he wants us to pull his chestnuts out of the fire,” I grumbled. West and I had crossed paths a few times. I’d grudgingly admit that he was probably one of the good guys, but doing so left a bad taste in my mouth.

      “I can count on you, right, Joe?” Grace pressed.

      I sighed like a martyr, but she knew she had me from the time she walked up to the bar. “Sure. Where and when?”

      “You’re the bee’s knees, Joe,” Grace said with a saucy wink.

      “Pretty sure I’d be an awfully big bee.”

      “I had your monkey suit pressed,” Grace told me. I escorted her to enough fancy-pants parties that she’d had a tuxedo custom-made for me. I felt like an organ grinder’s pet in it, but Grace assured me I looked swell.

      “Yeah, yeah. I’ll do it.”

      Grace stood on tiptoe to give me a peck on the cheek. The feather in her headband tickled my nose, and the beaded fringe on her flapper dress tinkled like a glass chandelier to my enhanced hearing.

      “Better get back to Frankie before he gets jealous,” I said, with an affectionate shooing motion. “Then Freddie will have to bash me with his camera.”

      “See you around,” Grace said with a look over her shoulder. “Don’t be late.”

      For some reason, watching Grace walk away made me suddenly melancholy. The crowd’s gaiety struck me as a bit desperate. Then again, the horrors of the influenza and the Great War weren’t far behind us, reminding mortals that their time was brief. Mine, on the other hand, was long. On nights like this, I felt the weight of the bargain I’d made. I didn’t exactly regret it, but it weighed on me, nonetheless.

      I took my empty glass back to the bar. Ben gave me a look. “You get roped into another job, Joe?”

      “Just doing a favor for a friend.”

      Ben’s eyes narrowed. “Sure you are. Just don’t let that metal head get you into trouble.” Ben was one of the very few who knew my secret. His witchcraft saw right through me.

      I rapped my knuckles lightly against my forehead. “No different than any other day,” I said with a grin and walked out into the night.
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      Miro’s neighborhood lived down to expectations. Locals referred to it as “Moscow Heights.” It reminded me of the squalid tenements back in Homestead, though the air here smelled more of borscht, less of cabbage. Clotheslines crisscrossed over my head, though the washing would be gray from coal smoke minutes after hanging it on the line.

      Teenage boys and older men sat out on the stoops, smoking cheap cigarettes. Even with the windows closed, voices carried. I spoke enough Russian to get by, but I didn’t need to speak the language to understand the gist of most of the conversations. Mothers screamed at children. Husbands growled at wives. Dogs barked, and babies screeched. I remembered the whole glorious mess from my mortal days.

      I had changed clothes after the speakeasy. What I wore now didn’t look much different from how the men on the stoops were dressed, but they knew I didn’t belong here. I considered stopping to ask about the missing people but suspected everyone would suddenly “forget” how to speak English. I’d played that game a time or two myself, before.

      But as I walked, I picked up an uneasiness that didn’t come from being poor. I knew that discomfort well enough. Taking a second glance, I saw that the men didn’t sprawl on the steps, they huddled, as if no one wanted to be at the edges in the dark. First-floor windows were shuttered, odd on a night without a storm. Few other walkers passed me, and as I walked farther, toward the mills on the other side, I saw no one at all. The street lamps were few and dim, making the shadows long.

      The steel mill hulked like a behemoth along the river, huge and dark. In silhouette, the many pipes and conduits looked like the ribs of a great beast, and the burn-off chimney cast hellish shadows. A shiver went down my spine.

      I’d never been a very imaginative man before my almost-death, so I wasn’t given to flights of fancy. My sudden jitters told me something was truly wrong.

      “Open,” I murmured, igniting Krukis’s borrowed magic. I blinked, and the world changed around me. Colors, sights, and sounds grew sharper, but what mattered most were the faint, blood-red wisps I could see in the air, the tell-tale sign of dark magic, like the lingering scent of a cigar.

      Something unnatural and magical had come this way and gone toward the steel mill. Even with all my advantages, there was no way in hell I wanted to chase a monster into the chaos of rail yards and storage buildings. Not when I had no idea what I might be facing, or how many there were.

      But I went, anyhow.

      I followed the red traces only I could see. They wafted like smoke, and I needed to hurry before the wind took them away. It took strong magic to leave a resonance like that, which worried me. A neighborhood witch shouldn’t have that kind of power. Usually, someone like that used their abilities to protect the group. If not, everyone knew who was behind the hexes and curses and drove the witch out.

      Milo hadn’t said anything about a local magic user, which made me think the traces of power came from an outsider. I strained to suss out more from what had been left behind. The magic was definitely tainted. I could feel the malice, as well as an overwhelming hunger. Not the normal need to eat; no, whatever left behind the echo of its essence needed to destroy and consume, to rip its prey out of existence.

      I followed the trail of a monster, not a predator.

      Closer to the steel mill, hundreds of workers came and went, working round-the-clock shifts. Out here, in the rail yard, I saw no one. Empty train cars awaited bars or rolls of new steel to carry across the country. Heaps of coal and stacks of raw materials littered the gravel lot, each of them a potential hiding place. Sheds that housed equipment hulked in the darkness, too many to search, and all of them perfect places for a killer to go to ground. I knew from my own time in the mills that no one went into every storage building every day. Some weren’t visited for weeks or months, depending on what was needed.

      They would be ideal for lying in wait—close to vulnerable prey and yet difficult for someone to notice. The cops wouldn’t listen to a guy like Milo. Even if they did, they’d be sitting ducks against dark magic. I edged closer, still trying to figure out what would have left a trail like the blood red traces of power that grew fainter with every breeze.

      Sorcerer. That alone made my blood freeze. I’d never really tested my borrowed magic. Maybe Krukis would give me what I needed, when I needed it. That made me understandably nervous. I didn’t want to bring a knife to a gunfight hoping it would become a rifle, only to be left with a pig sticker. I didn’t even know if Ben Lavecchia could hold his own against a true sorcerer. I hoped we didn’t have to find out.

      But my gut said more than blood magic left the traces. Whatever had been here wasn’t human.

      The traces led me to one of the sheds. A lock on the door didn’t keep me out; I snapped it with a jerk of my wrist. As soon as I opened the door, the smell of rot and old blood assaulted my nose. The nearly empty shed clearly hadn’t been used for anything except a monster’s lair in quite a while. My vision, enhanced in the dark thanks to Krukis, could make out lumps that I felt certain were the remains of the missing people from Milo’s neighborhood, and probably from elsewhere as well.

      The red wisps and the stink of their dark magic lingered stronger here, but I could tell that the source of the power was gone. I moved slowly, expecting an ambush, staying close to the wall. In the far corner, I found a pile of filthy blankets and bloodstained, ragged clothing. Something had made its nest here, feeding to gain strength. When it was ready, it moved on, leaving behind what it no longer needed.

      Shit. The creature had been dangerous enough in its weakened state. Now, I wasn’t sure what it would take to stop it. I had gained my abilities from Krukis, but he wasn’t the only god who might want a champion, and some of the other options were the stuff of nightmares.

      Nothing I found gave me a clue about the nature of the monster, and I didn’t want to be found with a bunch of corpses. I slipped out of the door, leaving it ajar behind me so that someone might find the missing people and give their worried relatives the news. As I headed back across the no man’s land toward Milo’s neighborhood, I heard the attacker closing on me right before he struck.

      The werewolf lunged, hitting me in the chest with its full weight. A normal-sized wolf with a man’s bulk would have been bad enough, but the huge creature looked more like a direwolf, bigger in every way. If he’d hit me before I’d powered up with magic, he’d have taken us both to the ground, and I’d be hurting. As it was, he chomped on metal skin, clanging as his teeth hit unyielding steel.

      I seized that moment of surprise to flip us, pinning him with my weight. Thanks to the steel bones, I’m always heavier than I look, and when the skin turns to metal, that adds to the heft. The huge wolf let out an oof as I knocked him breathless. He clawed and snapped, but I had him, and finally, he bared his neck in surrender, waiting to die.

      “I don’t want to kill you. I just want answers. Now shift. And if you try to get away, I might change my mind on the whole killing you piece.”

      The bones beneath me began to shudder and realign, and the body expanded and contracted. Fur sloughed off, changing to skin, and in minutes, I found myself pinning a very large, very naked man to the ground.

      Not the most awkward moment of my life.

      “Why are you here?” I growled.

      “Why are you? What are you? Did you kill them?”

      “Kill who?”

      “Don’t bullshit me! I can smell them. Your clothing stinks of death.”

      A wolf’s sensitive nose would be able to find the rotting corpses in the shed despite the heavy coal smoke of the mill.

      “Did you?”

      My prisoner had a raw-boned, Eastern European look, not unlike Milo or the men I’d known from Romania, Bulgaria, or the Ukraine. I wondered if he was from the neighborhood, or had come as a favor to someone who lived there. He looked at me in shock.

      “Me? I’m here to find them. My cousin Mikhail disappeared.” He regained some of his bluster. “You’re not from the neighborhood, and you’re sure as hell not human.”

      “I came because a friend asked me to see if I could find them. Maybe we’re on the same side.”

      I could tell from the look in his eyes that he didn’t trust me, but he was freaked out by not being the biggest dog in the fight. “Do you know what killed them?”

      “Not one of us.” By that, I took him to mean a shifter. “I would have smelled it.”

      Probably true. “What then?” I had my suspicions, but I needed to know what he considered likely.

      “One of the fey? A hound of the gods? Perchta, come to winnow the herd?” He shook his head and gave up any pretense of a fight. “All I know is that it killed my cousin and many others. It must be stopped.”

      “I came here to hunt it. Do you have any idea where it might have gone?”

      He shook his head. I believed what he said, given the grief I saw in his eyes. Deciding to take a chance, I eased up, moving off him. The man drew his legs up in a belated attempt at modesty, or maybe he was just cold. “No. Perhaps it got what it wanted and left.”

      Or maybe it just changed forms, like a butterfly leaving a cocoon. That thought did nothing to lift my mood. Neither did the suspicion burning in my gut. If the monster wasn’t a shifter gone wrong, the most likely culprit was a vampire—who also practiced the dark arts.

      “Maybe,” I agreed, more because I needed to wrap up this little heart-to-heart before the mill security goons caught us. “Get out of here. Whatever hunted the neighborhood isn’t likely to come back. You found your cousin. Now, leave the revenge to the professionals.”

      He gave me a disdainful look. “I am Romanian. We do not walk away from vengeance.”

      “I’m Hungarian. And we know better than to take on a fight we can’t win.” Not true in my case, but he didn’t need to know that. “I promise you, in the name of Svarog and Krukis, your cousin will be avenged.”

      His eyes widened. Apparently, I wasn’t the only one who still remembered the Old Gods. The shifter scrambled to his feet, not bothering to cover his bits. “Thank you.” He made a shallow bow. “Mulțumesc.”

      “Go home. And…put some clothes on.”

      He loped toward the darker shadows at the edge of the lot and shifted back to his wolf form before vanishing into the night. I didn’t have all the answers, but I’d accomplished something.

      Miro wasn’t imagining the disappearances, and whatever was snatching people wasn’t just a sick human being. It stank of foul magic, and it wasn’t human or a shifter. That narrowed down the possibilities, at least a little. I smiled. I had a job to do.
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        * * *

      

      By the time I got back to the rooming house where I lived, dinner was over. Mrs. Branson, the landlady, included a hot supper in the cost of the room, which I appreciated and rarely missed. She had put a plate in the icebox for me, and the meatloaf wasn’t completely cold yet.

      I sat down at the table and tucked a napkin under my chin. Just as I started to eat, Officer Colin Kennedy, a beat cop with the Cleveland police, trudged in and grabbed the remaining plate from the icebox.

      “Long day?” I asked, although I already knew the answer.

      “My feet are killing me.” Colin ate like the food might disappear. So did I. I’d gone hungry too many times growing up to ever waste a good meal, and Mrs. Branson’s cooking was surprisingly good.

      “There you are.” Aislin, Colin’s wife, swept into the kitchen with a big smile for both of us. “You’re both late tonight.”

      “Can’t be helped.” Colin sighed.

      “Goes with the job,” I said with a shrug.

      Our rooming house wasn’t near the theater, but Mrs. Branson was also one of Ben Lavecchia’s people. She took in odd ducks, like me, and didn’t ask nosy questions. I suspected that Oscar, the other tenant, was a shifter of some sort. So long as no one got eaten when the moon was full, it really wasn’t any of my business.

      “You know anything about people going missing over in the Russian neighborhoods?” I asked through a mouth full of meatloaf.

      Colin frowned. “Heard something like that. Not much. Those folks stick pretty much to themselves. Why? You got a lead?”

      “Maybe.” I told him about my stroll. “I don’t think whatever’s taking people is human.” Colin and Aislin were among the few who knew my secret. Colin and I had helped each other out a time or two, hunting down the bad guys.

      “Interesting,” Colin said, wiping his mouth. “We’ve been on alert for anarchists. Some dotty Brit is spouting off about the end of the world, and that’s got dodgers here thinking that if the world’s going to end, there’s no need for government.”

      I was just about to respond when an insistent knock sounded at the door. Colin drew his service weapon, and Aislin, never one to be left out of the action, grabbed an iron frying pan from the stove. I went to the door and found a flunky from the speakeasy nervously twisting his cap.

      “You Mr. Mack?” he asked, avoiding eye contact. The skinny kid barely came up to the middle of my chest and looked like a stiff wind would blow him over. “Mr. Lavecchia sent me to fetch you. Says it’s important.”

      My eyes narrowed. “Which Mr. Lavecchia?” Ben was a friend but damned if I’d dance to his father’s tune.

      “Mr. Ben. Please, he said to bring you right back.”

      “Is everything okay?” Colin called from behind me.

      I didn’t know what business Ben needed help with, but I didn’t want to drag Colin into it. “Yeah, I’m good. I need to go deal with some trouble over at the theater.” With that, I grabbed my coat and followed the messenger outside.

      I wondered what had gone wrong enough for Ben to send for me. He couldn’t exactly call for the cops if he had a problem at the speakeasy—another reason I didn’t want to involve Colin—but the Lavecchias had their own muscle to deal with troublemakers.

      The messenger brought me in one of the back entrances to the club, and my intuition told me something was very wrong. For a few seconds, I wondered if it was a set-up, but Ben had no reason to be angry with me, and since he knew what I was, I didn’t figure him for stupid. That meant that whatever had gone wrong had spooked Ben, and a guy who was that mobbed-up didn’t scare easily.

      Ben was waiting in the back hall, near the secret tunnel they used to bring in shipments of illegal liquor. He stopped pacing and waved me over. I looked down and found a dead man on the floor.

      “We’ve got trouble,” Ben said, gently turning the man’s head with the toe of his wingtip. “See those marks? This isn’t a Mob hit, or a stick-up. We’ve got a vamp on the loose.”
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      “Mack. Why am I not surprised to see you here?” Special Agent Jack West, Supernatural Secret Service, took one look at me and pinched the bridge of his nose as if to hold off a migraine. I had that effect on some people.

      “Probably because you’re reasonably smart, and you know I belong here, same as you.”

      West and I had history. He knew about me, and we’d tangled several times over the years. Sometimes we were on the same side, other times, not so much. With his slicked back hair, sharp suit, and fedora, West looked more like a hotshot gambler or Chicago hitman than a Fed. The SSS dealt with supernatural problems—something I had no issue with—and kept an eye on people with special abilities—something I most definitely had a beef about. On the other hand, West had pull, so he could be handy to have on my side—when he wasn’t being an asshole.

      “You seen any vamps around?” West asked me, raising an eyebrow.

      “Not as such, no. But people have been going missing over in Moscow Heights. I went to take a look—favor to a friend. Something with dark magic has been there. I didn’t see who or what it was, but there was no mistaking the traces they left behind.”

      I was doubly bound to get to the bottom of the problem, first because of my vow to Krukis, and second, because I’d been invited—more like conscripted—into the Shadow Council, a loose alliance of people with extraordinary abilities who tried to keep the world safe from supernatural threats. West knew about Krukis, but not about the Council.

      “You get anything from the stiff?” West asked, jerking his head toward the dead guy.

      Ben cleared the room, leaving just him, West, me, and the corpse. I closed my eyes and called my magic. When I opened my eyes, I saw what usually stayed hidden. Ben’s aura glowed a deep blue—not surprising for a witch of his power. West had a slightly silver glow, something I’d confronted him on in the past. He always blew me off or made a joke of it. I suspected his “intuition” might be a bit more psychic than he wanted to admit.

      When I peered at the dead man, I saw faint traces of the blood-red wisps I’d seen in Moscow Heights. Could there be two creatures snatching people? Sure. Was it likely? No.

      I looked back at Ben. “Can you see it?”

      Ben nodded. “You?”

      “Yeah. Same red glow I saw in Miro’s neighborhood. Which means we don’t just have a vamp gone feral, but a witch-vamp.” It wasn’t illegal to be a vampire in Cleveland, so long as you didn’t snack on unwilling people or kill anyone. Like the shifters, vamps tended to do their best to avoid coming to the notice of guys like West—or me. We got called when one went rogue.

      “Where’d you find him?” West asked. He knelt beside the body, tipping up his hat to let him see better, but he didn’t touch anything, just gave the dead guy a very intense once-over.

      “Out back, with the garbage,” Ben said. “One of the kitchen boys found him when they took out the trash.”

      “You turn any of their kind away from the club lately?” West always cut right to the chase.

      “No. They’re welcome like anyone else, long as they pay their tab and don’t make trouble.”

      The dead man was poorly dressed, probably a vagrant, and smelled like he hadn’t bathed in a long time. Most vamps who weren’t absolutely desperate for blood were more discriminating, and not just because of an excellent sense of smell. They usually had no difficulty finding willing donors who enjoyed the danger. The only vamps I’d ever known to start chomping on hobos were outcasts. But that didn’t square with the traces of power I’d seen.

      “Any reason for someone from the family business to decide to leave you a warning?” I asked.

      “None that I’ve heard about,” Ben replied. “I do my best to stay out of what they do. But fucking around with the vamps isn’t like them.”

      “You brought us down here,” I said.

      “I brought you here. He showed up on his own,” Ben said with a pointed glare at West. “What was I gonna do? Call the cops?”

      Figured. “Fair enough. But you didn’t have your boys take care of it. Why?”

      Ben looked like he was deciding how much to say. “I’ve been hearing things, about the vamps. Not the ones who’ve lived here for a while—they know their place and how to get along. But there’ve been whispers about some new vamps who don’t play by the rules. Russian vamps.”

      West and I exchanged glances. I’d been in Cleveland for more than a decade without any trouble from the Russians. Now I had Ruskies coming out my ears—Miro’s missing neighbors, Ben’s dead vamp, Grace’s Countess-in-exile, and Colin’s anarchists.

      “Is there a turf war no one’s told us about?” West asked, standing and brushing non-existent lint from his suit. “Maybe the Russian Mob making a move on your old man’s territory?”

      Ben snorted. “Seriously? No. First—if I thought it was related to business, you two would be the last people I’d call. And second?” He shook his head. “No. The Russians are thugs. Muscle. Not businessmen.”

      Once upon a time, back when I was mortal, I might have had objections to being allied with someone like Ben Lavecchia, a man with criminal ties and unholy powers. Then I saw the pain and death that “legitimate” businessmen like Carnegie and Frick caused, and my moral compass tilted a little. Ben—and West, in his own way—had honor. I could work with honorable men.

      “I have some contacts among the vamps,” I said. “I’ll see if anyone is willing to talk.”

      “We have people in Moscow Heights,” West said.

      Of course he did. I reined in my anger, reminding myself that the SSS wasn’t the Pinkertons. West wasn’t above throwing his weight—and his badge—around, but he’d told me flat out when we first met that, in his unofficial opinion, the Pinkertons had fucked up big-time in Homestead. “I’ll ask around.”

      Ben nodded. “Yeah, I already put out the word. But I don’t expect to hear anything from the Family. This wasn’t a hit, and it wasn’t a shake-down gone wrong. This guy was dinner, and whoever drank him tossed out the leftovers with the trash.”

      West and I left the speakeasy together. “Where’s your shiny Buick?” I asked. As usual, I’d walked, but then again, I didn’t have West’s stylish reputation to uphold.

      “I parked it a couple of blocks away. Didn’t want to make Lavecchia’s pop nervous.”

      “And you just happened to be in town when a vamp goes feral?” I didn’t try to hide my skepticism.

      “How about we go get a cup of coffee and talk?” West lifted his collar against the cold wind.

      If I were going to trust a Fed—which I wouldn’t, at least not completely—I’d probably trust West. And maybe I should get over the fact that a goddamn Pinkerton beat me to death, but I’m pissy like that and hold grudges. Still, what happened before wasn’t West’s fault, and he’d been decent to me while still being a pain in the ass. So I figured that I might as well go along with it, because my gut told me that whatever was actually going on was big.

      The all-night diner smelled like bacon grease and burnt coffee. West hailed a waitress to bring us two cups of java and slices of their best pie. Betty, the waitress, gave him a bright smile, and when she brought our food, she slipped him a note that I figured said when she got off work. West had that effect on people. A real charmer—when he wasn’t being a son of a bitch. Guess which side of him I got to see?

      “So, talk.” I stirred more sugar than usual into my black coffee and drank it fast, letting the heat and sweetness cover up the bottom-of-the-pot taste.

      “I think the dead guy was a warning.” West got us a table in the corner so we could both sit with our backs to the wall and have a view of the door while being far away from the big glass windows. The diner’s neon sign cast the sidewalk in a crimson glow.

      “I’ll buy that he was a message. But who was supposed to get the hint? Ben? His pops?” I’d ended up with a piece of the banana cream pie and intended to enjoy it.

      West shrugged. “Dunno. But I think we’re being played for chumps here, and I don’t like it.”

      “Well, at least we agree on something.” I finished my coffee and hoped that when the waitress refilled it, she’d have a fresh pot. “What do you know about anarchists?”

      West’s eyebrows rose. “They’re bad news. Why?”

      “C’mon. You want info from me, you’re gonna have to share, too.”

      West’s expression soured, but it could have been the coffee. “We’ve had reports that there are troublemakers in town. Eastern European—maybe Russian.”

      “Bolsheviks?” We’d all heard about the bloody revolution and the deaths of the Tsar and his family. I didn’t figure the guy had been a saint, but at least his kids and his dog deserved better.

      “White Russians,” West replied. “Anti-Bolsheviks. I appreciate that they’re against the Reds, but most of them are nutty as a fruitcake. There’s always a lost prince or princess showing up to lay a ‘true claim’ to the throne. They don’t just want to toss out the Leninists—they want a new monarchy.”

      “Do you think that any real heir survived?” From what I’d seen in the paper, the wily monk Rasputin, the Tsar, and the entire royal family—along with their loyal servants—got massacred in cold blood.

      “Doubtful,” West said through a mouthful of pie. “I mean, if you go out far enough, there’s probably a second cousin who might technically be next in line since everyone else is dead, but that’s not the kind of claim that’s going to hold water.”

      I was thinking about the fancy luncheon Grace had asked me to attend. That crowd was the upper crust end of the same sad pipe dream. “I know what it’s like to have to leave my homeland,” I said quietly. “Many people dream of things getting better so they can go back again.”

      West stared at me like he was seeing me for the first time. Maybe he was just remembering that I’m a lot older than I look. “I can buy that,” he said finally and finished the rest of his coffee without wincing. Betty swooped in to refill both our cups. This batch didn’t smell any better. Maybe the regulars liked it burned.

      “The thing about anarchists is, they just like to burn things down and have riots,” West continued. “And if they organize—”

      “Organized anarchists?” I mocked. “Isn’t that—”

      “An oxymoron?” West replied with a twitch of a smile. “Maybe. But stay with me. If they loosely organize, they might decide to pick another target. An American target. And once the rioting starts, the Pinkertons get called in, and no one is too precise about who’s who when the brass knuckles come out.”

      He had me, and he knew it. Hell, I’d kinda figured that much out on my own. “I hear there’s a Countess in town who’s got the caviar crowd all a-twitter,” I replied, figuring I owed him something.

      West’s smile broadened. “Ah, Grace Harringworth’s at it again, isn’t she? Cleveland’s debutante spy. Whatever she drags you into, be sure to take notes, and try not to get anyone killed.”

      I gave him a look that was as bitter as my coffee. “Do you think the Countess has any connection to the anarchists?”

      West took his time to answer, like he was thinking it over. “Maybe indirectly. If so, the money is calling all the shots, and the anarchists are the muscle. There’s probably someone in the middle, playing both ends. Whoever that is could be the connection to the rogue vamps. But we’re missing pieces. I can’t figure out the big picture.”

      “I speak a little Russian,” I said before I could stop myself. “Understand it better than I can talk it, but I can follow a conversation. Lots of guys in the mills spoke it.”

      I could see West sizing me up, figuring out what I was offering without me even having to put it into words. “You think you could infiltrate a meeting?”

      “Maybe. I can certainly look the part.”

      He nodded. “It could work. If you went to one of their rallies, you might be able to tell whether they’re just blowing smoke, or if there’s actually a plan.”

      “Or I could be the unlucky SOB who’s in the wrong place at the wrong time when a riot breaks out.”

      “Maybe,” West agreed. “I can get you sprung if you get arrested. Not much even Ben can do if you get dead. Again.”

      “Funny. So if I’m carrying tales from what Grace hears and being your shill in the anarchist meeting, what are you doing besides sitting on your thumbs?”

      West smirked. “Doing what I do best. Intimidating the cops and charming the ladies.”

      “Better than the other way around, I guess.”

      West muttered a phrase not usually said in polite company, but then again, the crowd in the diner didn’t look like they’d care. “I’ll work my channels, you work yours. I’ve got the feeling that there’s mutual benefit here, much as it pains me to say it.”

      I grinned. “Admit it, Jackie. You missed working with me.”

      “Like a bad case of the clap,” he replied. “I’m just pragmatic.”

      “I always said you were a prick.”

      He glowered. “That’s not the same.”

      For as much fun as it was to rile West up, I didn’t need him as an enemy. All things considered, he wasn’t a bad guy—as Feds went. “Geez-Louise, West. Can’t you take a joke? Somebody put too much starch in your shorts?”

      West rolled his eyes. “You’re incorrigible.”

      “Maybe. Takes one to know one.”

      He opened his mouth, then shut it again, and I took that as a victory.

      “Anarchists and countesses aside, we still need to figure out the vamp angle and who’s snatching people in Moscow Heights,” I reminded him. “I’ve got no idea how that ties in. But I’m going to find out—and I need you to back me on it.”

      He gave a bored wave of his hand. “Yeah, yeah. Just try not to get the whole Cleveland PD on your tail. Even I can only pull so many strings.”
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        * * *

      

      I never did promise anything about not ending up crosswise with the CPD. I know better than to guarantee something I don’t control. Still, West came through with an address and a time for the next anarchist meeting, and I dug out some dungarees and an old shirt that had seen a lot of wear to look the part, down to my hard-worn boots and faded kerchief.

      My room at the lodging house isn’t fancy—just a bed, a lamp, a chair, and a desk, plus a beat up armchair I pulled out of the trash. The bathroom is down the hall, but at least we’ve got electric lights and running water—a big improvement over what I had back in Homestead. Still, seeing myself in clothes like I wore in the mill made me melancholy. I didn’t dress like that anymore, unless I was going out on the sly, like tonight.

      The face that stared back at me didn’t look changed at all by the last thirty-six years. I should be gray-haired, a grandfather at sixty-seven. But my blond hair was the same as ever, my face still unlined, and even the scars I’d earned in bar fights or at the steel mill were gone, courtesy of Krukis. Everything stayed the same, except for the eyes. I thought my blue eyes looked every bit my true age, and then some.

      I figured I’d best get going before I went all maudlin. The past was past, and as much as my dreams still remembered flames and blood, nothing could bring those people back, or my beloved Agata and Patryk. But maybe, if I could get my ass in gear, I could stop a riot or worse from destroying someone else’s life.

      The anarchists met in an old dance hall that rented out to meetings on weeknights. It didn’t look like it got much business on the weekend, either, judging from the worn, sagging wooden floor and the faded paint on the walls. I imagine it had been quite the place for a hot date years ago, but time had passed it by, and now it just got by the best it could. I knew the feeling.

      “Ain’t seen you before,” a man said in Russian when I drifted toward the middle of the crowd. People milled about in front of the stage where other nights, a band might play.

      “First time,” I replied, in the same language. “Wanted to see what all the fuss was about.”

      “Keep your ears open,” he said. “There’s plenty to hear.”

      Inwardly, I sighed with relief at having passed the first test for fitting in. The man who’d spoken to me moved away, chatting with others, but I didn’t get the feeling he was ratting me out. I avoided eye contact, not wanting to test the limits of my remembered Russian, working my way toward a point where I’d still be hidden in the crowd but could see or hear whatever happened on stage.

      Meanwhile, I listened to the conversations around me. It was hard to follow a single voice in the babble, especially when I had to work to translate the words in my head. I quickly gathered that people weren’t happy with their wages at the mill, the beef at the butcher shop was tough this week and the grocer’s potatoes had bugs, and that beets here didn’t cook up as well as they did back in Russia. I heard comments about the pilot, Amelia Earhart, comparing her with Charles Lindbergh. One of the men said he’d seen a motion picture with a whistling mouse and a steamboat and thought America was very strange.

      I’d almost decided this was just a group of gossipy old roosters when I caught a word that made me snap to attention. “Tsar.” I tried not to swivel my head, looking for the speaker. In the noise of the crowd, I couldn’t pick out who had spoken. Maybe someone was just nostalgic for the old days. Or perhaps, there really was a link to darker purposes.

      Just as the bells in the clock tower struck nine, a man bounded out onto the stage, greeted by a smattering of applause. He didn’t look like an actor and didn’t move like a politician. His thinning light brown hair gave him a prominent forehead, and he had a spare, gaunt look to him that I associated with priests and professors. The man wore a suit and tie, but even I could tell that they weren’t of good quality, though he looked better than most of his audience. The ill-fitting suit made me wonder whether it was second hand, and how an anarchist earned his bread.

      “Good evening, loyal Russians!” he greeted the crowd, which answered with less enthusiasm than I anticipated for a bunch of rabble-rousers. I’d expected a pack of young wolves, eager for a fight. There were a few groups of men in their twenties and thirties, but more of them were in their middle years, looking worn and disillusioned. If this group intended to riot, they’d best do it before supper and early bedtime, or they’d lose half their protesters.

      “I bring you news from England, and a prediction from Spencer Percival, Junior!”

      That was a name I didn’t recognize, but it sounded hoity-toity, and I wondered if this Spencer guy wrote things to rile people up.

      “He has published an article just this month, sent to me from friends across the waves. In it, Percival confirms that we are soon to see the end of the world. Make no mistake—things are grinding to a halt. This wisdom is reserved for the few brave enough to hear it, brave like you!”

      The crowd perked up at that, with more applause. The young men hooted and hollered, which didn’t seem to bother the man on the stage. Out of a crowd of perhaps thirty people—all men—about half looked to be young enough to cause a problem. I tried to get a good look at them, without drawing notice.

      Now that I paid attention, I realized that the crowd had divisions aside from age. The older men looked like tradesmen I’d expect at the union hall, or down at the pub drinking at the bar. Perhaps they came for something to do, or because talking politics was more exciting than going home to their wives. They didn’t seem angry enough to be anarchists, just tired and maybe bitter from a bad run of luck.

      The younger men, on the other hand, seemed to be looking for a fight. They talked loudly, reacted to the speaker with whistles and stomps, egging each other on. When the speaker paused, they filled the silence with cries of “burn it down!” and “throw out the trash!” The man on the stage didn’t address them directly, but he looked pleased with their outbursts, while those around me appeared uncomfortable and dismayed.

      “We have been given this knowledge for a reason!” the man on the stage declared. “Now that we know that the world is corrupt and broken, on its last legs, we can rise up and reveal the rot for all to see! Cast out the vipers and break down the walls they’ve used to keep you from claiming your fair share of all that you’ve labored to build.”

      “Percival says the end of the world is coming—and he’s right,” the man on the stage shouted. “But he doesn’t understand what he’s said. It’s not our world that’s coming to an end—it’s his! It’s the world of privilege, the robber barons, the gilded thieves—their world is ending. Our world is just beginning—a world of equality! Where men are paid fair wages for hard work! Where the hired thugs and the Pinkerton goons get what’s coming to them, where they’re the ones thrown in jail, not us!”

      The huckster on stage painted a pretty picture. Men around me called out in support, clapping and cat-calling. Salted throughout the crowd were other men I was certain were shills; they shouted and yelled, trying to get the others to follow their lead. The speaker spun an appealing fantasy, but I’d been around long enough to doubt his promises. I could see some of the audience hesitate, trying to make up their minds, enticed by a yarn they desperately wanted to believe.

      As the speaker continued, saying very little new or concrete but repeating the same ideas in different words, I sensed the crowd shift. He didn’t need magic to win them over; he held out their wildest dream, dangled it in front of them, and described it in loving detail until the attraction overwhelmed them and pulled the crowd to him. I saw the hope in their eyes and realized that it was as powerful as any drug. That made me angry because I knew in my bones that the huckster on the stage intended to use these men, in his own way, just like Carnegie and Frick and their ilk had done, and leave their bones behind.

      I caught a glimpse of the vamp out of the corner of my eye, but I knew what I’d seen. When I first scanned the crowd, I’d been on alert for non-humans. I knew there were shifters around, as well as vamps, and Ben Lavecchia wasn’t the only witch in Cleveland. Even though I hadn’t quite figured out the huckster’s angle and what was in it for him, I knew why the mortals were gathered here. But a vamp? He didn’t care about the likes of Carnegie, Frick, and their gilded friends. A vamp would outlive them all. He wouldn’t be forced to take a shitty, dangerous job in the mills or mines to put food on the table and keep a roof over his family’s heads. Vamps, like other predators, could fend for themselves. So why would one of them come to a rally like this?

      I didn’t know, but I intended to find out.

      As the huckster wound up the crowd with another pitch, I shouldered my way toward where I’d glimpsed the vamp in the crowd. The last thing I needed was to have him spook an already emotional crowd into a stampede or a fight. That would bring the cops down on the gathering for sure, and no matter how much I distrusted the man on stage, I didn’t want to see a bloodbath. The police wouldn’t believe reports of a vamp, but they’d go hard on the anarchists—dangerous or not.

      But maybe I could draw off the vampire, pull him away from the crowd, or scare him off. I caught sight of him again, a short, slightly-built fellow with yellow hair like a haystack and an unnaturally pale complexion. We were both caught by the crowd, trying to make our way to the exit without attracting the wrong kind of attention.

      I jostled a man who didn’t like being distracted. He glared at me, and he might have looked menacing if he hadn’t stood half a head shorter and been about forty pounds lighter than I was—not to mention my other unfair advantages. My height helped me keep track of the elusive vampire, since I could see over the heads and shoulders of the crowd around me, while he had to fight his way blind toward the wall.

      If he made it out the door ahead of me, he’d vanish in the seconds it took for me to follow. He was holding back on his immortal speed here in the crowd, not wanting to be noticed, but he’d take off like a shot into the dark, and as fast as I was, I wasn’t sure I could overtake him. That meant I had to catch him before he got outside.

      Muttered curses followed me as I hurried toward the door, bumping shoulders in the crowded hall. I reached the door a heartbeat before the vamp and brought my steel grip down on his shoulder.

      “I’d like a word,” I said in a quiet rumble that left no room for debate. The vamp squeaked as my fingers dug into his bicep. His eyes widened as he tried to figure out what I was, because vampires aren’t used to being manhandled.

      I steered him outside. As soon as the door clicked shut behind me, he tried to pull out of my grip, and when that didn’t work, he showed me his fangs and went for my throat.

      I stiff-armed the son of a bitch and held him six inches off the ground, out of reach of his kicking feet and his nasty teeth. Just for good measure, I gave him a shake.

      “What the fuck is your problem?” the vamp spat.

      “I want to know why a vampire showed up at a labor rally,” I replied, keeping him dangling. “Were you scouting for dinner or spying for someone else?”

      He didn’t answer right away, so I shook him like a dog with a rabbit, back and forth quick enough to blur, with enough strength to have snapped his neck if he hadn’t already been undead. When his brain was suitably rattled, I stopped. “Are you going to tell me what’s going on, or you want another shake-up? I can do this all night.”

      “No!” The vamp must have figured out that whatever I was, I could hold my own. He probably hadn’t run into anyone who could take him since he’d been turned, and wasn’t sure what to make of it.

      “Start talking. What’s your name?”

      “Thaddeus. Tad for short.”

      “All right, Tad-for-short. Spill it.” Just for good measure, and because I could, I gave him a little shake.

      “Okay!” Tad glared at me. “Stan, my maker, sent me. Told me to size up the crowd, see what the guy on stage was selling, and report back.”

      “Were you going to eat anyone?”

      Tad’s gaze slid away. “Of course not.” I shook him back and forth a few times. “All right! Maybe. I hadn’t made up my mind yet. Did you smell those guys? Phew! Besides, their blood’s probably half moonshine.”

      “What did your maker want with a bunch of loser factory stiffs?”

      “I don’t know.” When my grip tensed for another shake, he cringed. “Honest! He doesn’t explain himself; he just gives orders.”

      “Why do you think he was interested?” I tightened my fingers. He’d have bruises for sure. Tad was smart enough to realize that I could just as easily break his arm, or rip it clean off. Vampires can heal from a lot of damage, but I’d never known one to grow a limb back. I gambled he’d want to stay in one piece.

      Tad looked from side to side and licked his lips, a nervous gesture left over from his mortal days. “He’ll kill me if he finds out I talked to you.”

      “I’ll kill you if you don’t,” I replied with a shrug. “So you can take your chances that he won’t find out, or piss me off and get a sure thing.”

      Tad slumped in defeat. I didn’t ease my grip, not trusting him half as far as I could throw him. “It’s the Russian vamps,” he said. “Nothing’s been right since they got here. I think they’ve got something on Stan, or they’ve threatened him. He’s had us keeping tabs on the anarchist guys, and on the shifters, and a couple of Mob bosses. Not doing anything, just watching and reporting back.”

      “Is he interested in any particular kind of information?” My hand was starting to cramp, and I hoped that I could finish the evening without getting blood all over my clothes.

      “He wants to know what they say, who they see, how many show up to meetings, that sort of thing,” Tad replied. “Useless stuff. I think he tells the Ruskies, but I don’t know why they’d care.” He dropped his voice. “And I think Stan’s scared. When we’re not being his spies, he keeps us real close, like he’s afraid to let us out of his sight. That ain’t like Stan. He’s not usually afraid of anybody.”

      I believed him. Stan wasn’t likely to tell his flunkies what was really going on, especially if it made him look weak. And getting ordered around by out-of-town vampires definitely wouldn’t do good things for Stan’s ego—or his authority.

      “Now, we can do this hard or easy,” I told Tad. “I could just set you down. Unless you’re going to try to go for my throat, in which case I’ll knock you into next week. Or, I can throw you down the street, no guarantee on how you land. Your choice.”

      “Just put me down. You’ve made your point.” Tad sounded like a sore loser.

      “Get out of here,” I said. “Find dinner somewhere else. I’m sure we’ll cross paths again. When we do, I’ll want an update. You want to help Stan?”

      Tad nodded. I figured that Stan might not be the best leader, but Tad realized there were worse options.

      “Then when I see you again, you’re going to tell me everything you can about those Russian vamps. The more you tell me, the more I might be able to do to get them out of your hair for good.”

      Tad looked skeptical. “You’re going to help me?”

      I raised an eyebrow, and he winced and rubbed his sore upper arms where I’d gripped him. “I’ve got my reasons. You want rid of the Ruskies? I’m your best bet.”

      Tad hesitated, then nodded. “Yeah. Okay. I’ll see what I can find out. But Stan can’t know. Doesn’t matter if it would help him—he’ll be sore if he knows I talked about our business to an outsider.”

      “So you’ll just have to be sneaky,” I replied. “Just make sure you keep your eyes and ears open. I’ll find you. Now, get gone.”

      I blinked, and Tad was gone. A glance in each direction told me that no other vampires or creatures lurked around the outside of the meeting hall. No human criminals, either. Since I got what I came for, I ambled off, trying to figure out what the hell was going on, and why Cleveland was Little Russia, and what that meant. Whatever it was, it couldn’t be good.
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      “Stand still. Your bow tie isn’t straight.” Grace Harringworth stretched up on tip-toe to adjust my tie. I grumbled but stopped fidgeting.

      “I look ridiculous.” A tux was wasted on the likes of me. The suit probably cost more than my wages for a year, back when I worked in the mills. Grace had it custom-made for me, since I was her go-to partner in crime and needed to look presentable. Still, the jacket felt constricting across my shoulders, the fancy shoes pinched, and I would have felt better with my Colt 1911 holstered instead of jammed into the waistband of my trousers.

      “You clean up well,” Grace said and patted my cheek.

      “How did you get invited to this shindig again?” I asked, resisting the urge to tug at my tie.

      “Money, darling. I have it, and they want it. Occupational hazard,” she added with a smirk.

      Grace McAllen Harringworth was the embodiment of something I never thought I’d see—wealth with a conscience. She was the only child of James “Baron” McAllen, a Pittsburgh steel magnate and Carnegie rival. Her husband, Henry—heir to the Harringworth coal fortune—ended up shot by the angry boyfriend of one of his many mistresses. His death left Grace obscenely wealthy and completely independent, free to pursue her real passion—vengeance.

      “So how does this whole social register invitation thing work?” I asked, snarky as ever. “Is there a secret handshake?”

      Grace rolled her eyes. “No. It’s all in the pedigree. Florence Abingdon, tonight’s hostess, went to boarding school with my mother. Her father’s sister was married to my father’s second cousin. I dated her nephew when I was young and foolish.” She leaned closer as if to impart a secret, though it was only the two of us and her butler. “And Mrs. Abingdon’s parents were part of The Club.”

      I knew what that meant. Grace’s shift from socialite to socially conscious was the result of being indirectly part of a great American tragedy. Like many of the Pittsburgh and Cleveland elite, her parents had been part of the South Fork Rod and Gun Club, a sporting organization with its own private campground and artificial lake. Back when Grace was a child, the dam that formed the lake gave way after a torrential rain, causing the Johnstown Flood, wiping a city off the map and killing almost two thousand people. Eavesdropping on the conversations of her elders, Grace realized that the club owners had been warned that the dam would break, and didn’t care. When the disaster finally happened, they packed up, moved out, and never paid a dime in reparations. When Grace came into her own, she decided to use her connections, money, and inside information against the worst of the oligarchy—under the table, of course. Our paths crossed, and the rest is history.

      “All you have to do tonight is look suitably menacing,” Grace said, fussing over my sleeves and collar. “The strong and silent type. Watch the crowd, listen to the conversations. I’ll have my lockpicks in my purse if we need them. I honestly don’t know what to expect, but I’ve got a feeling it’ll be interesting.”

      With Grace Harringworth around, I knew the evening wouldn’t be dull.

      We arrived at the downtown brownstone precisely at eight. Steven, her regular driver, pulled the Rolls Royce up at the curb and went around to open the rear door for her. He looked natty in his chauffeur’s uniform. I got myself out of the passenger seat and took my place a few steps behind Grace as Steven went to park the car and wait in the vehicle.

      I was glad for the weight of my gun, even though I didn’t think I’d have cause to shoot up the place. Still, even as just a bodyguard, I could protect Grace better from thugs and purse snatchers if I were armed. That went double for Russian troublemakers.

      The brownstone glittered with crystal chandeliers, candles in faceted sconces, and newfangled electric lights. Gilt-framed mirrors reflected the glow. Antique tables covered with expensive figurines and oil paintings furthered the show of wealth, as did fancy imported carpets and lots of silver bric-a-brac. At the same time, while all the furnishings were expensive, they also looked a bit worn. Like maybe the Countess hung on to her old stuff not because it was valuable or for sentimental reasons, but because she couldn’t afford to buy new. That would make sense if she’d fled the Revolution. I imagined that keeping up appearances might be all she had left.

      Grace should have been an actress because as soon as we entered, she was suddenly on stage. Everything about her was “more” than usual—her smile, her laugh, the way she casually flirted or dropped compliments and names. Everyone else in the room seemed equally animated, and either they had all drunk way too much coffee, or they were trying to out-impress each other.

      I hung back, watching not just Grace but all the attendees. It reminded me of a fancy version of church picnics I attended back when I was mortal. Everyone was on their best behavior and knew each other at least to say hello, but old rivalries were barely concealed behind a little lipstick and rouge. Back then, jealousies ranged from who had the best covered dish casserole to who was wearing a new dress or a fancy hat. I suspected the stakes were higher here, but not altogether different in their pettiness.

      Tux-clad waiters carried silver trays with shrimp and puff pastries, along with flutes of champagne. I watched them as carefully as I did the guests, heeding the jumpiness I felt as a sign to be on guard. Two of the men looked familiar, although I couldn’t place them. That made me even more uncomfortable, and I shifted my position to stay within a few strides of Grace at all times.

      “Gather round, everyone. Gather round.” The old woman’s voice had a tremor beneath the thick Russian accent, and she tapped her crystal goblet with a silver spoon to call the group to order. “We’ll be going into the drawing room in a minute to meet my special guest,” the Countess said. “I want you all to know how thrilled I am to have you here with me on such a momentous occasion.”

      Countess Antonina Demidov looked to be on the far side of seventy, with white hair, carefully styled, and a matronly dress that still probably cost as much as a car. I don’t know much about jewelry, but I’d bet money the diamonds and gems were real and worth a fortune. She didn’t look like anyone’s grandmother, and I caught a glint in her eyes that told me she was a survivor.

      “You all know the tragedy that brought me here to America,” Countess Demidov continued. “And that so many of my people fled with just the clothes on their backs ahead of those awful, barbaric Bolsheviks.” She spat the last word like a curse. I didn’t doubt that the emotion in her voice was real, but I thought she was also every bit as good an actress as Grace. All I was missing was the popcorn.

      “My guest is here to share his vision for freeing my homeland from the clutches of those savages,” the Countess said. “My friends, you know how dear this cause is to my heart. I ask that you hear him out, and if you’re moved to help my people take back their country and put the rightful heir on the throne, please consider making a modest contribution to the cause.”

      I swallowed wrong and had to stifle my cough. Where I came from, a “modest contribution” was a few bucks, enough to cover a beer or a sandwich. These folks could drop a wad that could buy and sell men like me many times over and never even notice the money was gone.

      Grace let some of the others go into the drawing room ahead of her, hanging back, so I wasn’t far out of reach. Maybe she had a bad feeling about tonight, too. The drawing room’s dark wallpaper and floor-to-ceiling bookshelves gave it a warm, close feel, as did the fire in the fireplace. Countess Demidov made her way to a large wing-backed chair at one end of the room.

      A tall, raw-boned man in the brown cassock of a priest stood next to the chair beside her. He had a long, hollow-cheeked face, deep-set eyes, shoulder-length dark hair, and a straggly beard. I caught my breath, recognizing two things right off the bat. First, he was a dead-ringer for Rasputin, the Russian monk who had been an adviser to the Tsar. And second—he was a vamp.

      “My friends, I present Father Rasputin, returned to us by a miracle to set my people free!” Countess Demidov clapped enthusiastically as her stunned audience stared, then managed a smattering of applause in response.

      “Good people,” Rasputin began, speaking with an even heavier accent than the Countess. “Thank you for coming. We have much work to do, after the tragedy that befell my beloved royal family.”

      “We have contacts inside Russia who remain loyal to the Tsar,” the Countess said. “Father Rasputin has laid the groundwork for us to put a Romanov on the throne of Russia and rid our homeland of the Stalinists. I will let him tell you more.” She sat down and folded her hands on her lap, looking to Rasputin like he was a saint.

      Later, I couldn’t have told you exactly what Rasputin said. I’m not sure it made sense, but maybe the words didn’t matter. The man had a way about him that made people want to believe, the kind of personality that drew them like flies to honey. Maybe it was his vampire glamour, although, from the little I’d read in the newspapers, I had the sense Rasputin was a good con man even before his death.

      How he ended up as a vamp, I couldn’t imagine, but now all the Russian vampire info made a lot more sense.

      To my relief, Grace’s eyes remained as flinty and skeptical as ever, though her expression matched the besotted looks of those around her. Everyone else looked ready to swoon.

      “My dear, dear friends,” Countess Demidov said when Rasputin finally stopped speaking. “Thank you for listening. Of course, I don’t expect you to make a contribution tonight, although I welcome your pledges if you feel so moved. Next week, for those of you whose hearts yearn for a free Russia, we will meet again, and this time, with a very special guest. I am certain that once you meet our guest, any reservations you have will be swept away, and you will welcome a chance to change history!”

      The applause came quicker this time and felt more genuine. Rasputin sat back with a look on his face as if he was above being excited over such things, but I didn’t miss the satisfied glint in his eyes. Some of the other guests moved forward to talk with the Countess and the monk. I navigated closer to Grace.

      “We need to leave,” I murmured. Grace nodded, and with a bow to our hostess, who was deep in conversation, we made our way to the door. None of the servants from before were in the outer room, and a single maid in the foyer returned our coats and bid us good night. Steven must have parked where he had a good view of the door because he pulled up minutes later.

      “I can’t shake the feeling that something’s wrong,” I said once we were inside the car.

      “Did you see him? Could that really be Rasputin?” Grace asked, a little breathless with excitement.

      My attention was focused out the back window. We drove away from the swanky neighborhood where the Countess lived, onto a darkened stretch of roadway. Shadows kept pace with the car, and once we moved away from a busy area, they grew larger and closer.

      Everything happened at once. I remembered where I’d seen those waiters. I recognized the shadows for what they were. And I pushed Grace down with a shouted warning, as a huge wolf sprang at the window.

      “Stay down!” I yelled at Grace. “Get us out of here!” I ordered Steven.

      The werewolves were bigger, heavier, and stronger than normal wolves. I heard one rake across the metal roof with its claws, as fangs snapped outside the window. I pulled my gun, and when I looked at Grace, she held a Derringer. Considering her evening wear, I didn’t want to know where she’d hidden it.

      Steven hit the gas, but the wolves kept up. I rolled down the window.

      “What are you doing? Are you insane?” Grace yelled.

      “I’m shooting, and probably so,” I replied. I got off three shots, winging one of the wolves and missing two more. A loud thump on the roof told me that another wolf had landed, and I heard it tearing at the metal like a can opener.

      I shot again, hitting a wolf in the face when it tried to launch itself at the window as an easy target. That definitely hurt, but despite the bloody injury, the werewolf didn’t stop. Shit, I should have brought silver, I thought, but it was too late now.

      Grace moved to roll down her window, but I put a hand on her arm to stop her. “That pea shooter isn’t going to do anything at a distance,” I warned. “Save it, and hope you don’t need to shoot close range.”

      Another wolf lunged at my window. I hung onto the inside handle and slammed the door open, knocking him loose. The wolf tumbled into the street and rolled. Unfortunately, I didn’t seem to do real damage.

      “Hold on,” Steven warned. I slammed my door shut and braced. He swung the car around at high speed, and suddenly we were heading back the way we came. Steven rammed one wolf, sending it flying, as the others scrambled away, but they quickly came after us again.

      We shot past a dark Buick, and seconds later, I realized that I’d recognized the driver.

      “I’ve got an idea—take the next ramp.” The wolves were after us, and we couldn’t lead them into more populated areas. But the ramp led away from houses toward a commercial area, where we’d have more maneuvering room.

      Steven zoomed up the ramp, with the wolves close behind us. That’s when I saw the Buick was behind them—and the driver was halfway out his window, steering with one hand and shooting at the wolves with the other.

      “West never misses the chance to make an entrance,” I grumbled, though I was secretly glad for the help. What’s more, the wolves West shot didn’t get back up again, letting me know that the son of a bitch had come ready with silver bullets.

      I kept shooting, figuring that even though my shots wouldn’t kill the wolves, it had to slow them down, which gave West better odds.

      There had been a dozen wolves after us at one point; now, I only saw five. Just then, a wolf appeared right in my face, clinging to the doorframe and perched on the running board. I swung a punch, cold-cocking it in the nose. Before it could recover, I cranked up the window, trapping its snout. That left it desperately trying to hold on as Steven maneuvered, with me hoping we’d have at least one of the werewolves alive to interrogate. West’s steady shots made me doubt there’d be a lot of survivors.

      By the time I looked back again, the rest of the wolves were dead, injured, or they’d run away. Steven brought the car to a halt, and West pulled up next to us. I jammed the barrel of my gun into the end of the werewolf’s muzzle.

      “Stay right where you are. We’ve got some questions for you,” I growled, as West came up behind the beast with a sawed-off shotgun.

      “He’s going to roll down his window, and you’re going to step down off that running board very slowly,” West ordered. “Then we’re all going into that warehouse to have a little chat.”

      Steven reached under his seat for a gun of his own. Grace slipped her Derringer into her beaded clutch and got out.

      “I’ll get the door,” she said, striding toward the warehouse.

      Steven, West, and I had our guns trained on the wounded werewolf. “Shift,” I ordered. “We don’t speak wolf.”

      The creature’s yellow eyes fixed me with a glare. Seconds later, its body began to ripple, tearing itself apart and reforming. Fur sloughed off, leaving bare skin. A gasping man on his hands and knees replaced the fearsome beast. A very naked man.

      “Wrap this around yourself,” I said, handing off my tux jacket. The werewolf took the jacket and tied it as best he could to cover himself, then limped ahead of us toward the warehouse. By that time, Grace had the door open and waited for us with her gun drawn, just in case the werewolf got any ideas.

      West sent Steven back for the Rolls, and he brought it up to the door so that the headlights lit up the inside of the warehouse. I found a chair and motioned with my gun for the werewolf to sit down. That let me get a good look at him. He wasn’t one of the men I’d recognized from the anarchist rally who posed as waiters. This guy looked a few years older, a little rougher. Even if he’d bothered to shave, he’d have never looked polished enough to get into the Countess’s brownstone, not even as a servant.

      “What’s your name?” West asked. The man remained silent until West chambered another round in the shotgun.

      “Flint.”

      “Who sent you?”

      Flint stayed silent, giving me a baleful look with brown eyes flecked with yellow. West brought his shotgun up to nudge the prisoner’s temple. “My bullets are silver. I can shoot you once, and it’ll be all over. Or…my friend here can shoot you lots of times, and you still won’t die. What’s it gonna be?”

      I saw Flint’s gaze flicker briefly between West and me, and he swallowed hard. “Look, all I did was follow orders,” he said, licking his lips nervously. “We were supposed to chase the Rolls, scare you off. That’s all.”

      I raised an eyebrow skeptically. “It sure didn’t look like that was all you wanted. You were trying to tear my door off.”

      “We just thought we’d chase you,” the man said. “We didn’t expect you to shoot at us.”

      “You don’t like it when your prey fights back?” West needled.

      “They weren’t prey until they attacked us.”

      “Pretty sure you attacked us first,” I pointed out. “So…whose orders did you follow?”

      He looked like he was going to balk, so West poked him again with the shotgun.

      “All right! Clyde, our pack Alpha, said he wanted to scare you off.”

      “Just us, or the other guests, too?”

      “All of you,” Flint replied. “Shake you up, make sure you didn’t go see the old Russian biddy again.”

      “What about the Countess?” Grace asked. “What’s she got to do with it?”

      “And why were some of your pack members at the anarchist rally last night?” I added. “Since when are werewolves interested in politics?”

      “Since the vamps started throwing their weight around. Clyde said there’d be a vampire at the party tonight, trying to get the swells to give money to some cause. Said that if they did, we’d never be rid of the vamps and they’d try to take over. So we had to scare you off, so you wouldn’t pay up.”

      West and I exchanged a look. The werewolf’s story mangled some of the details, but it rang true for how the situation might look from Clyde’s point of view.

      “And the anarchists?” I probed.

      “A lot of our pack works in the mills or the factories. We get our hands dirty, not like the vamps,” Flint added with a sneer. “Gotta actually earn a living for our families. So what’s good for the workers is good for the pack. Last thing we need is some fancy Russian vampires coming in and thinking they’re in charge.”

      It made sense, in a fucked up sort of way. “What else do you know about the Russians?” I asked, keeping my gun in hand but no longer pointing it at Flint.

      “They’ve been a thorn in the paw since they got here,” he replied, voice thick with contempt. “They swagger in, acting like they’re the only ones who aren’t human, like they’re better than everyone. The Russians are the worst. Like they think they’re princes or some shit like that.” He glanced at Grace and blushed. “Pardon my French.”

      Grace murmured something in French that I didn’t understand, but I was pretty sure was far more creatively obscene than Flint’s mild curse. “Were you supposed to kill the people from the party?”

      Flint shook his head. “No. Just scare them. But, when the prey fights back, and we’re in wolf form, it’s hard to think straight.”

      “Don’t you dare make it our fault that you almost ate us!” Grace snapped. She leveled her Derringer at Flint’s groin. Her small caliber gun wouldn’t do much damage elsewhere, but a strategic shot like that would hurt like a son of a bitch.

      “Geez, lady, watch where you point that thing!” Flint yelped, closing his knees on reflex. “We weren’t gonna eat anyone. I swear. Things just got a little out of hand.”

      That might be an understatement, considering that there were bodies of dead wolves—or naked men—strewn along a main street for the police to find. In the distance, I heard sirens and realized that the cops were probably swarming already.

      “Here’s what you’re going to do, Flint.” I folded my arms over my chest. The werewolf was solidly built, but I had him by several inches of height and a good thirty pounds. Hell, I even out-muscled West, which I knew he hated. But sometimes, the best way to avoid an all-out fight was to leverage a little intimidation.

      “You go back to Clyde and tell him he needs to leave the Countess and her guests alone. My friend and I are on it. Now, if you want to help, we might be able to use some muscle down the road—and any information you can get on the Russians. But this is our show, not Clyde’s. The wolves that got shot tonight—that didn’t have to happen. Clyde needs to understand that we’re handling it our way, and if he tries a stunt like this again, more wolves will die—and we’ll be pissed off enough to come after him.”

      The glimmer in Flint’s eyes told me he was thinking, You can try, but then he took another look at me, and I let a little of my magic slip, just enough for another supernatural creature to pick up on. Flint’s eyes widened.

      “What are you?”

      I smiled. “Nobody you want to cross. Neither’s he,” I added with a nod toward West. Grace cleared her throat loudly. “Or her. Got it?”

      Flint hesitated, then nodded. I exchanged a look with West. I’d had my fill of killing, and would just as soon not if I had a choice. And we did have a choice with Flint. In fact, sending him back to Clyde with our message might ultimately save a lot of trouble.

      “You’re going to leave here and go right to Clyde,” I said, adding a little magic to my order, although I wasn’t entirely sure it would work on a shifter. “Give him our message. We see you or your pack again anywhere near the Countess, and that’s it. Understand?”

      Flint nodded again, managing to look like a beat dog even in his human form.

      We stood back to give him a clear path to the door, not taking any chances. “Go,” I said. “And you’d better be out of sight by the time we get outside.”

      Flint glanced again between West and me, maybe wondering whether we’d shoot him in the back. I guess he figured he had nothing to lose because he took off faster than a mortal could run and disappeared into the night.

      “Sirens sound close, Mrs. Harringworth. It might be good to leave,” Steven said as we headed back to the car.

      I looked at the ruined Rolls and sighed. “I don’t think those scratches are going to buff out.” Deep gouges marred the doors and the roof, trailing down the back.

      “I’ll have Richards handle it in the morning,” Grace replied, referring to her long-suffering butler. Steven held the door for her, and she got back into the Rolls as if it were nothing more than a minor dent.

      “Go with them, in case Wolfie and his friends come back,” West said. “I’ll follow you, and once we see Mrs. Harringworth safely home, how about you and I get some coffee? We’ve got a lot to talk about.”
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      “I thought diner coffee was supposed to be good.” I glared at the sludge in the heavy ceramic cup.

      “Probably got the bottom of the pot again,” West replied with a shrug, and finished his, setting aside his cup for a refill.

      “I miss having these meetings in bars,” I grumbled. There was a lot that changed since Prohibition went into effect, but sometimes I missed the bars themselves more than the alcohol.

      “Didn’t think Ben’s was the place for this discussion.” West managed a distracted “thank you” to the waitress who refilled his cup, rather than his usual charm. “So…tell me what happened at the Countess’s big party.”

      West listened with unusual patience as I told him about the event. He didn’t interrupt once, which for West must have been a personal best. “So you’re sure the guy claiming he was Rasputin was a vamp. But was he really Rasputin?”

      I’d been asking myself that question all night. “Maybe. It’s possible. If not, they picked a perfect actor.” I frowned, remembering the way the man could sway a crowd. “But my gut says it’s really him. You should have seen how he had everyone eating out of his hand. I don’t know whether it was magic, or vamp glamour, or—”

      “Charisma,” West said. “Rasputin had it in spades. Every account says that he was an ugly man, looked like a vagrant, and didn’t smell good. But as soon as he started to talk, it was like everyone was mesmerized, like he’d cast a spell on them.”

      “Yeah. Only I’d know if he’d done magic, and he didn’t. At least, not any kind of magic I’m familiar with.”

      “Rasputin’s enemies said he’d made a pact with the devil,” West said off-handedly, stirring sugar into his coffee. “Could he be a demon?”

      “I’m usually pretty good at picking up on sulfur,” I replied. “And I didn’t notice any. Let’s not make this more complicated than it is already. Rasputin is back as a vampire, with some squirrelly conspiracy that requires raising a lot of money from moonstruck swells. And while the local vamps don’t like the Russians, they’re cooperating, probably because they figure they’ll get a piece of the action. So we’ve got Imperialist vampires—”

      “And Leninist werewolves,” West said in a tone that let me know he was wishing his coffee had a slug of whiskey. “I guess that makes sense, in a weird sort of way. The vamps and the shifters almost always end up on opposite sides—lucky for us.”

      “I still think there’s a piece we’re missing.” I toyed with the handle of my cup, unsure my stomach would survive much more of the bitter drink. “Something big. If Clyde’s wolves didn’t scare off the Countess and Rasputin, she hinted about another event and a big surprise.”

      “If it really is Rasputin, wolves won’t scare him. Rumor has it he controlled werewolves with his dark arts back in Russia.”

      “He was a witch?” That added a whole new angle.

      “Hard to say. He had plenty of enemies because of how connected he was to the Tsar and Tsarina. They weren’t above making shit up to discredit him. Then again, he spouted a lot of mystical bullshit, and for all his talk of being a priest, he often came across more like a fortune teller. He never said he was, but he didn’t outright say he wasn’t.”

      “So being a vamp isn’t bad enough?” I swore under my breath. “Wonderful.”

      “I’m more worried about his talk of putting a Romanov back on the throne,” West said, leaning back against the diner seat. “Conditions aren’t good in Russia, but at least they’re stable. If Rasputin returns from the dead with a pretender to the throne, it’ll cause a bloodbath. Stalin and his supporters won’t go easily. And to be honest, Nicholas II wasn’t too great of a king, though I imagine he still has his loyalists. The question is—what would it do to the rest of Europe?”

      I felt a sick twist in my gut. The Great War had been over for ten years, but the damage would last for a generation, maybe longer. The last time, one assassin’s bullet had triggered a cataclysm. What would happen if Russia tore itself apart with a civil war?

      “So if Russia goes up in flames, do we get another Great War?” I asked, bile rising.

      “Maybe. In fact, probably,” West replied, meeting my gaze. “Think about it. All the monarchs of Europe were related through Queen Victoria. There are still pacts and alliances between all the powers, which is what created the whole damn mess the last time. If other countries thought they could take some of Russia’s territory, we could be back to trench warfare in no time.”

      “Shit. How do we stop it?”

      West drummed his fingers against the coffee cup. “I don’t know,” he said, and I saw a muscle twitch in his jaw, an indication of how much he hated admitting that. “I asked for backup. But the SSS isn’t a big department—”

      “Did you mention the possibility of a second Great War?”

      West looked weary. “I strongly hinted at it. The exact reply was ‘you and everyone else.’ Bottom line—everyone’s busy putting out fires that might or might not lead to the end of the world. Government bureaucracy being what it is, there is no backup coming.”

      I swore under my breath. We’d been left to twist in the wind.

      “Look—maybe it’s not all bad. If I bring my bosses in on this, frankly, they’ll make a hash of it. They’ll sweep in here with Black Mariahs and Tommy-guns, and it’ll be a bloodbath.”

      He was right; that’s exactly what would happen. The Feds didn’t do anything half-way, and sometimes that worked well. I didn’t have a reputation as a subtle guy myself, and West only had one setting—full throttle. But even I realized that rolling in like Elliott Ness and going gangbusters on the vamps and werewolves would be a very bad idea. I didn’t have a problem with the body count if it came to that. But the fight needed to happen out of sight, not splashed across the papers in big, bold headlines.

      “So it’s you and me, saving the world? Not sure about those odds.”

      “If it comes down to it, we’ve got Ben on our side,” West said. “I dare say Grace could come up with enough money for a private little war, so we won’t run out of ammo. And…desperate times make strange bedfellows. Vincent Lavecchia might have a stake in this as well.”

      My eyebrows rose. Had West just suggested an alliance with the Mob? “How do you figure?”

      He fell silent as the waitress refilled our cups. This time, the java actually tasted like coffee instead of acid. “The Mob here is tied in tightly with the Old Country. What affects Italy affects New York and Chicago—and Cleveland. And another world war would definitely have an impact on Italy. Plus this wouldn’t be like the last time, with the U.S. coming in to save the day in the final year. If American money put a Romanov back on the throne and it all explodes, we’d be pulled in early. That’s bad for business—legit and Mob-run.”

      I nodded. “What about the werewolves?”

      West pinched the bridge of his nose like he was staving off a headache. “I heard that there was a dust-up between the Mob and the wolves last night—unofficially.”

      “Of course,” I replied with a smirk. “What happened?”

      “Ben was bitching to me before I headed over to stake out your fancy dress party,” West said. “The wolves picketed the wrong mill. Turns out Lavecchia had a finger or two in that pie, and he didn’t much like seeing operations shut down. It didn’t go quite as badly as Homestead, because the Mob used its own bullyboys, but there was quite a fight. In the end, the wolves backed down. For now. I wouldn’t consider the matter to be settled.”

      “So the wolves are a wild card,” I summed up. “They hate the vamps and the Tsar, but they’re also not buddy-buddy with the Mob.” I frowned. “But if war came, wouldn’t they benefit, working in a steel mill?”

      “Getting conscripted would make for a lot of complications. A werewolf can’t explain why he can’t go, but he’d also stick out more for not going. And don’t forget, the Mob has its own werewolves—Italian ones. The anarchist wolves are from Poland, Hungary, Romania. So you’ve got the Old World bullshit on top of the vamp-were stuff.”

      “The local vampires aren’t happy with the Russians,” I pointed out.

      “Maybe not right now. But vampires are opportunists,” West said. “If they had one of their own on the throne of a major country? That could upset the balance between vampires and wolves across Europe, and here, too.”

      “So is there a way to have the Mob and the wolves on our side? Because if this Rasputin is as wily as the stories make him out to be, he’s not going to stop at anything until he gets what he wants.”

      West shrugged. “Once we know what the Russians are planning, maybe we’ll have a better idea of how to pull together a defense. Stick close to Grace, and let me know what you find out at that next meeting.”
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      Fortunately, I didn’t need my tux for the reception at the Russian tea room, because my jacket had gone home wrapped around Flint’s privates and Grace’s tailor hadn’t finished the replacement. Grace handed me an expensive black suit to wear in the meantime. Of course, her outfit looked like it had come from Paris or at least New York, which it probably had.

      Cleveland’s tea room wasn’t as famous as the fancy one in Manhattan, but it was swanky by this city’s standards. The salon looked like an expensive parlor with large mirrors on the walls, comfortable upholstered chairs, and shelves filled with photographs and knick-knacks from Russia. In the middle of a large table that dominated the center of the room sat a silver samovar, the ultimate in tea-making. China plates around the table’s edge were filled with delicate white pryaniki cookies, zefir meringue, and pastila confections. I didn’t need to eat them here to remember their taste from my mortal days when the men at the mill would bring in trays of cookies their wives had baked for special occasions.

      The restaurant was closed to anyone except the hand-picked group chosen by Countess Demidov. Once again, uniformed waiters carried trays of hors d’oeurves and glasses of wine for the ladies. I suspected that the men’s drinks were vodka. I hung back, observing the room, keeping a protective eye on Grace as she worked the crowd. None of these waiters looked familiar, so if they were werewolves, they were ones I hadn’t met. Rasputin hadn’t made an appearance, and I wondered what his big surprise was.

      If anyone else from the prior event had been menaced by wolves, they weren’t talking about it and looked none the worse for wear. Though now that I thought about it, some of the women appeared to be drinking a bit more than usual, and the men stood in tight clusters, casting glances over their shoulders or peering out the windows at the darkened street.

      Grace drifted back my way, with a new “friend” in tow. The woman looked to be a decade or so older than Grace, finely boned and delicate. Everything from her hair to her shoes reeked of old money. She was also, clearly, tipsy. Grace and I exchanged a glance. She’d obviously brought her “catch” to where I could overhear the conversation. That meant paying close attention while making it look like I wasn’t.

      “It’s not just the travel,” the woman gushed in response to Grace’s careful questions. “Though it’s beastly expensive to get to America from Russia, so of course, it would be the same going the other way.” She giggled at her own wording, and Grace snagged the woman another flute of champagne to replace her empty one. “We’ll have to raise at least a little army, won’t we? I mean, Stalin won’t just throw his hands in the air and surrender!”

      The socialite tittered again, and from Grace’s frozen smile, I knew she was doing her best to be patient and not smack the woman. “Just think—a real Romanov!” Her hand went to her heart as if she might swoon. Then she leaned in confidentially. “But it’s not just getting to Russia that’s expensive,” she whispered. “It’s ransoming the Chalice of St. Theodore the Black so the ritual can be done right.”

      The tipsy woman’s fingers went to cover her lips, and her eyes went wide. “Oopsie! I wasn’t supposed to say anything about that.” She laid a hand on Grace’s arm, going a little off balance and sloshing some of her champagne. “You won’t tell, will you? We girls have to stick together.”

      I missed the next bit of chit-chat, as my mind spun. What the hell was the Chalice of St. Theodore the Black, and what ritual required it? I certainly wasn’t an expert on Russian royalty, but the tingle that went down my spine told me that the ritual was likely to be much darker than a simple coronation.

      The chatty socialite meandered off, teetering on her heels, greeting everyone like a long-lost friend. Grace, of course, said nothing, but I knew from the way her eyes narrowed that she had caught the slip and was puzzling it out.

      The crowd mingled for another half hour. Under the pretense of sticking close to Grace—no one seemed to question the need for a bodyguard after what happened at the last meeting, and several other guests had brought their own security—I moved among the guests. Many spoke to each other in Russian, but I could pick up the gist of their conversations. They were abuzz about the possibility of restoring the Romanovs, punishing the usurpers, and most of all, returning home. Many—men and women—teared up at the possibility of going back, rebuilding, and picking up the pieces of their shattered lives.

      I felt anger flare. If this was, indeed, a con, it was particularly cruel. My circumstances differed, but I knew an immigrant’s longing for home, and while I’d been in America for longer than a mortal lifespan, my heart would always be Hungarian. Building up these people’s hope to take advantage of them was unforgivable.

      I felt fidgety, and I knew Grace well enough to guess that she did, too, just from her posture and the way her perfectly manicured nails tapped against her wine glass. Just when I thought nothing more would come of the gathering, the Countess tapped her crystal flute with a spoon to call us all to attention. The older woman seemed to be vibrating with excitement.

      “My dear friends. Please gather in the next room—we have a truly unforgettable secret to share with you!”

      The group buzzed with conversation as we entered the private dining room. As before, Rasputin was already there, standing next to a small dais with a curtain across the back, likely used for musicians. The holy man’s serene expression couldn’t entirely hide the smug satisfaction I saw in his eyes.

      “At this point, I must tell you that we can only share this with those who are committed to our cause,” the Countess said. “The stakes are too high for us to have this secret shared with those who are not ready to do all within their power to free Mother Russia from the grip of its looters and restore it to its rightful rulers.”

      I’d known Rasputin was a con man, but I started to have second thoughts about the Countess, too. At the first meeting, I thought she might have been a well-intentioned shill so besotted with the idea of going home that she bought what Rasputin was selling. Now as I watched her work her so-called “friends,” I decided she was as much of a flim-flam artist as he was.

      “Forgive my forwardness, but in order to stay for the remainder of the event, I must ask for a surety in the form of a check for three thousand dollars.” In other words, twice as much as I’d made in a full year of back-breaking work in a steel mill.

      A murmur spread through the crowd, but to my surprise, no one became indignant. Then again, despite the fact that these were former nobles without a home, there were enough gems and expensive furs to suggest they’d managed to escape with at least part of their wealth, which was still substantial. Maybe to these folks, three grand was like paying for a round of drinks at the pub. Didn’t change how I felt about them getting conned.

      The swells formed a line, either writing checks on the spot or signing notes promising to have their accountant do so right away. I noticed Grace took her place in line, and I sighed. The excitement on her face wasn’t fake, although I knew she didn’t believe in Rasputin. Grace Harringworth loved the thrill of the chase, betting on long odds, taking wild risks and coming out unscathed. Perhaps for her, it was no more cash than she might lose at one of those swanky underground casinos I’d heard about.

      In the end, only four couples left without paying. No one chided them openly, but even I sensed the disapproval.

      “Don’t let the disbelievers weaken your resolve!” the Countess urged. “Restoring Russia to her former glory will require men and women with strong spines and much courage. We’re better off without doubters. Let them go, and may they find peace with their choice.” Her fake generosity dripped with disapproval. I’d seen the same kind of tactics from tent revival ministers fleecing their flock. If I hadn’t been committed to seeing Countess Demidov and Rasputin fail before, this just firmed that resolve.

      Once the doors closed behind the non-believers, the Countess went to stand beside Rasputin. “Now you will see what we mean when we tell you that Russia will rise again,” she said, her eyes shining with fervor. “You will see why no one will doubt our cause is righteous.”

      Rasputin looked out over the anxious gathering like a predatory clergyman assessing his followers for the most likely patsies. “Everything they told you about what happened that awful night is a lie,” he said in a deep, thickly accented voice. “They wanted to break your spirit, to make you believe that the damage could not be undone. But they lied!” His voice rose. “Here is our proof!”

      The curtain twitched. Rasputin spoke a command in Russian which I knew meant “come forth.” The velvet drapes parted, and the crowd caught its collective breath. Two of the women fainted. Men cursed or crossed themselves, dumbstruck.

      I found myself staring at the zombie of Tsar Nicholas II.
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      Grace, West, and I sat at a table in the back of Ben’s speakeasy with tumblers of whiskey in front of each of us. West’s eyes had damn near bugged out when Grace and I told him about the undead Tsar.

      “You’re sure he’s a zombie?” West asked. I’d never seen him look shaken before. Grace was also usually completely unflappable, but this had given her a jolt. Me, I didn’t know what to think. I’d seen a lot of strange things in my time—including zombies. Just never one quite so famous, or with so much at stake.

      “Yeah, I’m sure,” I replied. Maybe no one else caught the whiff of embalming fluid, but to my senses, it was potent. “What I don’t know is what method Rasputin used to raise him.”

      Grace blanched. “There’s more than one?”

      “Dark magic’s been around for a long time,” I said. “Everybody does it a little differently.”

      “Guessing that Rasputin’s probably not big on Voodoo.” West swirled the booze in his glass as if he’d find the meaning of life in its depths. I knew from experience it wasn’t there.

      “Probably not. There are Norse traditions that would be more likely. And Slavic magic, which is something we don’t see a lot of here.” I made up my mind to go for a long walk after this to see if Krukis had any great ideas. Sometimes he answered; sometimes he didn’t. I figured it couldn’t hurt to ask, since I was cleaning up someone else’s mess and a lot was riding on the outcome.

      West took another swig of his whiskey. “I made a few calls. That chalice your tipsy friend mentioned is a priceless Russian relic. It went missing during their Revolution, and everyone figured the Bolsheviks melted it down for the gold and gems. Apparently, it had quite a history. The gems are older than the Russian monarchy, and legend has it they were given to the first Romanov by some guy named Veles.”

      I swore potently in Hungarian. West raised an eyebrow, and Grace gave me a curious look. “That makes everything worse.”

      “Why?” Grace asked. “I mean, we’re already staring down the barrel of another Great War. What could be worse than that?”

      “Dark Slavic gods,” I replied, tossing back my drink and wishing it actually had an effect on me. “Veles is the horned god.”

      “Satan?” West asked, looking curious despite himself.

      “Not exactly, although the Church probably borrowed from the drawings.” I felt the burn in my throat but absolutely nothing in my blood, so I poured myself another, even though I knew it was useless. “Veles is chaos and destruction. Svarog, the Light God, holds him in check. They’re always battling each other, down through the ages, using people to do their bidding.”

      “Like puppets?” Grace looked more angry than surprised.

      “More like bribery. Find out someone’s weakness, deepest desire, and then offer to grant it—for a price.”

      “I stopped going to Sunday School a long time ago,” West said, setting his glass aside. “I don’t believe in fairy tales.”

      I shrugged. “Some of those stories are real, whether you believe in them or not. Krukis made me what I am. He serves Svarog. That makes me a sworn enemy of Veles.”

      “Like we didn’t have enough players,” Grace said, reaching for the bottle. “Tsars. Vamps. Werewolves. The Mob. And now…gods and monsters. Anyone have an idea about how we’re going to win this?”

      I grinned. “Actually, I do. We find the chalice of St. Theodore the Black and steal it before Rasputin can ‘ransom’ it.”
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      West went to call in his connections—legal and otherwise—to find the chalice. I’d always figured him to be one of those guys whose idea of walking the “straight and narrow” was really balancing on the line between light and dark. I’d sold my soul for vengeance, so I really wasn’t one to talk. Whatever works.

      Grace had Steven drive her back to her brownstone in one of her other cars, since the Rolls was totaled. I imagine once the hangover wore off, she’d put the touch out to her contacts—friends in high and low places—to see what she could turn up.

      I intended to find god.

      Krukis didn’t answer my prayers—no surprise there—so I figured I’d try Plan B. Which explained why I was walking through a forest looking for a woodcutter.

      Steven gave me the keys to Grace’s Packard. I promised to bring it back without a scratch and hoped I could keep that vow because being the champion of a dark god didn’t pay nearly enough to replace a car like that. I drove into the countryside, looking for a farm that sold firewood. A boy directed me into the woods, where his grandfather was cutting down trees.

      Boruta. I hope you’re listening, because your buddy, Krukis, isn’t answering. I shared West’s skepticism about prayer in general, although the response to my dying wish ruled out atheism. Most of the time, Krukis was like that annoying person who was home but refused to come to the door when you knocked. I knew he could hear me; he just didn’t feel like responding.

      Fortunately, some of his friends were easier to reach.

      The rhythm of an axe against wood led me to a gray-haired man chopping logs. He looked up with a frown when he saw me, wary and surprised. Then I saw the instant when the old farmer was pushed aside, and Boruta, god of the woodlands, took over.

      “Joe Magarac. It is always good to see you.”

      I don’t know what the farmer’s real voice sounded like, but I was willing to bet he didn’t have a thick Hungarian accent. I made a shallow bow, since it’s always good to be reasonably polite to gods. “Boruta. Thank you for hearing my prayer.”

      He chuckled, a deep, rich sound. “I’m a bit more hands-on than my brother. What troubles you?”

      I didn’t ask the gods for much. I already owed my soul, and even when I was alive, I didn’t like being in debt. Most of the time, the gifts Krukis had bestowed when he raised me from the dead took care of my needs. He’d also set me up with a billfold that magically replenished and couldn’t get lost, always enough to cover my necessary expenses, with a little extra thrown in randomly from time to time. I no longer got sick, and my injuries healed rapidly. It was as fair a deal as could be expected. But sometimes, like now, I wanted advice. I’d averted plenty of catastrophes in my time, as well as righting less important wrongs. But now, the weight of the world settled on my shoulders, and I really didn’t think I was the right guy for the job.

      “Rasputin is a vampire. He’s done something—necromancy, probably—to bring back the Tsar. If I can’t stop him, he’ll probably cause another Great War. And I…don’t know how.” I felt no shame admitting my lack. After all, I was just a mill hunk from Pittsburgh.

      “So you have graduated, I see.” The man’s large hand came down on my shoulder as if he were congratulating me.

      “I don’t understand.”

      Again, a laugh like rolling thunder, and a glint of light in the old man’s eyes that was otherworldly. I doubted the farmer would remember any of this when Boruta left him.

      “You’ve served Krukis as a faithful champion-in-training,” Boruta replied. “Stopping monsters. Righting wrongs. Serving justice that would not otherwise be done. You acted and learned. This is your first true test.”

      “Stopping another world war?” My voice rose an octave. “I’m not ready.”

      Boruta’s smile was sad, wise, and impossibly old. “You will never be ready, so you do what you can, and it will have to be enough.”

      “I need your help,” I begged. “Is Veles involved? Because that changes the stakes completely.”

      “Does it? All things, large and small, test the balance between chaos and creation. All that changes is the scale.”

      Fucking gods. Why did they always talk in riddles? “Please. This chalice—is it more than it appears? Are the legends true?”

      Boruta leaned on his axe. “The chalice was forged in offering to Svarog by a warlord five hundred years ago. A rival stole it and sought to use it for his own ends. That was the beginning of the first of the chalice’s wars.”

      “So it’s cursed?” Just what we needed.

      “Perhaps. Or maybe it has just been witness to many terrible events throughout history.”

      “Does it have magic of its own?”

      “Legend says that the chalice was enchanted by a powerful shaman and that possessing it makes the bearer lucky in war.”

      “If you can get the chalice and keep it,” I supplied.

      Boruta inclined his head in agreement. “Precisely. The kind of men who start wars are usually willing to do anything to win.”

      “How do I destroy it, once and for all?” One Great War was more than enough. The world didn’t need more bloodshed, certainly not on that scale.

      “There is a ritual for objects such as the chalice. The rite hasn’t been done in a very long time, never—obviously—for the chalice. But there has never been one like you,” Boruta said, giving me an appraising look. “Perhaps the time has finally come.”

      “What do I need to do?”

      “I will show you.” He took a step forward and touched a finger to my forehead. I felt warmth, then the knowledge blossomed in my mind—ingredients, symbols, and the words to say. I knew what had to be done, and why I had to do it—even if it destroyed me.

      “Thank you,” I said as Boruta stepped back. He inclined his head in acknowledgment.

      “Blessings on you, my son. We will be watching.” With that, a tremor came over the old man’s body. His eyes went glassy for a moment, and his mouth hung open. I feared he might be having a stroke. Then he collected his wits and looked at me, clear-eyed but confused.

      “Are you lost?” he asked me. “Can I help you find your way?”

      I smiled and shook my head. “I’m fine. Just came to ask about buying a cord of wood.”

      He rolled his eyes and named a price. “My grandson should have been up at the barn. He could have told you and saved you a trip.”

      “I didn’t think to check,” I lied, not wanting to get the young man in trouble. “Thank you. I’ll be back with my truck.”

      “Wear decent shoes when you come back,” the old man said with a pointed glance at my footwear, which wasn’t made for hiking. “Those aren’t farm shoes.”

      “No, sir,” I agreed. “Thank you for your time. You’ve been more helpful than you know.” That probably left him scratching his head as I retreated, but it was the god’s honest truth.
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      “No one told us there were three damn chalices!” Grace paced in the kitchen of her brownstone, where she, West, and I met the next day.

      “How can we tell which one is the real one?” West asked.

      “More importantly, how can we make sure we steal the real one?” I believed in getting right to the point.

      “The one at the Vatican would be quite the challenge,” West replied.

      “I can’t imagine Rasputin being able to dicker with the Holy Father for one of their relics,” I said. “Do we know where that chalice came from?”

      West leaned back in his chair and stretched. The large kitchen smelled of coffee and gingerbread. One of Grace’s many servants brought us a hot pot of fresh java, cream, and a tray of warm pastries. “Supposedly, the Vatican chalice has been in their collection since the turn of the last century,” he said, reaching out to snag a crisp ginger cookie and shoving it in his mouth. “Before that, the chalice made its way across Europe, from cathedral to cathedral, until it was finally bought by the Vatican.”

      “Is it on public display?” Grace asked.

      West shook his head. “No. Then again, they have a lot of treasures in their vaults that aren’t.”

      “Any idea why it moved around so much?” I grabbed a cookie myself, dipping mine into my coffee before taking a bite.

      “That’s not unusual for relics,” Grace answered. “Sometimes they ‘tour,’ and in other cases, cathedrals will swap a finger bone for a piece of the ‘True Cross’ if the Bishop feels a stronger connection to one item or another.”

      “Is it supposed to be good luck? Or bad? Any miracles to its credit?” I pressed. There had to be a way to narrow down the hunt without someone taking an ocean liner to Italy. My gut told me that if the real chalice was actually in Europe, Rasputin would be, too.

      “It all depends on which Theodore we’re really talking about,” Grace replied. “There are more of them than there are chalices, and some of the lore gets muddy going back that far. From what I could find out, the Theodore whose chalice is in Rome is famous for defying the pagans—and then getting killed anyhow.”

      “Not exactly linked to giving one side or another a leg up winning a war,” I muttered. “What about the other two? Is anything here in the United States?”

      “One of them is owned by Jonathan Sprite, a very wealthy collector,” Grace said. “He’s a recluse, and everyone in the art world hates him because when he purchases something, it’s permanently removed from view because he never lends his collection and never displays it to the public. It just disappears.”

      “So, we really can’t validate whether or not he actually does own it because no one’s seen it,” West pointed out.

      “There’s a record of the chalice going to Sprite at auction, and my contacts confirmed that he took possession of a box that was supposed to contain the right object. But beyond that? No,” Grace replied.

      “I put a call in to a contact I have in Charleston,” West said. “Someone who has a very good grasp of the occult. He dismissed the Sprite chalice as a replica at best and an outright fake at worst. Of course, I didn’t tell him why I wanted to know, but I asked his opinion on that chalice’s historic importance, and he clearly didn’t think it had any.”

      “Where’s this Sprite fellow located?” I asked.

      “Chicago.”

      Still far from where Rasputin himself was, though arguably closer than Rome. “What about the third one?”

      “You’re in luck,” West replied. “The third chalice is right here in Cleveland, at the new Museum of Art, in a touring exhibit that came from Washington, D.C. Interestingly enough, it’s been on loan to the Smithsonian since it was donated by a mysterious benefactor,” he added with a raised eyebrow. “It caused quite a stir.”

      “Bingo,” I said with a grin. “I don’t think Rasputin picked Cleveland by accident. After all, there’s a large Russian community in Chicago for him to fleece if he needed to get the chalice away from Sprite. And the museum here has to be easier to break into than the Smithsonian.” I shook my head. “Rasputin knows the real deal. If there’s a chalice here in town, then my money is on it being the right one.”

      West nodded. “I agree.”

      I started to pace. Coffee didn’t have quite the same effect on me as it used to when I was mortal. Then, it woke me up. Now, it just makes me twitchy. “So, why now? The revolution was ten years ago.”

      West tipped his chair back, balancing. Grace glared at him, and he dropped back down. “I asked my Charleston contact those same questions. I don’t know where he gets his information, but it’s never wrong. He said that the Bolsheviks stole it from the Romanovs before the October Revolution. That’s when the Imperialists’ luck really shifted. The chalice remained with Stalin, and while it did, he prospered. But then he had a falling-out with some of his co-conspirators, and my contact believes that Trotsky loyalists stole the chalice last year and smuggled it to America, passing it to the Smithsonian for safekeeping.”

      I nodded. “That makes sense. We don’t know where Rasputin’s been this whole time, but getting turned takes a while to adjust to. It probably took him a while to control his vamp urges and get out of Europe.”

      “Why come here?” Grace asked, pouring herself another cup of coffee. “He’d have been closer to the chalice in Europe.”

      “And closer to danger,” West supplied. “In Europe, people are skeptical about the Romanovs and the Bolsheviks. They think they’re both trouble. Here in America, among the Russian ex-pats, Rasputin and Nicholas would practically be gods.”

      “Maybe Rasputin’s been tracking the chalice all along, waiting for the right time to grab it,” I suggested. “Who made the decision to put the chalice on tour—to Cleveland? Even if the people who stole the chalice weren’t supporters of the Tsar, Rasputin might have had sympathizers at the Smithsonian—and maybe at the museum here in Cleveland.”

      “It’s probably not a coincidence that all the Russian trouble popped up just as the collection was about to arrive here in town,” Grace said. “But what’s he going to do with the chalice once he gets it? Europe’s not going to support him leading an army against Stalin.”

      “He wouldn’t have to,” West mused, tapping his fingers on the table as he thought. “Rasputin gets the chalice, and its magic gives him the advantage. Then he reveals Tsar Nicholas II, apparently alive and well. And that rocks the U.S. government and Europe. Europe is afraid of Bolshevism. Some of the governments are going to favor the Tsar over usurpers. Once the Russian people see that the Tsar wasn’t killed, they might turn on his murderers. Stalin loses power. Russia is thrown into chaos.”

      “Which brings us back to starting another Great War,” I said with a sigh. “Because not everyone in Europe will be thrilled to see the Romanovs return. And others will want to benefit from the lack of leadership for their own purposes.” I could imagine it playing out, another deadly domino cascade, picking up where the last bloody fight left off.

      “Unless we steal the chalice and destroy it,” West said. “Because our own government isn’t above wanting an ace in the hole, either.”

      “That’s why the SSS isn’t coming,” I said, as the last piece of the puzzle fell into place in my mind. “You never asked them to come. If they’re here, they’d have to take possession, cart the chalice back to Washington.”

      West gave me a shark-like smile. “Whereas, one lone agent and some civilian helpers? The ‘truth’ is whatever story we choose to give them.” He looked from me to Grace. “Are you in?”

      I nodded, and Grace gave a long-suffering sigh.

      “Yes. And I know we have to steal the chalice, and soon,” Grace said. “The exhibit opens tomorrow, and it’s only in town for a week. I just wish I weren’t on the museum’s board of directors.”
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        * * *

      

      I spent the next day gathering the elements Boruta had told me would be needed for the ritual to destroy the chalice. However he had transferred the information into my brain, I was in no danger of forgetting. It felt as if the words had been branded into my memory. Some were easy—a raven feather, bark from an aspen tree, and wormwood. Holy oil took a little maneuvering, but I got a priest to bless a vial after I invented a story about my sick granny. I figured that since we were going to destroy a holy relic, a couple more fibs wouldn’t blacken my soul significantly.

      A few other ingredients were harder to find until I happened upon a bodega that had a surprising amount of witchy stuff in its back room. The owner happily sold me all the candles and other items I needed when I paid in cash and promised not to tell anyone where I found my supplies.

      That left one more item on the list, and Boruta’s comment about my involvement suddenly made more sense. “Blood of the god-touched,” I muttered. Well, that’s me. Can’t imagine there are a whole lot of other candidates walking around.

      I collected everything into a satchel that would be easy to carry with me. As I packed, I debated the next step. Krukis had promised me magic if I called on his name. Then again, he didn’t usually answer when I prayed to him, so I really didn’t want to discover that we couldn’t finish that part of the ritual because he’d decided to ignore me. Boruta’s support didn’t necessarily mean Krukis was paying attention. If I played this wrong, not only could we blow the chance to stop a huge war, but it might get me and my friends killed.

      The other option meant making a deal with the Mob.

      I guess if it’d been easy, the job would have been done a long time ago.

      I slung the satchel over my shoulder and headed down to the theater. If I was lucky, I’d catch Ben in his office, where I could mostly explain why I needed his help. There were other witches in Cleveland—I’d even met a few of them. Some were decent folk, and others weren’t, same as non-witches. But Ben was the only one I knew enough to sort-of trust, and given the stakes, I couldn’t afford to mess this up.

      So I headed over to see a strega about a heist. Grace had gone to pay a visit to the museum, doing a casual stroll-through to case the joint, while West went off to make preparations. With luck and a little magic, we’d have the chalice in our possession tonight and destroyed by morning.

      That worried me because I never would have said my luck was all that good.
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        * * *

      

      Later that night, we gathered in a darkened alley behind the Cleveland Museum of Art.

      “Who are they?” West demanded when Ben Lavecchia showed up with six big guys who could only be described as “henchmen.” Personally, I thought the answer was obvious unless we needed a football team.

      “Backup,” Ben said with a shrug.

      West and I both looked the part of second-story men, dressed completely in black. Grace was also in an all-black top and trousers, but somehow, she just looked like she was going to the theater. Steven waited a few blocks away in a black Duesenberg Model J, a perfect—and stylish—getaway car.

      Ben left his goons outside, and we headed to the back door, a staff entrance. The alley had no traffic this time of night, and thanks to the key Grace managed to procure, we didn’t need to linger.

      I’d been to the museum. West and even Grace might not figure me for the type, but it wasn’t really the art that called me. It was the window on time that the paintings gave me. As immortality went, I was a youngster. Still, I’d outlived a lot of men my age, and those who hadn’t died yet were old. I already realized that I’d feel more and more adrift as the decades passed, carrying me further from the time in which I belonged. Art let me look at a moment from my era, frozen forever, connecting me with the memories.

      Tonight, thankfully, we were headed to different galleries than the ones I visited. Grace led the way. West and I had our guns, and I suspected Ben did, too. The museum’s security lighting kept the huge building from being completely dark, though shadows pooled between the dimly glowing bulbs. In the darkness, the museum seemed less welcoming, maybe even dangerous. Every now and then, as I passed an entrance to another gallery, I caught a glimpse of a statue or a painting and jolted with a momentary fear that we’d been caught.

      I thought we might find the chalice in a display of religious items. Instead, we followed Grace to a darkened gallery filled with mannequins dressed in elaborate ceremonial costumes and gilt-covered icons. My heart thumped harder. Dear gods, we were in a Slavic art exhibition.

      I forced myself to focus. It made sense that the chalice would be part of a touring exhibit. That was the reason it was here in Cleveland, instead of safe back at the Smithsonian. Many collections were a traveling show of sorts, moving from museum to museum for curious crowds. I remembered what Grace had said about relics doing something of the same, hopping cathedrals instead of museums. Memory and nostalgia hit me hard as I looked at the items on display; I remembered some of the items from the church I attended in Homestead, and other, smaller pieces, from the household altars of my devout grandparents. And at the end of the row stood an entire glass case of chalices.

      “Which one?” West hissed. Grace kept lookout, though she’d assured us that the night guard was known for sleeping through his watch in his office. Ben had his eyes closed, and his lips moved silently. I sensed his magic, and in my mind, I saw the light of his aura glow that much brighter. I figured he was placing a distraction spell, or perhaps assuring the guard slumbered deeply.

      Time to open up my own magic. I sent up a prayer to Krukis—one of many tonight—and took a deep breath, centering myself and letting my senses roam. I didn’t expect the rush of sensation that greeted me. Many of the objects here had a touch of something—if not magic, then perhaps, the divine—about them. I stretched out my borrowed power, touching some and shying away from others whose energy felt tainted.

      Boruta had given me the liturgy, but only a glimpse of the chalice itself. A couple of the display pieces were close. I started at the top and moved from one to another, but none of them were right. Finally, when my magic touched a chalice near the bottom, I felt like the stars lit up, and I knew.

      “There. That’s the one,” I said, pointing.

      The Chalice of Thaddeus the Black didn’t look like anything special. Lots of items in this museum were made out of gold or silver, and crusted with gems. For something that had the power to start wars and change the fate of empires, it seemed underwhelming. Then again, I’d heard someone say that if the Holy Grail was ever found, it would probably just be a wooden cup, what a carpenter would use. So maybe it made sense that a monk’s goblet looked like he’d stolen a chalice from the abbey and marked it with esoteric symbols.

      A tangle of emotions swirled through me. Elation that we’d beat Rasputin to the chalice. Disappointment that such an important piece was so ordinary. And fear, knowing what had to come next.

      “Ben?” I pointed to the lock on the case. Ben nodded and closed his eyes again. Seconds later, the case door swung open. Grace reached in with a gloved hand and pulled out the chalice, carefully dropping it into the black cloth bag West held.

      Uneasiness rippled through me, strong enough to make my gut clench. Ben’s head came up at the same moment.

      “We’ve got to get out of here,” I whispered, trusting the magic.

      “They’re coming,” Ben said. “Something unnatural—and something undead—are close by.”

      West took point this time, with Ben bringing up the rear, and Grace and me in between. We hurried as much as we dared, trying to keep our movement silent. Just as we reached the back door, I heard a man’s scream of rage.

      “Run!” I hissed.

      Ben burst out of the doorway and held his hands up, gesturing to his goons not to shoot. They closed ranks around us as we ran toward where the cars were parked.

      “A skinny man and three other guys went in through another door a couple of minutes ago,” one of Ben’s guards reported. “We didn’t have a way to flag you, but we scoped out what we could. They’ve got a car around the other side.”

      Anything else he might have said was lost in the gunfire that kicked up the asphalt at our heels. Ben and his people peeled off toward their cars, while West, Grace, and I threw ourselves into the Duesenberg. Steven peeled out before the doors were shut.

      “They know where to meet us,” I gasped. “But we need to lose Rasputin and his gang first.”

      Steven chuckled. “Leave that to me.”

      Steven drove like a madman, making me wonder how often Grace had reason to outrun the cops. West and I hung on for dear life, while Grace merely braced herself, sitting forward with her eyes alight, as if this were the best adventure. I’d faced gods, vamps, and monsters, but sometimes that woman scared the shit out of me.

      We took corners nearly on two wheels, screeched through roundabouts and tore through alleys so narrow I closed my eyes and found myself holding my breath. West turned in his seat, watching out the back, while I scanned from side to side for cops or Russians. I thought I glimpsed motion in the shadows, but whenever I checked, I couldn’t see anything.

      “Do you think Rasputin followed us?” West asked as the Duesenberg jolted over a pothole.

      “No. Ben would have realized it, or I would have picked up on it,” I replied. “The exhibit was going to leave in two days. Rasputin needed to make his move quickly. We’re just lucky we didn’t run into each other.”

      We parked in the shadows not far from a massive steel mill. This plant ran all day and all night, but I remembered from my own days as a mill worker that the night shift was still quieter than any other time. I’d worn clothing that would let me fit in, and with luck, I could join the stream of men reporting for work, maneuver my way near one of the massive cauldrons full of molten steel, and drop the chalice in to melt, after working Boruta’s spell to make sure it stayed gone.

      Steven kept the car running, but cut the headlights. Ben’s cars parked next to us, and he came around to the side of the car sheltered from sight to help with the ritual, while Steven, West, and Grace stood guard, guns drawn. Ben’s men spread out to check the perimeter. I had the feeling that we hadn’t completely escaped Rasputin—just managed to give him the slip, for now.

      I drew a circle in the gravel large enough to accommodate the chalice and me. Ben stayed outside the warding, using his magic to distract and deflect attention. We didn’t know how much magic Rasputin had, but any working required energy, and someone attuned to that kind of power might be able to sense what where we were doing and where we were. That left actually doing the spell to me.

      Did I believe that the Slavic god of the woodland gave me good information? Yes. Did that mean I felt confident that I was the right person for the job? Absolutely not. But since I seemed to be the only one dumb enough to accept the assignment, I guessed it fell to me to do the dirty work. I lit four candles, one at each of the quarter marks of the circle, then walked counter-clockwise as I spoke the first words of the spell.

      “Svarog, god of light and order, I call on your power and protection.” The words were in an archaic version of Hungarian, but I could still make out the meaning.

      “Krukis, you’d better be listening and on duty,” I muttered under my breath.

      I added the holy oil, swirling it in the chalice as I said the next line of the spell Boruta had burned into my memory. “Oil of the Archangels, to purify with fire.” Next, I added the raven’s feather.

      “Wings of the Watchers, to speed your way to the gods.” Maybe it was my imagination, but the mixture seemed to take on a faint glow as I added the wormwood, absinthe, and aspen bark. “Strengthen my magic, gods above, and deliver us from the Dark One.” The next elements were mistletoe and powdered asphodel. “Protect us, and grant us victory.”

      Time for the final piece: my blood. I pulled out my knife and made a quick cut on my finger, watching as it dripped into the cup. This time, I knew it wasn’t my imagination when the elixir in the chalice took on a greenish glow. I swirled the mixture to coat the inside of the chalice, then sealed the magic by using the liquid to extinguish the candles, walking clockwise this time. My senses buzzed when I touched the chalice, and to my sight, it now had a shadow image, as if I could see the object and its “soul.”

      “Let’s get this done,” I muttered to Ben as I broke the warded circle.

      We drove the rest of the way to the mill and parked in the shadows. The massive plant’s silhouette hulked against the darker night sky. Burn-off flames rose from high chimneys, and electric lights on posts lit the parts of the lot closest to the building. The air smelled of coal smoke with the tang of metal, a scent I knew well.

      I felt a tingle down my spine. Ben turned suddenly and stared into the darkness. “Wolves,” he called out quietly to his enforcers. Steven stayed with the Duesenberg for a quick getaway, but Grace refused to be coddled and stood shoulder-to-shoulder with West and the goons.

      “Go!” West snapped. “We’ll hold them.”

      I walked quickly toward the line of men in worn shirts, overalls, and work boots who were making their way in to work the graveyard shift. Ben didn’t look the part quite as much as I did, but he kept his hat low over his eyes and managed to make himself unremarkable—a bit of magic I figured only I would notice.

      Once inside, we split off from the workers as soon as possible, which didn’t attract notice since the men would go to many different areas of the mill. Ben and I suited up in the leather coats, long aprons, and gloves up to our elbows that provided scant protection against hellish conditions. At least the tinted glass of the welders’ masks helped to hide our faces.

      “This way,” I said under my breath. I might never have been in this particular plant, but I knew my way around a steel mill. After all, thanks to Krukis, steel made up my bones and if needed, covered my skin. I hoped those changes weren’t going to prove necessary. Then I thought back to Boruta saying this was my first real test. I prayed it wouldn’t be my last.

      “What is this? Hell?” Ben asked. No matter what the temperature outside, it was always sweltering inside the mill, and as we grew closer to the cauldrons, the whole area took on a reddish glow like the Pit itself.

      “Next best thing,” I replied. I felt the chalice’s weight inside my jacket as if it realized it was nearing its destruction. With the shift change, the area had fewer people than usual. I’d learned long ago that if I walked as if I belonged somewhere, most people would believe that I did.

      We climbed the metal stairs to the catwalk above the cauldrons where the molten steel glowed like lava. Huge cranes could maneuver the cauldrons and their contents to molds for everything from railroad engines to automobiles. The heat seared my lungs and made my skin feel sunburnt. My eyes stung, and my lips were dry as if I’d been in the desert.

      Outside, Mob henchmen, a Secret Service agent, and a socialite squared off against werewolves. I had no idea whether the wolves had followed us, and if so, why. Perhaps they were headed to the mill to protest or cause mayhem, and we were unlucky enough to choose the same night to avert a war. I couldn’t worry about it now; I had to trust West and the others to hold the line while we did what needed to be done.

      “Almost there,” I muttered. I’d grown used to Ben’s magic, and I felt it covering us like an invisible blanket, deflecting notice and encouraging the few people who were around to busy themselves elsewhere. We just needed to get to the middle of the large cauldron, when I could say the last of the incantation and cast the chalice into the fires.

      Of course, it couldn’t be that simple.

      Between one blink and another, Rasputin appeared, standing on the catwalk to block me from the cauldron.

      “What are you?” He fixed me with a glare that might have glamoured a regular mortal, but I knew that neither Ben nor I could be captured by his vampire abilities.

      “The servant of Svarog, and the champion of Krukis.”

      For an instant, I saw surprise in Rasputin’s features before his lips twisted into a sneer. “Svarog has no power here! The flames belong to Veles.”

      For yet another time tonight, I prayed to Krukis and felt a shimmer over my skin. His magic didn’t turn me into a tin man. My skin remained as supple as ever, with only a faint metallic sheen, but it became my armor and made me much harder to kill. With one exception.

      Fire.

      “Give me the chalice, and you and your friend can leave here alive,” Rasputin said, holding out his hand for his treasure.

      “Go to hell.”

      “I’ve been, and I won’t go back.” He lunged at me with vampire speed and strength. As solid as I was when I was mortal, that would have been enough to knock me over the railing and into the cauldron without my new strength. As it was, Rasputin only managed to push me a foot back down the catwalk. I shoved him in return, a push that should have sent an ordinary man tumbling, and felt as if I’d hit a stone wall.

      I sincerely hoped Ben got the fuck out of the way because it was going to get brutal.

      “Give me the chalice!” Rasputin repeated, and this time he tore at my jacket, where the tell-tale bulge revealed my prize. “I did not come this far to lose!”

      I swung at him, but his reflexes were faster, and he dodged out of the way, still managing to ram me with his shoulder, and I stumbled. I grabbed for him and held on. We fell to the catwalk, and it shuddered with the impact. When I went full metal, I wasn’t exactly light. Rasputin was as scrawny as he’d been before being turned, but now he was all vamp power, regardless of his skinny build.

      We rolled on the narrow catwalk, high above nine-thousand-degree steel. I tried to pin the vampire, and he tried to use his speed to twist out of my grip. The chalice dug into my skin as we tussled, and would have broken my ribs without my metal “armor.” Rasputin abruptly changed his tactics and went for my throat, fangs bared. I chuckled when he found himself with a mouthful of metal, and I used his surprise to flip him again.

      “I’m not leaving without the chalice!” His breath smelled of old blood and rot. Fire and madness glinted in his eyes. He might not have been entirely sane as a mortal, but turning vamp hadn’t helped.

      This time, when he tore at my clothing with his sharp nails and clawed hands, he managed to rip at the fabric beneath the leather as he scrabbled for the chalice. I figured Ben was somewhere working his magic to keep us from being disturbed, but even he could only do so much and sooner or later, someone would notice the fight to the death up on the catwalk. I needed to finish this fast before bystanders got hurt—or worse, were used as hostages.

      If the legends were true, the one who possessed the chalice held the upper hand in battle. I wasn’t about to turn over that advantage to a damn vamp. I brought my knee up, hard, gambling that vampire nuts were just as sensitive as ever, and put my whole weight into it. From the way his eyes bugged out, I’d guessed right.

      The chalice began to slip from where I’d secured it, and I needed to cast it into the cauldron, not lose it to the shop floor below. I pulled it from inside my coat, gripping it with all my strength, hard enough that I felt the metal give a bit beneath my fingers.

      Rasputin surged beneath me, knocking me to one side, and his bony fingers tried to tear the chalice from my hand. I head-butted him, and he scored scratches in my metal skin with his vampire-strong fingers. We might tear each other apart before either of us emerged victorious.

      I couldn’t let him get the chalice. The world’s future depended on me—me—to prevent another Great War and millions of deaths. Rasputin wanted the goblet for glory and power. His victory required him to leave here with his prize. Mine, technically, did not.

      Maybe that was Krukis’s test, to see whether I’d throw myself into the cauldron with the chalice, into one of the only forces that could destroy me. If so, passing his challenge meant he’d need to find a new champion, but it wouldn’t be my problem anymore. I thought about all the friends who’d passed on before me, and the people like Ben and Grace, Colin and Aislin, and even West, who I’d leave behind. I didn’t want to leave, but if it meant sparing the world another Great War, my loss would be a cheap price to pay.

      Rasputin’s grasp faltered, just for a second, just enough. I tore loose and sprang for the railing with the chalice in hand, a prayer to Krukis on my lips. I recited the last of the spell, staring at the fiery liquid where I would meet my end. As I reached the rail, Rasputin threw himself at me, grabbing for the chalice. He gripped the relic with all his vampire strength, and we began to tumble over the railing.

      Just as my feet left the steel catwalk, I felt a force around me and heard Ben’s voice above the din of the mill.

      “Let go!”

      Trusting fate—and Ben—I released the chalice. Rasputin clutched it against his chest in the second before gravity took over. Before he could grab for the rail, I punched him with all my might, sending him flying, and as he fell backward, I glimpsed realization in his eyes.

      I hung, suspended in mid-air when I should have fallen to my death. Ben’s magic dropped me back on the catwalk, hard enough to jolt the breath from my lungs, but so much better than the alternative.

      I forced myself not to look away as Rasputin and the chalice plunged into the molten steel. Vampire or not, that heat would destroy him. Long ago, I’d seen a man fall into a cauldron, and he’d been burned to nothing almost before the metal finished closing over his body. They’d found no trace of him in the steel, not even bone or teeth. Superstition demanded setting aside the castings made from such a tainted pour, but cold greed overruled, and somewhere, a building held the last traces of that unfortunate worker.

      Just like someday soon, the only remainders of the great Rasputin and the Chalice of St. Theodore the Black would be locked for eternity into the rails beneath a locomotive, or the I-beams in a skyscraper.

      “Come on!” Ben urged, rousing me from where I stood, rooted in shock. We ran down the catwalk, slowing only when we got to the stairs. I didn’t know how much longer Ben’s magic could shield us; he’d been using a lot of energy, and I knew he couldn’t keep it up forever. I guessed some of his ability to deflect attention was slipping when we drew notice hurrying toward the door.

      “Hey! Where do you think you’re going?” a floor supervisor yelled after us. We bulled our way past the few men who tried to stop us and burst from the door. Ben’s magic locked it behind us, stopping our pursuers.

      And trapping us with nowhere to go, in the middle of a war between vampires, mobsters, and werewolves.

      “What the ever loving fuck is going on?” I took in the battle that raged across the parking lot, amazed that the local cops hadn’t also gotten involved as well. Hell, call in the Army. The vamps and wolves went at it hand-to-hand, while the Mob guards, West, and Grace fired round after round to protect where they were pinned down behind the cars.

      “I guess we need to break this party up,” I said. With my metal skin, no regular bullets could hurt me, and Ben’s magic, done right, would protect him. Two of us against more than twenty vamps and wolves wasn’t the odds I preferred, but someone had to do something.

      Just before we strode into the middle of the fight, four black Cadillacs pulled up, surrounding the battle. Someone reached out of the first car’s passenger window and fired a Tommy gun into the air.

      That got everyone’s attention. To my surprise, when the rear door of the lead car opened, Vincent Lavecchia stepped out. He looked every inch the Mob boss—or powerful businessman—in a black mohair coat over his custom suit.

      “Do I have your attention?” he called out in a raspy voice that suggested cigars and hard liquor. “Because I can have them shoot a little more if you’re not listening.” The silence that greeted him answered the question.

      “This fighting, it’s going to stop. Right now, it stops. I’m declaring a truce—between my people, the wolves, and the vampires. And you’re going to accept the truce, because if you don’t, I’m declaring war. If that happens, my boys will go hunting—loaded with silver.”

      I looked around, and at least a dozen burly men had gotten out of the cars, holding machine guns at their sides. I looked back and forth between the two sides, holding my breath. If the vamps and wolves didn’t take the truce, this was going to be a bloodbath. They were fast, but a machine gun was faster.

      I spotted Flint among the vampires. Two of their group conferred with a third, a tall, skinny man I guessed must be the leader, Stan. On the weres’ side, I was glad not to see anyone else I recognized, but I had no problem picking out the Alpha, a tall, strongly built man talking with his advisors.

      “Take your time,” Vincent Lavecchia called out sarcastically. “We’ve got plenty before the cops arrive.”

      Stan stepped forward, glowering at the Alpha wolf, who also moved away from his followers. They stared at each other for a tense moment, then nodded, almost in unison.

      “All right,” Stan, the vampire, said. “We accept the truce—as long as they keep the bargain,” he added, stabbing a finger toward the Alpha.

      “And we accept, as long as the vamps play by the rules,” the Alpha snarled.

      “Neither of you is in a position to bargain,” Lavecchia pointed out. “Remember that. Now get out of here, and understand—I’ll be watching. Nothing happens in this city that I don’t know about. Nothing.”

      The werewolves slunk away toward the shadows on the right, and the vamps vanished in a heartbeat, leaving Ben and me out in the open, West and Grace rising from behind Ben’s car, and the Lavecchia boss and his goons in a quiet, darkened parking lot.

      Before Vincent could say anything, another car pulled up, moving slowly as if to signal that it meant no harm. The black Maybach Zeppelin was long and sleek and on a normal night would have looked totally out of place in a steel mill parking lot. But tonight, between Vincent Lavecchia’s Cadillacs, Ben’s black LaSalle coupe, and Steven in the Duesenberg, we had a snazzy car rally going.

      The Mob goons turned toward the newcomer. They didn’t raise their guns, but no one could miss the weapons in the glare of the headlights.

      The driver leaned out of his open window. “Don’t shoot! It’s the Countess—and her guest.”

      Vincent Lavecchia didn’t look won over, and his goons didn’t move, but they didn’t start shooting, either—which I took as a good sign.

      “He’s coming out—unarmed,” the driver shouted. “He wants to talk with the witch.”

      West cut a look at Ben, who shrugged. I stayed beside Ben and kept my metal skin since I had no idea what was going on, or who was in that car.

      “It’s Countess Demidov’s Maybach,” Grace said from where she stood next to West. “It’s the only one in Cleveland.”

      Even the Mob goons gasped when Tsar Nicholas II climbed out of the back of the Maybach. He wore a uniform I recognized from the newspaper pictures, and he stood ramrod straight, carrying himself like a military man—and an emperor.

      When he stopped in the glow of a streetlight, I caught my breath. Whatever magic Rasputin had worked to bring the Tsar back from the dead was failing. Nicholas’s face was mottled with dark spots, his eyes had the sunken look of a corpse, and even at a distance, the smell of rot was unmistakable.

      “Please,” he called out in a voice like a death rattle. “I need the Italian witch. I followed the magic here. I beg of you—set me free.”

      A man like Nicholas didn’t beg. But even across the distance, I glimpsed raw pain in his eyes. Ben exchanged a glance with his father, who gave a curt nod. Ben started forward, and I kept pace right beside him, not bothering to glance at the older Lavecchia for permission. If this went sour, I could get between Ben and bullets faster than anyone else.

      We stopped a few paces from Nicholas. Close up, I could see where decomposition had set in, bloating his slender body, turning his skin a sickly green.

      “I never asked to be brought back,” Nicholas said, and I wondered if the scratchy voice was normal, or a side effect of rotting vocal cords. “He forced me to return,” the Tsar added, contempt clear in his expression. “Like a trick pony. Pozhaluysta. Please. Let me return where I belong, to rest in peace with my family.”

      “I’m not a necromancer,” Ben said. He closed his eyes and held up one hand, and I felt Ben’s magic probe tentatively at the dead Tsar. In my mind’s eye, I saw Nicholas’s aura like an oily residue, and I could feel the taint of the dark god Veles’s touch behind what remained of Rasputin’s power. That’s when I knew I’d be asking Krukis for another favor, but after the fight on the catwalk, I figured the god owed me.

      “If we work together, I think we can break what’s left of the magic that bound him,” I said quietly. Ben nodded. I placed a hand on Ben’s shoulder, and while he and I hadn’t worked together quite like this before, I knew instinctively to “think” my power toward him, directing it to twine with his.

      I didn’t know what to ask Krukis for exactly, so I just sent, Help me. He was a god. He could figure it out.

      Ben murmured something that sounded like Latin. Nicholas’s whole body began to tremble. His skin drew up tight on his bones like a mummy, and his mouth opened in a silent scream. In the next instant, the Tsar crumpled to the ground as his body and uniform turned to dust. I moved my hand from Ben’s shoulder and felt the connection with his magic sever like a shock that ran the length of my arm.

      Before I could debate what to do with the ashes of the dead Tsar, a brisk, all-too-convenient wind scattered them into the night.

      Which left us staring back at a small army of mobsters.

      I knew the relationship between Ben and his father wasn’t warm and fuzzy. After all, Vincent Lavecchia was a Mob boss, and Ben had defied his wishes to leave the family business. Now, completely outgunned in a dark parking lot, I hoped that this wasn’t going to go horribly wrong.

      Ben left my side with a glance that warned me not to follow. I stayed where I was as Ben approached his father. A few paces away, he inclined his head and made a shallow bow, like a prince before a king. Vincent placed his hand on Ben’s head, and the large gems in the gold settings of his rings gleamed in the streetlight’s glow.

      “Thank you,” Ben said. I could see what it cost him in the tight lines of his body and the stiff way his hands fought clenching into fists. Then again, Vincent Lavecchia had saved our asses. Maybe Ben and I could have taken the vamps and weres, but then again, maybe not. I’m glad we didn’t have to find out the hard way.

      “You’re my son,” Vincent replied as if tonight was unremarkable. “Bad business with the Tsar.”

      “You knew?” Ben asked, with a stunned expression.

      Vincent shrugged. “I know many things.” He looked beyond Ben to where West and Grace had come to stand next to me. “Not exactly the friends I’d choose,” he said, fixing his gaze on West in particular. “Still, you got the job done.” He clapped Ben on the shoulder, and then turned, walking with great dignity back to the Cadillac, where his driver hurried to hold the door for him. Ben remained where he was, looking after the Mob fleet until only the tail lights were visible.

      Sirens sounded, growing closer. I suspected that Ben had done something to keep the factory guards from noticing us, but after all we’d done tonight, I doubted he could hold off the entire Cleveland police department, and from the number of wailing klaxons, that’s exactly what it sounded like was closing in on us.

      “Go,” West said, taking charge. “I’ll deal with the flatfoots. They can’t touch me. We’ll talk tomorrow.”

      Ben nodded, then walked to where his goons waited, got into his car, and drove off.

      Exhaustion had begun to set in as the adrenaline from the fight crashed. I let my metal skin disappear and felt even more tired without its magic boost. When I stumbled, Grace rushed to get under my shoulder, slipping her arm around my waist.

      “Come on,” she said, patting me on the back. “Steven will drive you home. I don’t know what happened in there, but I think you two just saved the world—with a little help,” she added, grinning.

      I’m not ashamed to say I fell asleep on the drive back.
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      “Well, that could have gone worse.” Jack West sat back in his seat at the blind tiger, in the corner booth I’d started to think of as belonging to the three of us.

      Grace Harringworth sat beside him, glamorous as ever in a beaded flapper dress. She took a drag from her long jade cigarette holder, with a grin that said she thought the whole thing had been a grand adventure.

      “The museum got big headlines over the mysterious disappearance of the chalice. I’ve heard it was international art thieves,” she added in a conspiratorial whisper, eyes alight. “They announced they were bumping up security—and donors are flocking in to help.” She took another inhale and let out the smoke in a long stream. “I’m quite sure they’ll come out ahead.”

      I watched Ben Lavecchia at the bar. He had greeted us as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened, though I caught his glances in our direction. We’d saved the world from another Great War two nights ago, and no one knew except the four of us. I’ve done a lot of things in my life that I’m not proud of, but this I could feel good about—even if nobody else would ever know.

      “You never said what happened with the cops,” I asked West. Given my own experiences, I tended to keep a close eye on such things.

      West shrugged. “I told them I’d busted up a fight between off-duty mill hunks and a gang of anarchists, from an anonymous tip. Spun out the story that it was part of a larger, hush-hush investigation and that Washington would be very grateful for their cooperation,” he added with a grin. “Fortunately, the chief bought it.”

      I’d asked Colin back at the rooming house if there’d been any excitement lately. He told me there’d been a problem over at the mill, with a look that said he strongly suspected I’d been involved, but he let it go.

      “Do you think the truce will hold?” Grace asked. “It’s going to be bloody around here if it doesn’t.”

      I glanced at Ben, who was busy introducing a customer to his blind tiger. “It won’t make the wolves and vamps best friends, but they’re not stupid,” West said. “I think it will hold, well enough, anyhow. Getting rid of the Russian vampires should help a lot.”

      The Countess had rolled on her accomplices pretty quickly, once she found out Rasputin and the chalice were gone. She’d promised to give back all the donations—Grace intended to make sure that happened. Countess Demidov had also proved helpful to West in steering him toward Rasputin’s hench-vamps. West, Ben, and I had taken it from there. They were either destroyed or on a cargo ship headed back to Russia.

      “Now what?” Grace asked, taking a sip of whiskey. “What are we going to do next?”

      West opened his mouth to tell her that there was no “we,” but I stepped on his foot—hard—and he shut his trap without saying anything. Frankly, I thought the four of us made a damn good team, and I felt sure that Colin and maybe even Oscar might be helpful future additions.

      “I’ve got to go back to Washington,” West said, finishing off his booze. He eyed the bar as if he were debating having another. Ben took the matter out of his hands, dispatching a waiter with a fresh drink. “But I have a feeling I’ll be back soon.”

      He gave me a look. “There’re whispers about warlocks near Reading, Pennsylvania, and a group that call themselves the Vril, stirring up problems with their hocus-pocus. Possibly tied in with the dicey things we’re hearing out of Germany these days. I’m likely to need your help, Joe.”

      “Sounds right up my alley,” I replied, draining my own glass. I couldn’t help grinning at the thought of another case. “You wouldn’t want me to get bored, would you?”
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            Authors’ Note

          

        

      

    

    
      We both grew up in Northwestern Pennsylvania, and lived in Pittsburgh for a decade. The Homestead Riots are still a wound in the city’s psyche, and the bloody resolution to that incident affected the course of labor relations throughout America.

      Joe Magarac is a Pittsburgh legend, although there’s some debate as to whether or not he arose out of actual folklore, or was a newly invented tale passed off as old. His statue stands in Pittsburgh, as well as his image on several bridgeworks.

      You may have noticed a few nods to our other series. West’s contact in Charleston on the occult is, of course, Sorren from the Deadly Curiosities books, a nearly 600-year-old vampire who helps save the world from supernatural threats. West’s Supernatural Secret Service is a more modern version of the Department of Supernatural Investigation from our Iron & Blood novels and Storm and Fury collection.

      We hope you’ll check out all the Shadow Council series, and please stay tuned for more adventures from Joe Mack!
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