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Prologue: A Request From Samedi



“Oh my god,” Arizay moaned, lying down on the desk, “This is so stupid. Why do I have to do this?”




Giles didn’t bother looking up from the papers he was grading.




“Would you like the pragmatic or the philosophic answer?” he asked.




“Either,” she said. “Both. Just let me goooooooooo.”




“Whining will get you nowhere,” Giles said. “The philosophic answer is that you must do this because a thorough grounding in history is vital to success as a Slayer. While most vampires don’t survive their first year, the more powerful and dangerous ones are often quite old. Understanding the historical, social, economic, and religious contexts they spent their mortal lives in is absolutely necessary if you wish to defeat them. Or should I have you review the relevant texts by Sun-Tzu?”




Ari groaned again.




“Pragmatically speaking, you must finish your list of ten possible topics for your research paper—for which you are late—so that you can finish your weekly chore—for which you are late—so that you can join the others for movie night—which you will miss entirely if you don’t get busy.”




“History is stupid,” Ari moaned. “I hate history.”




“History, Arizay, does not give a damn one way or the other what you think about it. It will survive the ages.”




Giles paused and glanced at Mary Poppins, who was present any time Giles was with the students, as a precaution against the flaw in his character which prevented him from marrying Jenny Calendar. Miss Poppins, however, only raised an eyebrow at his epithet. The house, however, rattled his coffee cup, which he snatched from the edge of the desk.




“You,” he continued, “on the other hand, will not, if you refuse to take advantage of one of the greatest resources available to you. Do you have any idea how difficult it used to be for anyone to receive a decent education? Let alone a girl? Let alone a girl of non-European extraction in this country? Let alone a poor girl of non-European extraction—”




“All right! All right! I’ll do it! Just quit with the monologuing already!” Arizay yelled.




“That was not a monologue,” Giles corrected her. “That was a lecture, of which I have uncharted, unmeasured, and barely tapped reserves.”




Groaning inwardly, because she knew any fuss would give Giles an excuse to lecture her some more, Arizay tapped her pen on her teeth, trying to come up with more ideas for a research paper.




Lucy had whipped off a list of more than fifty possible topics less than a minute after Giles had announced the assignment. Lucy read for fun. Lucy watched education shows and cable channels because she actually liked that stuff. And while Lucy would happily reel off another fifty ideas to help Arizay out, she was not around. Lucy was getting her chores out of the way so she could help make popcorn in the kitchen for movie night. Because that’s the sort of person Lucy was. She helped.




If there were a pair of Slayers in Haven who were more dissimilar than Lucy and Arizay, no one could name them. Lucy was small, skinny, and flat-chested at fourteen. She wore her golden red hair longer than her waist, but had bangs that came down only to her eyebrows. She also wore glasses, even though Miss Calendar would have sprung for contacts. She was sweet natured, hard working, terribly naïve, and so completely credulous, Arizay had finally made up a code word to warn her she was about to be taken. Again. 




Arizay, in stark contrast, was tall and especially curvaceous for a fifteen year old girl. She tried out a new hairstyle every couple of weeks, putting on everything from cornrows to dreadlocks to a feathered backsweep. Currently, she had bleached locks of her hair so they stood out gold against her normal dark brown, and had pulled the entire bundle back in a ponytail. Arizay knew she was loud and abrasive. She knew some of the other Slayers thought she was pushy and lazy. Miss Calendar had even sighed once and asked her if she could give up her cynicism for Lent. 




But you put the two of them together, and as Xander had once commented, they would end up running the world from a subvolcanic headquarter or they’d be the first Slayers marooned on another planet for crimes too extensive and irritating to list. She was a bad influence on Lucy, which was just what Lucy needed. Lucy was a good influence on her, whether she wanted it or not.




After ten minutes of nearly silent torture, Arizay handed the list to Giles.




He glanced at it and handed it back.




“You may list only three weapons as possible topics, Arizay. Find seven other things to consider.”




Arizay gave a performance of protesting martyrdom and dragged her feet back to her desk. It took her another five minutes to choose out her favorite three weapons. Then she wrote “Sun-Tzu” since Giles had mentioned him. Then she added Lent, because she’d just thought of Miss Calendar’s question.




What else?




Volcanoes? Were they history? They usually covered volcanoes in science class, but Lucy had said something about a volcano that killed a bunch of people and covered up an entire city, and when people dug it up, they found holes where the people had been and filled the holes with plaster so they got statues of the people who’d been killed when the volcano had erupted, all crumpled and twisted and dying. Totally cool. 




“Hey, Giles—”




“Mount Vesuvius, Pompeii, and Herculaneum. You may use them as one entry.”




“Uh…”




“You were muttering in Spanish, Arizay, which I speak.”




“Oh,” Arizay muttered, embarrassed. She was usually more careful than that.




She wrote “Pom-pay and Her-Q-whatever” on her paper.




Lucy would have more ideas. Tons more. And without prompting, probably a lot of them would have to do with dead people. If there was one thing Lucy and Ari shared, it was interest in a wide range of morbid topics. So, yeah, dead people. There were probably lots of things to do with the dead people.




She stared at the paper for another five minutes.




She wrote down “zombies”. There had to be history on zombies right? Not in the magical sense, where they’d actually run into a few versions of zombies, but in the witch doctor voodoo sense. Right?




That was six entries. She needed four more. It was like pulling teeth.




She wrote “teeth”. Teeth had history, right? Like George Washington had wooden dentures and shit like that, right?




She wanted to be watching a movie right now. What did people do when there weren’t any movies? Sit around and stare at each other? She wrote “what people did before movies”.




And just to tweak Giles’ nose, she wrote “school for poor Latinas” and “tampons and condoms”. Technically, that was eleven, so she should be free and clear. She brought her list up to Giles’ desk and handed it to him. To her disappointment, he read through it without blinking. He didn’t even make a face.




“Excellent list, Arizay. You are free to go.”




Damn.







Lucy waited for her in the kitchen with a small bowl of popcorn and Baxter the bunny, also known as Nemesis. Sometimes, Lucy would say “the bunny…from Hell” for more drama, but Baxter would give her a look that very clearly said “do you want the lecture on the source of divine retribution again?” and so she stopped doing that.




Arizay stomped in, already in a bad mood. Baxter looked up from the wild greens he daintily nibbled, but said nothing.




“I go to all that trouble,” she complained, “and what does he say? ‘Excellent list, Arizay.’ ”




She made a face as she opened the refrigerator and took out a can of soda.




“I thought that was good,” Lucy said, a little concerned. 




“I was trying for ‘dear Lord, girl, have you no sense at all!’ ” Arizay answered, doing a spot-on imitation of Giles’ accent.




“Oh,” Lucy said, understanding. “No, for that, you have to do stuff like say you love Barbie dolls and hot dogs more than anything in the world.”




“Or American football,” Xander added, coming in from the Great Hall. “Ari, you’re the last one for chores. You’ve got half an hour. If you push it, you can make the movie.”




“Great,” Ari groaned. “What’s left?”




She read over the large whiteboard Miss Calendar kept track of everyone’s jobs and schedules on. On the long list of chores, everything was crossed out except one entry: tidy the graveyard.




“What?!” Ari demanded. “It’s after dark!”




“Yup,” Xander agreed, taking out makings for a truly enormous sandwich.




“And it’s really cold out there!” Ari added.




“And if you’d gotten it done any time in the past week, these things would not be a problem,” Xander answered. “Since you put it off, you get to do it in the dark and the cold. Sucks to be you, don’t it?”




“But…it’s creepy!” Ari protested.




Xander looked up from the refrigerator.




“Ari, you spend half your time begging to go with me on patrol so you can hang out in a graveyard after dark, hoping that some vamps show up so you can stake them. And now you’re telling me that this graveyard—which is twenty feet by thirty feet, has had one burial in the last hundred and fifty years and is probably the last place a vamp or other undead will show up—is creepy? I’m confiscating your Slayer card.”




Outraged, Ari looked at Lucy for help. The little redhead shrugged her shoulders.




“He kind of has a point, Ari. But, I’ll go with you.”




As will I, added Baxter.




With the prospect of company, the chore didn’t sound so very onerous.







The last burial had actually been a couple of months previous, when Xander had located the graveyard, and they’d had a graveside ceremony to lay to rest the last champion of Haven, Quintus Rutherford, 5th Baronet. The grave had begun to settle, the mound of earth naked until spring. The headstone had been installed only the previous week.




Bundled up in layers of sweaters, coat, hat, scarf, and gloves, Ari got to work. First was to sweep the brick path from the gate to the back fence. Lucy, similarly bundled up, sat cross legged on a marble tomb. She set an LED lantern on the ground in front of her, giving Ari light to work by. Once the path was swept, Ari was to rake up any leaves, but she could leave the scattered pockets of snow alone. Baxter made do with his thick fur and hopped from stone to stone, investigating each with a cautious sniff.




“Did you hear?” Lucy asked. “Popstar says we can attend the ball, at least until ten o’clock. That means we get to go shopping for dresses this weekend!”




“Ten o’clock!” Ari snorted. “Like I don’t stay up six hours later on school nights back home.”




“Um…isn’t that why you were flunking and in trouble for truancy?”




Ari made a noise Mary Poppins would have corrected her for. “Just ’cause some uptight teacher doesn’t like it when I snore during her class…”




She focused on her raking for a few minutes, determined to get it done with time to spare for the movie. The trouble was, if she didn’t do it up to Xander’s standards, she’d only have to redo it, plus another chore, in the morning. Since the next day was Saturday, and the promise of shopping hung in the air, it was a risk she refused to run.




It was hard to maintain concentration, though, when there was a freezing wind blowing past them, and the moon was ringed with ice. In another couple of nights, it would be full, and they’d be running with Oz, which was always a blast. Ari found herself opposite the newest grave and considered it. Behind her, Lucy had started humming a song in a ridiculously low, gravelly voice and then changed to the words. 




All de frien’ I had, all de frien’ I had,

All de frien’ I had dead an’ gone.

Gone to de graveyard, gone to de graveyard,

All de frien’ I had gone to de graveyard.





Ari chuckled and started gathering the leaves for transport to the compost pile.




“You look that up, Loose?” she asked. “Or did Erik teach you that?”




Lucy laughed as well, but instead of her normal snickering giggle, it sounded like a rotten branch scraped against a washboard.




“No, cher,” Lucy answered, using a basso-profundo tone that would probably leave her raspy the rest of the week. “I know dat song long time now. Maybe I say I wrote dat song. What you t’ink?”




The hairs on the back of Ari’s neck lifted up. Lucy had certainly picked up some skills in clowning around and messing with people, but this was far beyond her fledgling skills. Ari started to turn around to face Lucy when she caught sight of Baxter, perched on a nearby tombstone, and very, very worried.




Holding on to the rake, Ari turned to face her best friend in the world.




Lucy was still there, still sitting on the tomb, but she dangled one leg lazily off. Her black wool coat hung open in the cold air, and her white scarf hung unwrapped from her neck. Her face caught the light in such a way that her head took on the cast of a ghoulish skull, and the lenses of her glasses reflected no light, leaving only black holes where her eyes should have been.




“Where’d you get the top hat?” Ari managed to ask.




“Oh, I like my little props, you know,” Lucy grinned, showing white teeth, and gave Ari a tip of her hat. “You don’ got no rum, do you? Been a long time since I wrapped my lips ’round a good bottle, and my balls are itchin’ for a little fire. Dat’s one, cher.”




Lucy held out one index finger, and in the chancy light of the lantern, it was thin and dry as bone.




“Baxter?” Ari whispered.




Don’t panic, Baxter replied. He has not harmed her.




Mind racing and mouth dry, Ari ran over her few options. Scream for help? He—whoever he was—would be gone, maybe with Lucy, long before help arrived. Fight? Not without hurting Lucy. Besides, he hadn’t hurt anyone. So far. 




When in doubt, Xander had told them, keep them engaged. Get whatever information you could. Delay them as long as possible. They were on the grounds. The dryad should know something weird was going on. Nothing happened without her knowing.




“Um…so…who are you?” Ari managed.




It was one thing to discuss battle tactics over pizza and video games. It was another thing entirely to see your best friend possessed by a skeleton with a top hat.




Lucy jumped down from the tomb, swept her top hat off in a flourish, and bowed deeply.




“Well, right now, I happen to be dis petite—” and here, she glanced down for a second, “fille. Ha! I ain’t got no balls, but dey still itch. How ’bout dat? An’ no tits either!”




“I know who she is,” Ari insisted, her heart beating hard and her skin flushing just like Buffy said it would. “Who are you?”




Lucy grinned hugely. “Samedi, cher, Baron Samedi. Sometimes called Baron le Croix or Baron Cemetery. You could say I’m wearin’ my nice visitin’ clothes, my Loose Suit.”




“Fuck you!” Ari snapped. “You get the hell out of her head before I drag you out by your itchy balls!”




Arizay… Baxter sounded almost panicked.




But Baron Samedi, wearing Lucy, only laughed with the voice of a sixty year old alcoholic cigar smoker.




“You listen to Compair Lapin, cher,” the baron told her. “He and de Guede go way back. Now dat’s two. You gonna put your t’ird question to good use?”




She’d been about to ask “what’s the Guede?” but bit down on it instead. Three questions. Shit, the guy had some sort of rules, and it didn’t matter if she knew them or not. She flicked a glance at Baxter, who watched the scene in absolute stillness. 




She squared her jaw. Things hadn’t gone to shit like this since before Giles and Buffy had talked her mom into letting her come to Cleveland. Before that, the bad stuff had been drunken neighbors, pushy teachers, or horny boys. Dealing with them was hardly a challenge. There’d only been a couple of times—cornered by a group of gangbangers or when her little cousin had fallen into a flooded culvert—that she’d been genuinely scared.




The gangbangers had spent a combined fifteen months in the hospital and another three years in jail when she was done with them. The cousin had been revived in the ER after she’d sprinted two and a half miles with the toddler in her arms. Those had been mortal dangers. This was different.




“How do I get Lucy back, asshole? And she better not be hurt, not in any way,” Ari demanded.




Again, the Baron, wearing Lucy, grinned, genuinely amused.




“Ha! You definitely de one, cher. See, I got dis problem, back a ways. Once a soul crosses into my realm, dey don’t go walkin’ back out. It’s my job to make sure the dead stay dead. No zombies on my watch, cher, not if I’m conjured like I should be. But somethin’s pullin’ my people outta de ground t’ree days after dey put in it. Soulless like de zombie, but cunnin’ like Compair Fox. Dey make more by killin’ more.”




“Vampires,” Ari said.




The Baron nodded slowly.




“You, cher, and petite fille, both Slayers. You go deal wi’ dis problem. Put de dead back wi’ de dead best you can. I take you dere, climb off petite fille, and when you done, I bring you back. You got my t’anks, and you claim a favor off me later.”




“How far away?”




“Ah ah,” the Baron answered, wagging his finger at her. “You got t’ree questions answered. Now you say oui or non?”




For all that it was still winter in Cleveland, she no longer felt cold. Vampires needed killing, and she was finally going to get to do it. Plus, she rescued Lucy, which was practically a hobby, and she got to claim a favor from this Baron guy. Giles would know who he was.




“Baxter,” she called to the rabbit, “you coming?”




Try to stop me.




The Baron laughed, raspy and hoarse.




“Yeah,” Ari said. “Let’s do this.”




The Baron’s laugh grew louder and louder until it was no longer a human voice but the cold, howling wind pouring off Lake Erie and the tundra north. It cut through her like a knife, and she raised her hands to shield her face. The world turned and shifted around her, and the wind evaporated.




Lowering her hands, Ari looked around.




It was still night, but the chill of December was gone. Instead, her skin prickled all over with an instant bath of sweat in response to the sultry air. She unzipped her parka and pulled it off. They were still in a graveyard, but this one was tombs, vaults, and whitewashed sepulchers, all above ground. Baxter’s eyes darted around, and he looked very rabbity.




Lucy blinked and covered her nose with both hands.




“What just happened?” she asked. “Why’s my head hurt so much, and…why is it so stinky?”







Xander, Faith, and Mary Poppins skidded to a halt at the gate to the tiny graveyard. 




“What the hell just happened?” Xander demanded.




The graveyard was empty, save for a lantern left beside one of the graves, and a rake on the ground where it had fallen.




Faith jogged a quick circuit around the graveyard.




“No vamps. No footprints other than Lucy’s, Ari’s, and the rabbit’s,” she reported.




The trees around them shook and moaned far more than the wind accounted for.




“I know! I know!” Xander answered. “She’s about as close to a complete freak out as I’ve ever seen.”




“Can you blame her?” Mary Poppins asked. “Whatever that was, it strolled in without a by-your-leave, and she couldn’t do a thing.”




“Xander?” Faith asked.




“Faith,” he answered, “first call Willow and alert her. We may need her to fly back. Then send all the Slayers out. I want a full quarter and search. Ask Giles to do what mojo he can.”




“Mr. Harris?” Mary Poppins asked, her hands folded over one another, white knuckled.




“Do you have any idea what this is about?” he asked her.




“None,” she answered. “I sense that there was a presence here, something particularly powerful and…capricious, but not necessarily evil. It is, however, outside of my experience.”







Chapter One



It was a day of portents, beginning with meeting the Widow Paris in the markets nearest his home and school. She wore, as always, a tignon worked up in seven points, the mark of her position as the voudou queen of New Orleans. At her neck was a small crucifix on a gold chain. Her clothes were those of a wife of a well-to-do tradesman, and she carried a basket filled with leeks, strawberries, and a dead chicken. It was understood by the entire population of New Orleans, even the brutish Kaintucks, that the Widow Paris, sometimes called Marie Laveau, was not to be trifled with.




“M’sieur Janvier,” she greeted him, her smile guarded and her stance regal.




“Madame,” he returned, giving her a bow which barely diminished his gargantuan height of six feet and three inches.




“How fair the young mamzelles with you this summer?”




It was no secret that January’s school kept three girls as boarders over the summer, between terms. Their mothers, placées each, had found it more convenient to keep their awkward or charmless daughters away from visiting and socializing in the rented summer houses at Lake Ponchartrain. The girls, each of them, had been relieved to be left out of dress fittings and social calls. The idea of a summer with access to Madame Janvier’s library and laboratory as well as nights of ghost stories and speculations was a siren song.




Yet, even if the boarders had been a secret matter, there was no doubt in January’s mind that Mamzelle Marie would know how many, from which families, and of what temperaments the girls were, no matter how he and Rose might conceal it. Just as he had no doubt that the voudou queen of New Orleans knew exactly what the hidden cell in the school’s basement was intended for.




“They are quite well,” he answered, smiling his thanks for her consideration. “We are spared the summer illnesses. There’s been no rumor of the cholera and only a few cases of yellow jack at the charity hospital.”




“I am glad to hear it,” she replied, the expression of her eyes giving no hint as to her real emotions. “Will you walk with me?”




“Of course.”




Beside the near legendary voudou queen, January was still conscious of giving room and precedence to the white men and women on the banquette. Her presence might prevent a beating if he were to jostle a man of the French creole caste, but it would do nothing to protect him if a louse-ridden, tobacco and rum soaked American took offense at his existence.




They stopped at a coffee stand where the proprietor absolutely refused payment from Mamzelle Marie, though she offered it twice, and they stood in the shade of a flowering jacaranda tree, sipping from their cups.




“Interesting stories have reached my ears,” Marie Laveau said, stirring her cafe au lait, “from the men and women who come to me for help and from…other sources. I have questioned whom and what I can but found no direct answers. Will you tell me, M’sieur Janvier, have there been any uncommonly odd deaths seen or spoken of in the hospital where you do your charitable work? Have you heard anything from the men who drive the deadcarts or those who work in the city morgue?”




He frowned. To be asked so directly for information by Mamzelle Marie was unheard of. People brought her tidbits of gossip in attempts to curry favor. Her informant network spanned the entire city and all its quarters. 




“There are the usual numbers of les blanquittes who succumb to the ague, Bronze John, or any of the other tropical diseases which plague them so. The same can be said for the quadroons and octoroons. The Americans die by drink, knife, fist, or whatever other calamity they can bring upon themselves. But…”




And here he stopped and thought. He was only a surgeon, not a doctor, and between that and his black African hue, he had no say in the treatment of the patients brought to the charity hospital. He had never been comfortable with the common practice of bleeding a sick person, and was often horrified by the alacrity with which the New Orleans doctors reached for knife and cup. Still, anyone who could afford a doctor could expect to be bled in an effort to balance the humors of their blood and end the illness. But those who couldn’t afford a doctor generally escaped such treatment. Except…




“There have been some,” he said slowly, “who have staggered or been carried in with every sign of having been bled extensively. Some have cut marks on their wrists and elbows, others have puncture wounds on their neck. All of them have been black—slaves sleeping out, runaways, or freedmen and women. All of them too poor to afford a doctor to be letting their blood. None of them show signs of dosing with salts of mercury, either, which a doctor would purge them with. Most of them die. A few survive. At least, they survive long enough to leave the hospital.”




After that, it wasn’t likely they lived much longer. The life of a slave, runaway or otherwise, did not lend itself the time necessary to recuperate from any serious illness.




Marie Laveau nodded slowly to herself. “Should you hear or see anything else of note, M’sieur Janvier, I would be obliged if you’d tell your sister or send a note to me.”




January’s younger sister, by the same full-blooded African father they had not seen since early childhood, was also a voodooienne, called Olympe Snakebones, for the snake vertebrae she wrapped around her tignon like beads.




“I’ll do that, Mamzelle.”







The second encounter came as he walked through the gluey heat of the early evening to the charity hospital where he gave his work to God. A lanky, scarecrow figure with a floppy hat, worn jacket, and tobacco stained teeth joined his path. Abishag Shaw was as verminous and filthy as any of the flatboat Kaintuck pirates littering the Swamp, but his cold eyes spoke of fierce intelligence. He was the law’s man, and over the last three years, January had come to trust the man with his life and freedom on many occasions. He’d never been disappointed.




“Maestro,” the lieutenant greeted him with a voice like a worn rasp.




“Lieutenant.”




“I do purely regret waylayin’ you in this manner, Maestro,” the lieutenant began, “but I’s hopin’ to catch you ’fore you’s taken up with those souls in need of your care.”




“Of course.”




They paused at an intersection while a wagon driver screamed curses and laid into his mules with a whip better suited to dealing with a maddened bull. Shaw’s eyes scanned the scene, narrowing with unspoken and unexpressed anger. Abusing one’s beast of burden was by no means illegal, but as both men knew, legal did not mean just.




Shaw paused to spit a stream of tobacco juice into the gutter.




“Cabildo is passin’ full for not bein’ Mardi Gras, ’n more’n half of them foretellin’ such doom as’d make that Trojan lady go pale with dread.”




It no longer surprised January that the barely literate Kaintuck might reference a character from the Iliad.




“The drunk’n crazed ones’ll carry on, screamin’ about the dead walkin’, but it’s the sober ’n sane ones worry me.”




“How so?” January asked.




“You know as well as I do, maestro, man knows he’s marked f’r death, he looks o’er’n his shoulder. They’s all doin’ just that, an’ they don’t know why.”




On the face of it, it sounded ridiculous. Any man unlucky enough to find himself in the Cabildo looked over his shoulder or came out of the building a corpse. But Shaw’s instincts were at least as good as his own—better when it came to the criminal element.




“Just blacks?” he asked, wondering if Shaw’s new predicament had some connection to Mamzelle Marie’s questions.




Shaw scratched the half-inch long stubble on his neck. “Now there’s a mystery, Maestro. They bring a black man in like that, he’s for sure a runaway, even if he’s got papers purtier’n Mr. Sefton’s own handwriting. But no, all the ones lookin’ like they’ve seen their own graves’re not but Kaintucks, Pikers, muleskinners, and keelboatmen. The sort none of ’em be surprised to find a knife in ’em durin’ a fight but would never occur to them to watch their backtrails.”




“I can’t say I’ve seen any like that,” January answered, thinking as quickly as he could. Blacks dying and the roughneck Kaintucks walking scared? That made no sense. “But then, few of the hospital’s patients are of that sort. They tend to stay in the Swamp, even if they’re deathly ill, and you’ll understand it’s not a part of town I frequent.”




No free colored or black slave spent time in the Swamp. The risk of being kidnapped and sold up the river to a cotton plantation or simply being raped, beaten, or killed because a white man could do so without facing consequences was enough to keep all but the most desperate or insane out of the area. Even the police hesitated to enter that quarter without as many numbers as they could gather.




“There’s been no gossip along those lines,” January admitted. His mother was a storehouse of information, rivaling even that of Mamzelle Marie’s informant network. “Of course, the news related at my mother’s dinner table addresses only the plaçees and the Creole families, never the poorer families and certainly not the ‘American animals’, as she calls them.”




There was the tiniest quirk of humor in Shaw’s eyes, as they both understood the intricacies of where each stood in relation to the other in the byzantine labyrinth of social, economic, and family networks in New Orleans—rich families with generations of nobility, free colored, Americans, middle class Creole, the abjectly poor, and the slaves of hues ranging from darker than January’s three-quarters African to lighter than the palest musterfino.




“Should you hear anything, Maestro,” Shaw answered, “I’d be most obliged if you’d send a note or stop by for a jaw.”




With that, he spat in the overflowing gutter, nodded to him, and went on his way.







The charity hospital was a scene of Dantean hell. With the shutters closed to keep out the miasma of yellow fever, ague, and God forbid, cholera, it was a dark and stinking oven. The patients, many of whom would die no matter what care was given them, each had a cot or a pallet, but most of the accommodations were crawling with bedbugs, lice, fleas, and other inhabitants. Just outside, smudge pots filled with hooves, hair, gunpowder, and sulfur burned constantly in an effort to drive off both the mosquitoes and the vapors of illness which always permeated the city during the hottest months.




As a surgeon, January wore the expected black wool coat over silk vest and linen shirt. It was similar enough to what he wore when he worked as a musician during the busy, colder months after the Roullaison, but at least during the Blue Ribbon balls and endless parties, the windows were open and the musicians were offered token refreshment. 




There were more patients than the previous night, and more of them were either poor free colored or slaves who had their masters’ permission to sleep out and find work on the levee in exchange for the majority of their earnings. There were also the poor whites, usually recent immigrants, who’d stepped foot onto the wet soil of the New World and been struck down almost instantly by illnesses they’d never even heard of. 




Some of them had the orange complexion brought on by Bronze John, the yellow fever. The more African blood a soul had, the more likely they were to survive. Some shook with the feverish chills of the ague, sometimes called by its Italian name, mal aria, or bad air. Again, the darker the patient, the better their chance of surviving. Usually, those with the ague would sicken for days, recover for weeks, and then be struck down again. The bouts either faded, or they worsened until the body succumbed, twitching and exhausted, and there was no way to tell which way any particular patient would go.




But there was no cholera this summer. 




Thank you, Virgin Mary, January prayed silently, touching his rosary. 




Bad as Bronze John was, with its blackened puke and delirium of fever, bad as the ague, bad as typhoid, or any of the other epidemics which could easily sweep the town, cholera frightened him to the marrow of his bones. Memories of mass graves in Paris, and of the moment he’d opened his apartment door and found his first wife, Ayasha, dead in a pool of vomit and voided bowels, reaching for a water pitcher, were engraved on his soul.




He set his hat and satchel aside and began checking individual patients. While most of them did bear the markings of bloodletting from the elbow, there were two—a white man mumbling in Greek and a colored woman of light complexion—who had wounds on neck or wrists. Wounds that looked like nothing but vicious bites, the flesh torn and chewed just above the veins. The bite marks weren’t those of rats, dogs, cats, or even pigs. In fact, from his time stitching up the survivors of bar fights and riots, they looked like human bites. A chill crept down his spine.




He had no chance to investigate the wounds further as a patient tended by Dr. Ker began to scream and fight in a delirium of fever.




“Consiga de mi, vampiro!” the girl yelled, knocking aside the doctor’s tray of instruments. “Pendejo! Me dejo va! Matanza del tu, perra!”




“January!” the doctor commanded. “Restrain her. Her humours must be balanced.”




Unwillingly, January stepped over, knowing if he refused, he’d be dismissed and unable to help any of the patients there. Ker took his lancet and grabbed the girl’s wrist to hold it down as January reached over to hold her by the shoulders.




“Es bien,” January assured the girl. “Le estamos ayundando.”




“Chingao tu madre!” the girl spat back, arching with fury like a cat.




She was big enough to be a field hand, if she were a slave, but her nails were lacquered, and her hair showed a great deal of care. When she snarled, he could see she had all her teeth, and none of them were discolored or broken, a rarity among even the richer families, and she spoke Spanish. She was also, clearly, delirious with fever, soaked with sweat, and shaking with the chills of the ague. But all that was only an instantaneous impression in the split second before she grabbed him by his vest and shirt and shoved him so hard, his feet left the ground.




He hit the floor of the hospital on his back, stunned both with the impact and the surprise, and as quickly as he got to his feet, he saw the girl grab Dr. Ker by his right wrist and twist hard. From a distance of several feet, he heard the bones of Ker’s forearm snap. Before the doctor could do anything but go bug-eyed with shock, the girl slugged his jaw so hard, January heard another popping break, this time like a plank being folded in two, the doctor spun three-quarters of the way around and fell like a piece of meat.




“You show him, girl!” one of the patients called out weakly in the sloppy gombo French of a field hand. 




The girl fell back, panting with exertion, struggled with the blanket covering her, and after a few moments of fruitless efforts slumped back into exhausted sleep.




It took January a dazed moment to regather his wits, and he called for one of the other doctors.




“What on Earth?” the German doctor demanded in heavily accented French, helping January arrange Ker on one of the few empty and clean cots.




“Herr Doktor, I do not know,” January said. “Doctor Ker was preparing to bleed the girl. She pushed me and struck him twice.”




“Hmph,” the German doctor muttered to himself. “These are bad breaks. Can you splint them, Herr Januar?”




“Yes,” January answered immediately. One of the few reasons he continued working at this hospital, with Ker barking orders and addressing him as ‘tu’, the way one would speak to a child or a dog, was because Herr Doktor Kleinmann, spoke to him as man and a professional. Perhaps it was because January was one of the few people in New Orleans able to address him in his native German.




Kleinmann left to check on the girl, and January kept a close eye on them, but as Kleinmann only asked for a bowl of water and a cloth to cool the girl’s fever, the girl barely stirred.




It was a good thing Ker was unconscious and limp as an overboiled noodle. January set his jaw first, where the strong muscles would contract with inflammation in only a short time, and bound it with leather straps. The good doctor was plump with good food and fairly easy living, but in the two months or more it would take to heal, he’d be drinking soup and fortified broth. The arm was both easier and more difficult to manipulate. The muscles weren’t as strong in their contraction, but both the radius and ulna were broken in a twisted spiral fracture, meaning that the splint and later cast would have to envelope the man’s arm from fingertips to shoulder.




Ker began to stir, moaning with pain, and at January’s request, Kleinmann checked his eyes and gave the man a large dose of laudanum. A note had been sent to his residence, and two slaves were waiting to carry their master back home on a chair as soon as January had finished wrapping the splints with bandages soaked in wet plaster. He wrapped the entire arm in canvas, knowing that like as not, Ker would demand another doctor, a Creole, redo all the work, because he was incapable of believing a man as dark as January would be able to do it properly.




Once Ker was gone, January sat for a few moments, aware that more than half the night had passed and he’d barely taken a look at the patients he was supposed to care for. He was dead tired and light headed with the focus he’d given the work on Ker, and baffled by all he’d heard and seen that night. Strange deaths among the slaves, mangled, bitten wounds on others, and a girl who was able to shove him—all six feet and three inches, nothing shy of two hundred thirty pounds of muscle—so hard his feet left the ground.




He scrubbed at his hair, and considered what he might tell either Mamzelle Marie or Lieutenant Shaw.




“Pardonez moi, Monseiur le Doctor,” a girl’s voice spoke in the prettiest schoolgirl’s accent. When he turned to see her, she continued. “Je recherche une ami. Pouvez-vous m’aider?”




Vous, not tu, was the first thing he noticed. The second thing he saw was that the girl was clearly recovering from a serious illness. Her skin was tight across her cheekbones and so pale the freckles stood out. More than that, her complexion was bright yellow, a jarring comparison to her red-gold hair she wore in one long braid pinned up at the back of her head.




She was dressed like she’d raided someone’s laundry line, with a dress pulled on and laced herself with no idea how to do it. She had bags looped across her chest and shoulders. She carried an unmatched bonnet and purse over her elbow and grabbed at her skirts like she was convinced she would be tangled, tripped, and killed by them at any moment. The hem of her dress—a worn but quality linen—was sopping with filthy water, and her shoes…what in heaven’s name kind of shoes was she wearing?




“Monsieur? Mi ami est une fille de coleur. Elle est Espagnole.”




“It’s all right,” he told her. “I speak English, but I’m not a doctor.”




“Oh,” the girl replied, looking relieved at hearing her native tongue and then confused by what else he said. “Um, okay. So, my friend, sir, she’s Spanish, but American Spanish, a little older than me, but taller, and she’s got more…um…”




She gestured to her chest, and January blinked in disbelief. Where on Earth had this girl come from, and had she been raised by wolves?




“I think she got sick,” the girl continued. “She was taking care of me when I was sick, and then she didn’t come back. She must have gotten really sick, because she’s really tough, and…”




“What is your friend’s name, Mamzelle?” January asked, certain he knew who the girl was talking about.




“Arizay Fuentes. Everyone calls her Ari,” the girl answered promptly.




That was another thing. The girl, for all her strangeness, appeared to be on her best manners and automatically addressed him as a girl might address a doctor or teacher or other professional, not a man of color, especially not one as dark as him. If she were American, that simply wouldn’t be the case, yet her speech didn’t hold the lilt of Irish or Scottish her hair and complexion hinted at. He couldn’t place her accent, she wasn’t French or Spanish Creole, and her diction hinted at education. She was a mystery.




“You say she’s tough? Unusually strong, perhaps?”




She nodded immediately.




“I think she may be here. If you’ll follow me, please, Mamzelle.”




On the way over to the other side of the ward, the girl held her skirts up a good three inches from the floorboards and looked up at him with more questions.




“Monsieur, I asked when I came in, and the man at the door said you were a surgeon,” she stated.




“Yes, I am,” he answered.




“So, why did you say you aren’t a doctor?” she asked.




“Because I’m not.”




Now she looked even more puzzled than he did. “But…surgeons are doctors. They’re like the fighter pilots of doctors.”




A fighter pilot? He envisioned a steamboat pilot in full armor, standing at the tiller with sword drawn. 




“Surgeons are not doctors, Mamzelle,” January explained. “We deal primarily in injuries, not illnesses.”




Now the girl was baffled. “Why would— Ari!”




It was clear the young redheaded girl knew the Spanish girl who’d so fiercely dealt with Ker. She knelt on one knee on the cot and wiped the other girl’s forehead, then shook her gently by the shoulders.




“Ari! Ari, wake up!”




“Mamzelle, she’s very ill,” January began.




“Well, sure,” the girl agreed, “but as soon as I can get her out of here and take care of her, she’ll get better. Ari? Ari!”




The young woman on the cot moved, her brows pinching together in pain.




“Loose?” she asked. “That you?”




“Yeah, I’m here, Ari. C’mon. I’ve got a place we can go, and you’ll be back on your feet in no time.”




“My head really, really hurts,” Ari managed. “And I’m so cold. I feel like shit, Loose.”




“Do you know what she has?” the girl asked January, looking up in frightened appeal.




“From the fever and chills, she most likely has the ague,” January told her.




“I don’t…I don’t know what that is,” the girl answered, sounding panicked.




“Sometimes it’s called mal aria,” he began.




“Malaria?!” she gaped. “Oh, my gosh, I have got to get you out of here, Ari. Okay, hang on.”




She started pulling different bags off her shoulders, and setting them aside, until she found one she began hunting through for something.




“Mamzelle,” January interrupted her, putting a hand in her field of vision. “We can care for your friend here quite well. You’re welcome to stay with her.”




“Are you kidding me?” the girl demanded. “In this place? You call this place a hospital? It ought to be burned to the ground! How is she supposed to get better with that smoke outside and all the mosquitoes and the…the…shit and the vomit…and people saying all she needs is to lose half her blood supply or maybe some mercury for God’s sake, and everybody else around her coughing up tuberculosis and pneumonic Plague! Why don’t you just shoot her and get it over with?!”




In the middle of her near hysterical outbreak, a small, white rabbit hopped onto the bed and placed its front paws on her knee. It was so unexpected, so completely at odds with the world around him, January wondered if he weren’t coming down with a sudden delirium or severely high fever.




But the girl stopped babbling and stared intently at the rabbit, her lip quivering. After a moment, she sniffled loudly and wiped her nose on her wrist, then turned to January.




“Monsieur, I’m very sorry for my behavior,” she managed. “But I have to get my friend to someplace clean and safe. She has to get better, because we have a job to do, and I can’t do it alone. Is there anything you can do to help us? Please?”




Completely nonplussed, January blinked, and then his mind began to sort through the intricacies of the problem the two girls posed.




Had they both been white, he could have escorted them to the Ursulines. Had they both been colored, he would have sent a note ahead to Rose and asked her to make up two beds, but then, they couldn’t stay in the girls’ dormitory because of the possibility of contagion. The redheaded girl seemed to pick up on some part of his hesitancy.




“If it’s malaria, sir, she won’t get anyone else sick,” she said, respectfully. “Malaria’s transmitted by mosquito bites, not coughing. I think it’s the same for what I had, since she didn’t get it, and neither of us exactly got any vaccinations before we were dumped here.”




His mind halted again, stumbling over the girl’s words and the ideas behind them. The ague was so dangerous, because it arose from the swamp as a miasma that invaded home and market, church and court. You closed your shutters to keep it out and burned gunpowder, hooves, and hair to drive it away. Mosquitoes? Mosquitoes were everywhere. Not a single bed in New Orleans was without a mosquito bar, even if it had no sheets.




“Sir?” the girl asked. “I have some money. If there’s a place I could rent a room? I haven’t been able to find one on my own.”




Not if she and her friend had gone out together. Not if Senorita Fuentes spoke in her daily life the same as she did in the throes of fever. Any place that would allow a girl of color with a mouth like that, would shy away from an educated American girl who spoke French. Any place that might allow a white girl speaking French would want to know where her family was, and how she could possibly be on her own without some form of chaperon—brother, maid, or slave. Dressed as she was, she might be taken as insane. Yet a girl as pretty as she was, for all of her youth, would have been kidnapped from the streets and sold to a brothel before her first day in the city was over.




What on Earth wa—




Monsieur Janvier, a gentle tenor voice spoke silently, the ladies are in peril and only barely aware of it. Will you give them sanctuary?




He looked around for the speaker, but there was no one there save the patients in their delirium, himself, the girls, and the rabbit, which had to be a pet.




“Your friend, Mamzelle,” he asked, “is she free? Do you have her papers?”




“Papers?” the girl asked, baffled.




“The papers which attest to her freedom? Or is she your slave?”




It was common among the Creole families to give their young daughters a slave during late childhood. The two might be as close as sisters—might even be half-sisters, considering the way Creole men comported themselves with the household slaves—though it would never occur to either to describe their relationship that way. 




“She’s not a slave!” the girl gasped, shocked. “Arizay’s my best friend. We’ve known each other for almost a year.”




The idea that the girl might be You are not, occurred to him again. She might deny her friend was a slave, but to be shocked by the question? He shook his head to clear it. He needed to deal with what was in front of him.




“Mamzelle, in New Orleans, any person who is not white is considered a slave unless they have papers issued by the city attesting to their freedom.”




The girl’s shock was amplified into horror. “But…she isn’t a slave. She doesn’t have papers, but she just isn’t.”




He wondered how well that argument would work at the Cabildo, or with any of the innumerable slave stealers if one decided to turn a profit off her. Then he was taken by the memory of the sick girl shoving him so hard he was lifted entirely off his feet. Ker’s arm and jaw had broken like rotten sticks. Perhaps a verbal argument was not what Arizay Fuentes depended on. What about this girl in front of him, sitting at Arizay’s side and holding her hand?




“Forgive me, Mamzelle. I have neglected to ask your name.”




She collected herself and offered her hand to shake, like a man would to another man of equal standing, wealth, religion, and social station. 




“Lucy. Lucy Sinclair.”




He shook her hand, but only briefly, lest anyone see.




“Mamzelle Sinclair, please, do not take offense, but do not, under any circumstances offer your hand to a man unless he is white and has been introduced to you by someone of standing.”




“But…why not?” she asked, baffled.




He paused, trying to frame his answer. “It’s difficult to explain, Mamzelle. Before I do so, will you tell me how you and Senorita Fuentes came to be here?”




“Oh, well, Ari hadn’t come back for more than a day,” the girl explained, “so I went to look for her. Mostly I asked people selling things on the streets. I’ve checked three places so far, but—”




“Excuse me, Mamzelle,” he forced himself to interrupt. “I meant in a more general fashion. How did you and Senorita Fuentes come to be in New Orleans? You surely have not been here very long.”




She let out a long breath. “Less than a week, I think. Though I was so sick, I’m not sure how many days it was.”




She paused, troubled and chewing on her lip in a very unladylike way. After a moment, she turned her attention to the rabbit, who sat between her and her friend, waiting patiently. Mamzelle Sinclair, stroked the rabbit’s fur and ears, looking ill at ease, but she seemed to find some answer there.




“It’s…um…it’s going to sound pretty crazy, Dr. January,” she started. He managed not to correct her. “But…Baxter says we can trust you.”




He nodded gravely. The child had to be referring to the rabbit, which only confirmed his guess of insanity.




“I was born in the last quarter of the twentieth century. Arizay is a year older. We’re both…kind of…chosen by destiny to battle evil, and a week ago or so, Ari says—I don’t remember this part—that Baron Cemetery sent us here to deal with an outbreak of vampires, because he doesn’t like it when dead people go walking around.”




She looked up at him with a miserable expression showing she clearly understood he would believe she had left her senses entirely. Nor did he, until the rabbit put its paw on the girl’s leg, stood tall, and spoke without making a sound.




Benjamin January, son of Jumah, disciple of Apollo, these are two of the granddaughters of Lilith, marked since their birth as ones chosen to battle the forces of evil. They have been called upon to rid this time and place of the vampire infestation that threatens this small piece of Creation. Lucy speaks the truth.




“And you are, monsieur?” he managed, suddenly so lightheaded he put a hand on the wall.




Nemesis, bound in mortal form, yet still a potent ally. I am friend, and sometimes guide, to both Lucy and Arizay. Informally, I’m called Baxter.




It was a wonder he didn’t faint.





2. The Problem with Sanity



Author’s Notes: Unlike some writers, whom I desperately envy, I don’t write by outline. The skeleton of my story resides somewhere in the basement and cellars of my subconscious with occasional detailed scenes bubbling up to my conscious mind. Eventually, the skeleton is fleshed out, sometimes with limbs I don’t expect or scales or a large whale and a pot of geraniums thinking “not again”. So, things tend to be fluid.




A wise and well-read reviewer pointed out that by the 1800s, chinchona (or Jesuit’s or Peruvian) bark was well established as a treatment for malaria. Very quick research tells me that quinine was isolated from chinchona in 1820 and readily available by 1830. Because the taste was so bitter, it was usually mixed in very sweet, carbonated water—tonic water. The availability led, in its own way, to the cementing of the British empire both in Africa and India.




The question is, how much would January know about it? It’s mentioned once in the books that he goes to his sister, Olympe, for some chinchona bark, but it’s not considered a standard treatment for malaria—at least not in the New Orleans Ms. Hambly has constructed. January finished his surgeon’s training in Paris, then one of the intellectual capitals of the world. However, he trained as a surgeon, not a doctor. Also, he wouldn’t have had the authority, working as a surgeon and man of color in a New Orleans charity hospital, to determine the treatment for malarial patients. Ms. Hambly’s portrayal of the medical community in New Orleans at this time is…not flattering. Quackery, charlatanry, and egotism were far more standard than the detached scientific inquiry of today’s medical establishment.




So, scenes that had bubbled up to my conscious mind are now bending themselves to this new information. My mama bear instincts to rip criticisms and criticizers of my precious, precious stories limb from limb has been contained. In fact, it occurs to me that this level of criticism is actually a very high form of praise. My writing is sound enough that historical details are questioned. I find that is quite flattering indeed.




Two interesting facts I’ve learned:



		Quinine fluoresces under UV light. So, for your next party trick, put a bottle of tonic water under a black light and listen to the oohs and aaahs.

		The vector for malaria—the female mosquito of the Anopheles genus—is in fact, the deadliest animal (to humans) on Earth. You’re far, far more likely to die by the bite of one of those than you are to be eaten by a great white shark, grizzly bear, or lion. So, take comfort.








On coming to an understanding with Mamzelle Lucy that he would carry her friend to his home and school, and that she should follow him, he had thought she understood he meant that she should be right at his heels. If stopped, he could claim he and his daughter had been sent to find the young mamzelle when she’d wandered off, and yes, she was quite out of her head, but Michie Sinclair wouldn’t hear of putting her away or locking her up. His daughter had taken sick just as they’d found their charge.




Instead, Lucy had thought about it and said, “Wouldn’t it be simpler if I just followed out of sight? Easier too. I wouldn’t be tripping on these skirts.”




“How do you mean?” he’d asked.




To his utter horror and stupefaction, the girl began to haul the dress she wore over her shoulders and off her body completely. He turned on his heel and averted his eyes as quickly as he could, but even if Doktor Kleinmann were the one to walk in on this scene, he would be hard pressed to come up with any explanation that would spare him a beating, if not a noose.




“Um…it’s okay, Dr. January,” the girl said after a few moments of struggling with her clothing. “I’m still dressed. It’s not like I’m naked.”




He closed his eyes in near terror and thought as fast as he could. “Are your limbs…are you decently covered, mamzelle?” he finally managed.




There was a pause as she apparently tried to determine what “decently covered” demanded.




“Well, I’m wearing pants, but my ankles are showing a little bit. I’ve got a shirt that covers me from neck to wrist, and I’ve got a hat I can tuck my hair under so I look like a boy. Does that work?”




He exhaled in relief. “Yes, that will work.”




He turned again and was relieved to find that she could indeed pass for a boy. Her clothes, clearly pilfered from laundry lines and perhaps a charity box, were worn and a faded medley of once dark colors. The pants were too short, the shirt too big, and the hat came down over her ears and down to her eyebrows. He noticed her shoes again and stared.




They were white leather, sewn together from multiple pieces, and laced up the middle. They were ridiculously large. The soles had to be nearly an inch thick, and they too were white. White shoes in a town of constant mud and sewage?




“I know,” she said, looking down, “but I haven’t been able to find a pair that fits me, and there’s no way I’m going barefoot. So, I’ve mostly covered them with mud, but it keeps coming off.”




“How do you propose to stay out of sight?’ he asked.




“Oh, I do it all the time. You just keep to the shadows and move at the right time. This is a dangerous place, sir. Have you seen the drunk guys wandering around? Half of them have knives longer than my arm! And thieves, muggers, prostitutes, pick pockets, and God only knows what else. Not to mention there could be vampires just about anywhere after dark. So, I know how to keep a low profile.”




It really was as if she’d been dropped out of a heavenly chariot, never having encountered civilization before. He touched his rosary. Virgin Mary, what have you put in my charge? he asked silently.




It was early for him to go off shift, but Kleinmann wouldn’t complain, and Ker wasn’t there. So, he bundled Arizay up in her blankets, flinching at the thought of the lice and fleas they probably carried. He could get the girls clean clothes and blankets once home. Baxter jumped first up to Ari and then climbed to January’s shoulder.




“I am quite insane,” January muttered to himself.




You are not, Baxter told him. If Pallas Athena can appear to Odysseus as a gray eyed girl child and Zeus take any manner of form for the sake of a dalliance, and God speak to Moses as a burning bush, why cannot the spirit of Divine Retribution take the form of a small, white rabbit?




“Because,” January answered under his breath, “it implies that my Lord and Savior has a sense of humor better contained in a tavern drinking contest.”




You are hardly the first philosopher to make that objection, Baxter answered.




The problem with sanity, January thought to himself, was whether you were sane or not, you still worried about it.




As soon as January had stepped into the humid, stinking night air, he turned back to speak to Lucy. She was utterly gone.




“Mamzelle?” he asked. Perhaps he’d hallucinated the entire event and was now only abducting some poor innocent.




A small figure took a step forward from a shadow January would have sworn could not have hidden a broomstick.




“I’m right here, sir,” she said. “If you’ll tell me which way we’re going, I’ll take point.”




He gave her brief instructions—so many streets north, than so many east—and she repeated them back to him with perfect detail.




It was late enough, especially considering the summer heat, that nearly every building was closed except for the gambling parlors and brothels. They passed only two of those. Arizay, who was a solid young lady, began to twist and mutter in her feverish dreams, but Baxter turned his head to her and must have said something in his silent manner to put her at ease. She sighed, turned her head to January’s chest, and fell more deeply asleep.




A few feet from one of the intersections, Baxter tensed.




Stop and wait silently, he instructed January.




January obeyed.




There were several long minutes where he could only breathe as softly as possible and keep his weight spread on the balls of his feet, to keep the boards of the sidewalk from squeaking. Then, there was a explosion of racket—wood clattering, a cat screaming in fury, squelching steps at a run—and a man was thrown bodily into the street, rolling in the mud before getting to his feet.




His face…January stared in shock. The man’s face was quite literally the most demonic thing he’d ever seen. The man hissed, opening his jaws far further than should be possible, and his canines extended an inch more than any human teeth he’d ever seen.




On your life, do not move, Baxter said.




Lucy rocketed from the shadows, turning leaps in midair like an acrobat, and when she landed in front of the man, he grabbed for her arm. Lucy caught his instead, trapping it against her side and with her other hand, struck his elbow from below so forcefully, the joint snapped, reversing itself. Before the man could do anything but stumble back, she jumped. She jumped what January was sure was the height of his own shoulders, and kicked the man just under his jaw, angling the force of the blow across and up. January heard the man’s neck snap from where he was standing.




The man dropped like a sack, and Lucy landed next to him. Before she did anything else, the man began to twitch, trying to coordinate feet and hands like a man too drunk to walk. Lucy did something with her hands, checking all around the man’s torso, and then, just as he got an arm under himself, she pulled out a dagger and plunged it into the man’s heart.




“No!” January gasped. The only thing that kept it from being a full-fledged scream was his lack of breath.




And for a moment, he was no longer worried he was insane, he was absolutely sure of it. The man gaped at Lucy in shock and then…crumbled away to dust in the space of only a second or two. He could even see the outline of the man’s skeleton for the blink of an eye before it disappeared.




Holy Mary, Mother of God, January recited, pray for us sinners now and at the hour of our death.




Lucy, winded and panting, got to her feet slowly. Looking down, she held out the muddy knees of her trousers and then let go, apparently convinced there was no saving the pants now. The dagger she held, when she turned into the light of one of the few torches on the street, turned out to be the leg of a chair, sharpened to a point.




Wood.




She had stabbed the man with the face of a demon through the heart with a stake of wood, and he had disintegrated. There was nothing left of him—not his boots, his clothes, or anything in his pockets.




“Mamzelle,” he called, as softly as he could, his veins still running with ice water. “Lucy.”




“Hang on,” she said in a very uneven voice. “I’m going to be sick.”




And she was. She bent double and heaved hard, twice. The second time, she didn’t bring up much, but she spat afterwards and wiped her mouth on the cuff of her shirt. She managed a careful walk through the muck of the street to the boardwalk, stepped up, and scraped her shoes against the edge of the boards. Even in the poor light, January could tell she was shaking all over.




“That was…that was really weird,” she said, her voice cracking. “I mean, Buffy warned us, and it’s not like I’ve never staked a vamp before. It’s just, I was always on patrol before, with Buffy or Xander or Willow. It was never just me.”




“What was that?” January asked.




“That,” she said, exhaling hard and taking a deep breath, “was a vampire. And it’s why Ari and I are here. To slay them.”




She swayed a bit where she stood. “I don’t feel so good, Dr. January. Is it much further?”




“No,” he answered, not arguing with her about his title. “Just this way.”




Lucy managed to keep to the shadows the rest of the way, but if he listened carefully, he could hear rustles of her passage. He was reminded of Lieutenant Shaw, who could walk as silently as a cat, and tried to remember if he’d ever seen Shaw so tired that he hadn’t been able to stalk without sound. The only occasion he could recall was when Shaw had already been shot through the side and had half-run, half-dragged a party of refugees through the worst of a hurricane. Of course, the deafening winds of the hurricane had drowned out any sounds an exhausted Shaw might make.




They made it to the school, and January led Lucy around to the side, where the french windows of his bedroom opened onto the porch. Rose would be asleep. Carefully, he opened one of the windows and leaned in.




“Rose!” he called.




“Mmmm.”




She was always uncommonly quick to wake, and one of the things about her he treasured was that she didn’t bother with questions when time was of the essence. She looked up from the bed, saw that he was carrying someone, another someone stood behind him, and a white rabbit sat on his shoulder. She immediately put on her glasses, lit a candle, and slipped her robe on.




“Down to the cellar,” she said, leading the way with her hand cupped in front of the candle, pausing to open the bedroom door.




“Slip off your shoes, close the door behind you,” January whispered to Lucy. “And stay quiet. We have guests upstairs.”




Lucy did so, silent and camouflaged in the shadows. From the bedroom, they went to the hall, then the kitchen, and then down the stairs to the cellar. There, Rose set down the candle and, feeling along the wall, found the trigger that let a panel slip aside. She picked it up and moved it out of the way.




Inside, the windowless cell was only six feet by eight feet. January had built two bunks against the far wall, one above the other. There was a small table with pitcher and bowl, a stool, and a chamber pot. Rose stepped into the corner to get out of his way, and he carried Arizay over to the bottom bunk and laid her down. He put a wrist to her forehead. Her fever was climbing again.




“Merci, Madame,” Lucy whispered to Rose. “Merci beaucoup.”




Baxter jumped from January’s shoulder to the bunk, to the floor, and then hopped over to Lucy.




“Sit,” January instructed, indicating the stool.




Lucy sat and didn’t move until Baxter put his front paws on her leg.




“Baxter,” she asked. “Are we safe?”




You are, Baxter answered in a manner January could also perceive.




Lucy burst into tears, muffling her sobs as best she could. Rose stepped toward her in the tiny room and put her arms around the girl, comforting her.




It took another half an hour to settle the girls—for Rose to calm Lucy down, for Ben to mix powdered chinchona bark and honey into warm water and give both girls a dose. Lucy managed to describe the symptoms of her illness—high fever, a terrible headache, nausea, and a great deal of vomiting, some of it black—making it more likely she’d had yellow fever than malaria, and she was not quite over it. Still, the chinchona bark would bring down fever no matter what caused it and ease her shaking at the same time.




He’d also added a very small dose of laudanum so they would sleep without disturbance.




“Doctor January,” Lucy said, her eyes half-closed with sleep and her speech a little slurred, “I know food’s expensive, and we eat a lot. This should help. I took it off the vampire before I staked him.”




She reached into a pocket and pulled out a handful of coins, several rings, and a pocket watch with chain and fobs. He caught most of it, but a few of the coins fell on the ground. Keeping Lucy propped against her, Rose took the loot from him, and he gently picked the girl up and put her in the top bunk.




After he’d filled the pitcher with clean water and set a sack of apples, cheese, and bread for when they woke, he’d checked on the rabbit. It had taken a position of guard on the stool and watched with steady eyes.




“Doctor January?” Lucy asked, jolting from sleep, “do you wear a cross or crucifix?”




“I do,” he answered gravely.




“Okay,” she sighed, relieved. “Does Madame?”




“No,” Rose answered, her dusty alto voice betraying nothing beyond everyday civilities.




“She really needs one, Doctor January,” Lucy said, trying to stay awake. “Don’t go out at night without one. And…and…holy water.”




Lucy drooped, dropping back into exhausted, emotionally wrung out sleep. “Get some holy water.”




Rose said nothing but gave him a look which spoke volumes of questions to be asked and answered.







His wife peered over the top of her spectacles at him, inspecting him by the uncertain light of a tallow candle at the kitchen table. Upstairs, in the attic, the girls left to the school slept. In the cellar, their new guests slept in the hidden cell intended to help runaway slaves escape to the north. If it could conceal runaways, it could also conceal a pair of champions destined to battle the forces of evil while they recuperated for their illnesses. Or, two completely insane girls and their pet rabbit, as the case may be.




“You’re not running a fever, your heart rate is normal, and your pupils behave normally,” she told him. “Other than hearing a rabbit speak to you and the possible hallucination on the street, have you had any other symptoms?”




“Well, I’ve not slaughtered an entire herd of sheep, butchered my two sons for revenge, or gouged my eyes out with one of your cloak pins,” he answered, tired to his bones. The walk home had been a surreal and exhausting experience.




“You’ll let me know if any of those notions begin to appeal to you, won’t you?” Rose asked. “Only, I’d rather not have to hide my cloak pins tonight. I’ll never find all of them in the dark.”




“I’ll have my man bring a note round to you,” he said.




“So, either we have a form of insanity that is contagious,” she mused, “or both strangenesses Mamzelle Marie and Lieutenant Shaw described have come together in these two girls and their rabbit. Where does one begin?”




“By bringing in Mamzelle Lucy’s shoes and inspecting them,” Benjamin said. “And later, going through her bags. What did you find in the pocketful she gave?”




“Seven bits, a franc, three American dollars, an earring with a pendant garnet, two silver rings—one for a man—and a pocket watch of Swiss manufacture with gold chain and three diamond studded fobs. That alone will keep the entire school in food for the rest of the year. What did the man she took them from look like?”




“You mean aside from a deserter from the Malebranche?” he asked rhetorically. “Definitely male, perhaps six inches shorter than me. Lucy did not stand above his shoulders. From his mouth and nose, I would say he was probably sang mele, half or less, perhaps. He was dressed as a free man, wore boots, a vest, but no coat. I can’t recall a pattern on his vest. His shirt was white linen, not calico.”




“So, a free man of some means?” Rose asked. “But certainly not enough for a watch of this quality.”




He nodded in agreement. “And his vest was too big. It was cut for a much stouter man.”




“A thief, then?” she asked. “Killing and looting, only to be killed and looted in turn.”




“By a pocket sized Amazon, it would appear,” he commented.




He fetched Lucy’s shoes and brought them in. With a rag and pan of water, he cleaned them off. Even in the chancy light of the candle, they were starkly alien.




While the shoes showed marks of wear, the quality was beyond anything he’d ever seen. No one could tan leather to that pure a white, and yet, it was leather. The stitching was impossibly constant in length, without a single broken stitch or even a visible change in thread where one length ran out and a new one began. The soles of the shoes were ridged in a pattern he instantly comprehended would give better footing on a steep or slippery surface.




“Ben, look at this,” he wife said, holding one of the shoelaces as close to the candle flame as she could without setting it on fire. “I would swear…I’d swear this string is knitted.”




He looked as closely as he could, and then went back to the bedroom, located his bag, took the magnifying glass out of it, and brought it back. Under the lens, the tiny knit stitches, regimented like soldiers stood out.




“This is finer than any stocking I’ve ever seen,” he admitted.




“And this,” Rose held up the end of the lace, bound in a hard, transparent shell, almost like an insect’s carapace, but shaped to a cylinder exactly large enough for the lace. “She said she was born…”




“In the last quarter of the twentieth century,” Ben answered. “But that she and her friend lived in the twenty-first century. That’s nearly two hundred years difference.”




Rose considered it, her face a picture of grave delight. At home, and in the middle of the night, she hadn’t bothered putting her hair up or tying a tignon over it, so the handfuls of tobacco colored curls January so loved spilled down to her shoulders. She was light complected enough for freckles to show through, and her eyes had the gray-green hazel cast so many quadroons could claim. 




“Well, it’s like Rip van Winkle, isn’t it?” she asked at last. “Instead of waking twenty years later, they visit from two hundred years hence.”




“A hundred stories of kings sleeping under hills, waiting for their people to need them, and we receive two girls and a rabbit from the future?”




“What would it even be like?” Rose asked, her eyes staring at something far away. “Two hundred years ago, there were no practical steam engines, the British colonies were barely started. Why, the Thirty Years War was still being fought.”




Her comment brought to mind both girls’ odd behavior.




“Every single time she spoke French,” Ben said, “she addressed me as ‘vous’, as Monsieur, and as doctor. Her friend, Arizay…I thought perhaps it was the delirium which made her fight Doctor Ker so, but what if it simply isn’t done for a doctor to handle a patient so? Mamzelle Lucy was utterly appalled both at the hospital and at the idea that anyone might take her friend for a slave.”




He felt his mind beginning to strain against limits he had not realized existed within his own head. 




“Well, there’s not much more we can learn while the girls sleep,” Rose said, standing, picking up the shoes and placing them in a sack to be stowed away from students’ curious eyes.




“I would like to ask Olympe over to check on them. I’ll need more fever bark at any rate. And Mamzelle Lucy mentioned Baron Cemetery, as if he were a character from a book or an unfavored professor.”




“You know she’ll be obliged to relay everything to Marie Laveau,” Rose reminded him.




“That might be just as well,” he answered. “I’m going back to the site where Lucy…where she killed what she called a vampire, see if there’s anything else I can see. Dawn’s not far off, and I’ll take a lantern.”




“And your cross,” his wife added. “And any holy water you happen to have on you.”




“There’s not a church between here and there, more’s the pity,” he answered. “Don’t wait up.”




“I won’t,” she said smiling.







It was the burnt out end of night, when even the casinos had emptied. A dangerous time for a man of color to be out. Curfew was enforced, and there was no excuse of performing for a dance or party he could make, not at this time of year. The men too drunk to stir from their gambling tables had either been carried upstairs to their rooms—if they had the money—or deposited on the boardwalk, the gutter, or the street if they didn’t. A few were sober enough to walk, angry enough about gambling losses, and drunk enough not to care how large January was to start a fight. So it was best he remain as far out of sight as he could.




Thankfully, the traffic had not started just yet. The sky to the east was only beginning to show the first glimmer of false dawn. Even the wharf was as quiet as it ever got.




There’d been no one else through the intersection, and under a very small slice of light from the lantern, January inspected the mud where he’d seen a man’s body fall and then fall to dust. Dust to dust, as the Bible said, certainly, but Hamlet’s gravedigger was knowledgeable enough to claim seven years for the flesh to return to the earth, longer if the body had been a tanner.




There was a flurry of footprints. Lucy’s still small enough to easily identify, and deeply planted in the mud from the force of her landings and jumps. The other footprints were, as he’d though, a man wearing boots. The depth implied he wasn’t as heavy as he’d looked. There was a large impression, from where the man had fallen, and on top of the mud, a coating of gritty dust. Or ash. He pinched a tiny sample and rolled it between thumb and forefinger, noting the texture. As a surgeon in France, he’d seen many deaths by fire and examined the remains. This reminded him of nothing other than the calcined and crushed remains of burnt bones.




He left the intersection, where he’d felt hideously exposed, and stepped cautiously into the alleyway. He carried with him, as a course of habit, a small knife and a leather blackjack, neither of which he was legally allowed to have. He would have preferred a gun. The building he had paused at when Lucy intercepted the…well, go ahead and say it, he thought, vampire…was a wagoner’s and probably filled with carriages, traces, wheels, and all manner of horse drawn items in need of repair or sale. The other building was a respectable boarding house. 




The alley between could be expected to be stinking with the slop of chamber pots from the windows above and almost completely in shadow through the entire day, by the direction it faced and its narrowness. There were piles of trash and broken bits of wood from repairs. Lucy might have even found her weapon here, though Benjamin guessed she was probably prepared.




The stink of something dead overcame the regular smells, and when January opened his lantern another sliver further, furtive red eyes glared and then darted away. Rats. Damn, he thought. Between the smell, the rats, and the cat frightened out when he’d passed this way the first time, it was likely recent and big. He picked up a dried out cart handle and used it to turn some of the trash away from the worst of the smell.




It was a Kaintuck, and his death had not been easy. There were claw marks down his face and chest. His shirt was shredded, and his throat had been torn open in one deep bite. January squatted down, careful not to touch anything. The man had been almost completely ex-sanguinated. He could tell by the pallor of the skin, the sunken eyes, and the lack of bruising on the back of the man’s arms. From the man’s frozen, bluish expression, his last moments had been terrifying. January hated to think what might terrify the likes of the kind of men who braved the Appalachian and further wildernesses, brought in buffalo, grizzly, and beaver hides by the ton, drank enough to kill the entire Foreign Legion, and then start a fight at the drop of a hat.




Rigor mortis had not yet begun to set, even in the jaw, meaning the body had been there for less than three hours. Had he and Lucy nearly stumbled upon the vampire as it finished its meal? Had there been any chance to save the Kaintuck? Studying the neck wounds, January knew that even if Lucy had slain the vampire a moment after injury, there would have been no way to stem the red tide unleashed. The man’s jugular and carotid had both been torn out. He’d have bled to death in seconds, either way.




Except, January noted with great unease, there was precious little blood on the ground—as if the man had been killed and bled out at another place, then deposited here. Or, as if the man’s blood had been consumed on the spot. As a surgeon, January had a fairly good idea how much blood the human body contained—nearly ten liters depending on the body’s size. His skin crawled with a sudden chill.




And, of course, the body would not go unnoticed for long. He couldn’t count on the local constabulatory or the neighbors trampling all over the alley while they gawked at the scene. Shaw had actually trained his men not to disturb the scene of a crime more than necessary, and the lieutenant had the tracking skills of a thousand Indian braves. Even if he didn’t trace the footprints back to January’s house—all of a block and a half away—there were the unique prints Lucy’s shoes left. For all January’s luck, Shaw could probably identify his own footprints in the morass, even to the point of recognizing that he’d left and come back.




There was no way to destroy all the footprints, and he certainly wasn’t sure enough of his own skills that he could keep Shaw from tracking him back to his own house. He would have to notify Shaw of the body and find some way to keep the girls out of it. There were enough insane people in this mess as it was.




And it occurred to him to wonder, had Lucy known about the dead man? Had she seen him? Was that why, sick as she was and concerned for her friend as she was, she had thrown the killer into the street and so efficiently executed him? No, not him. It. If this was what it appeared to be, these killers were no longer human, had no mortal souls, and would not hesitate to kill and feed on a person. No wonder the child had asked him if he wore a cross.




Rose did not wear a cross, not from habit or fashion, but because she was not a Christian. An agnostic, a pantheist, possibly an atheist, though he doubted it, Rose found the questions of Who had created the world less compelling than how it had been created. Lucy hadn’t questioned his faith, only asked if he wore a cross. Perhaps the symbol was enough protection.




It was late. He had lessons to give after the morning, he needed to notify Shaw of this body and its peculiar circumstances before anyone else discovered it, he needed to get word to Olympe or directly to Mamzelle Marie. And he needed to make sure the girls were cared for.




Arizay, clearly a fille de coleur, could stay at the school without question. Hannibal Sefton, who often taught history, Latin, Greek, and violin at the school, but could not be counted on to be sober at any particular time, could forge papers for her. Lucy? There was no way she could pass as a fille de coleur, not even as a musterfino—a girl with only one African great-great-grandparent out of sixteen. She looked more likely to have recent Viking, Celt, and Pictish ancestors than anything else. Another problem to solve, but he had at least a day to solve it.




First, Shaw.





3. The Grandfather Paradox



Author’s Note: I find myself swamped with questions tangential to the story driving me absolutely batty with my inability to find a good answer. For instance, were quality microscopes available in New Orleans and at what cost? A previous January novel mentioned ordering a vacuum pump from Scotland at the cost of three hundred dollars (think about $15,000 today). So, I can assume that someone is making microscopes, which, when you get down to it, really aren’t that different from spyglasses and telescopes, which were all over the place. So, yes, they’re available, they probably wouldn’t have been as expensive as a vacuum pump, but definitely not cheap. Probably the equivalent of $2500-3000. Yet why, two hundred years after the publication of Micrographia, is no one looking at tissue samples under a microscope and debunking the Blood Humours Theory? (Why? Because until the invention of mauve, the first artificial dye, in 1856 and refinements in optics a decade later, you just couldn’t see enough detail of the individual cells to make sense of what was going on.)




Also, how fast did news travel? The attack on the Alamo happened in March of that year. By May, the Texians (yep, that’s what they called themselves) had won their independence, Santa Ana was taken prisoner, sent to Veracruz, deposed in Mexico City, and the treaty ending the Texas Revolution disavowed. A messenger sent directly to New Orleans from what is now Freeport, TX could have made it by boat in only a handful of days. Otherwise, trade would bring the news within weeks. Details, especially of individuals, would trickle in for months. Things happening in the different quarters of the city would have been spread by gossip, but even then…aaaaand the next thing I know, I’ve spent more time reading how Santa Ana had his amputated leg buried with full military honors and Mexico still wants his cork leg back than I have writing.




History, dear readers, is a blast.







Shaw squatted beside the body and considered it as January stood far back enough to give him a clear view. There had been enough traffic by the time the lieutenant had gotten the note and made his way out there that the tracks in the street had been obliterated.




“An’ how exactly did you come across this parched specimen of bottled lightnin’, Maestro?” he asked in his curiously light, gravelly voice.




“One of the patients of the clinic turned out to be the cousin of a student staying with us—a poor relation, you understand,” January told him, praying Rose could help him keep the details straight. “Once I recognized her, I decided to bring her back to the school to better care for her, send a note to her mother. On the walk back, I heard a disturbance in the alleyway—a cat, rats, and something larger struggling.”




“An’ you with your hands full o’ damsel in distress of a medicinal nature,” Shaw finished for him, “were in no position to investigate at the time. But you came back, and I purely thank you for that.”




“He may have been killed as much as an hour before I walked by, or just before,” January told him.




Rigor had begun to set in, the ants had found the body, as had cavalries of flies. The smell of decomposition was just beginning to overcome the smell of the body’s voided wastes and the regular contents of the alley.




“Fella by the name o’ Calhoun, down from the northern territories,” Shaw said, tapping his lip and then spitting against the wall of the rooming house. “Brought a passel of furs and a couple of slaves to sell, or so I’m told.”




“Will there be a record at the Exchange?” January asked, his shoulders tensing with disgust and unease.




Shaw shook his head. “Naw, he sold the boy and gal to a plantation upriver in Jefferson parish. Glad to be rid of ’em, I’m told. Sold the furs first afternoon he was here, spent the next three days livin’ set to break a parson’s heart, what with the whorin’, the drinkin’, and the gamblin’. The two days after that he spent all his hours awake an’ watching his backtrail like a paint was on his scent.”




Usually January could follow the man’s colloquialisms. “Paint?”




“Panther,” Shaw clarified. “Hear ’em in the hollers late at night. Sounds like a woman screaming. Haunt a soul, listen too long.”




Carefully, Shaw checked each layer of the man’s clothes.




“Not a penny on him,” he noted. “Surprised his boots weren’t taken. And the lack of blood is more’n a mite worrisome. I think the landlady would have notified the entire town with some quality hollerin’ if he’d been stuck in one of her rooms and then dumped out here. On the off chance that much blood might have escaped her attention, if’n she was distracticated by livelier comp’ny, I’ll take a look inside.”




Shaw stood, scratched at his hair and pulled his hat back up. At his signal, two of the contabulatory moved in with a stretcher and a drape, to remove the corpse to the morgue.




“That young lady,” Shaw said, “any chance she might remember any details?”




January shook his head judiciously. “She’s stricken with the ague. At the time, she was between fevers, but so deeply asleep, I doubt she’ll know how she got to the school when she wakes up.”




“Well, if’n it’s all right with you, Maestro, I’ll stop by and pay my respects later.”




“Of course.”




“My respects to Madame Janvier, ’course, and tell Sefton to keep safe. I surely do appreciate a man as can fiddle like him.”




“As do we all,” January answered, wryly. He had never quite determined how it was that between Shaw’s near complete illiteracy and barbaric grasp of his native tongue, he could pronounce French names properly and never defaulted to the English version if there was one.







Rose was up, dressed, and working in the detached kitchen by the time he returned. She’d left a tub of cool water sitting on the table for him to carry to the bedroom and wash up. Outside, a kettle of water was boiling. It was Monday, which meant laundry. A hired woman—one of the very few indulgences he and Rose allowed themselves—was busy cutting the soap into small pieces over the water. 




On the stove, a pot of rice, beans, and sausage bubbled. Rose was a far more gifted chemist than cook, but given a recipe from Bella, the slave who cooked for January’s mother, Livia, she could follow directions and produce meals both edible and nourishing. 




“Our guests are awake,” Rose commented softly, cutting bell peppers on a board to drop into the rice and beans. As soon as all the ingredients were in, she would be out of the kitchen for the better part of the day. No sane person would stay in that stifling oven of a room.




He started to glance at the attic, where their students were certainly up and about, and then realized Rose meant the two girls in the hidden room.




“It hasn’t been three hours,” he protested.




“They appear to have very strong constitutions,” she remarked, with a smile that bent a little towards disbelief. “Mamzelle Arizay is lucid. Her fever appears to have broken, though she complains of tiredness and aching joints and muscles. Mamzelle Lucy asked for a book to read and reminded me to get a crucifix to wear. She was quite worried.”




Fascinated, January watched his wife. “What did you give her?”




“I found a novel one of the students finished last week. Lucy flipped through two pages, gave it back, and asked for something a little more…academic in tone.”




The suppressed smile on Rose’s face told him how hard Lucy must have worked to ask politely. He wondered what her uncensored thoughts on the novel would be.




“I gave her a copy of Thucydides. In the original Greek,” Rose answered his unspoken question. “She declared, and I quote, ‘No way! This rocks!’ I have also sent a note to Hannibal, as we’ll need him to forge papers for Mamzelle Arizay.”




“I wonder what he’ll make of our two Amazon maidens,” January mused. “And here,” he said, pulling a newly bought thin chain and cheap steel cross out of his pocket. “I’ll ask them further about it, but after what I saw this morning, I’d feel much better if you’d wear it.”




She took the chain without comment and hung it around her neck, dropping the cross beneath her collar.




When January reached the cellar, he was pleased to find that no lantern light was visible around the panel that separated the secret cell from the rest of the cellar. Inside, he could hear the barest murmur of Lucy haltingly reading out the Greek and then muttering under her breath until she found a wobbly English translation that worked. He knocked lightly on the panel.




There was a pause, and he heard Lucy call out, “we’re decent, Monsieur. Entre vous.”




He set aside the panel, only to find that the room was nearly black in darkness. The girls had closed the lantern so far, only the tiniest sliver of light slipped out. One of them reached out to open the lantern further, so that he could see.




“The dark doesn’t bother you?” he asked. 




“We can see really well in the dark,” Lucy told him. “Once our eyes adjust.”




Lucy sat beside Arizay on the lower bunk, her friend propped up on the two pillows, Lucy’s blanket, and several of the bags Lucy had carried with her. She had the volume of Thucydides open in her lap.




Arizay was dressed in boys’ clothes as well, though they did nothing to disguise her gender. In the lantern light, her eyes flashed golden brown, and her skin tone could have passed for quadroon.




“Hey, did you bring food?” was the first thing out of Arizay’s mouth. She spoke English with a cadence and bend of inflection that fascinated him. Spanish, yes, but he’d swear there was something of the sloppy mo kiri mo vini French spoken by the fieldhands—so thick with African pidgen that it was unintelligible to les blankittes.




Lucy slapped Arizay’s knee in a not-very-subtle, stinging rebuke.




“I left a bag of ap—” January started and glanced at the table. The pitcher was empty, as was the bag. Every apple had been eaten down to the pips.




Before he could say anything about that—it had been enough food to feed both girls for at least a day—Arizay cleared her throat.




“Yeah, Doctor January, about that whole shoving you and, um, what I said about your mother, sorry about that,” she said, looking only mildly uncomfortable and not ashamed at all.




“You were in the throes of a high fever and delirious,” January answered, wondering if he should even bother to correct this girl as well that he was not a doctor. “The other doctor, Ker, should recover as well.”




“Yeah,” Arizay snorted, “not sorry about him at all. Asshole. I hope His Pudginess gets used to drinking through a straw and considers how much fun it is before he starts poking another girl with his little prick.”




As it had several times in the last twelve hours, January’s mind stuck like a wheel in mud. The girl really didn’t look like a prostitute or muleskinner’s woman, but her mouth belied that every time she opened it.




Lucy slapped her knee again, and from the crack, Arizay should have flinched or cried out in pain. Instead, she just gave Lucy a saucy look, knowing, slightly contemptuous, and daring Lucy to do better.




“Ari,” Lucy hissed. “They’re really polite people right now. Like Queen Victoria proper and everything. You can’t go around cursing like that. They’ll think you’re trailer trash.”




“I am trailer trash,” Ari snapped back. “And I’ll take that any day over some hoity-toity Queen of England who probably makes other people wipe her ass.”




Now January cleared his throat. “It’s Great Britain and Ireland, Mamzelle Arizay, and currently, the sovereign monarch is still William IV, though Princess Victoria is his heir.”




“Oh, God,” Arizay moaned. “History.”




“Actually,” Lucy observed, “right now, it’s current events. Kind of like Will and Kate getting married. Just wait until she marries Albert.”




And suddenly Lucy went wide-eyed and clapped her hand over her mouth.




“Mamzelle?” January asked, concerned. 




“Xander’s gonna kill me,” she squeaked. “You’re never supposed to mess with the space-time continuum. What if something changes history now?”




“I…don’t quite follow you, Mamzelle Lucy,” he said, pulling up the stool.




“It’s complicated, and I’ll explain later, after Lucy’s rebooted,” Ari said. “But seriously, could we get some more food? I’m starving.”




“You’re not,” Lucy whispered, reproachfully. “There are actual starving people out there, you know. You’re just moderately hungry.”




“Whatever.” Arizay rolled her eyes. “Doctor January, I’m seriously hungry, like eat-a-cow-by-myself hungry. And if I am getting over malaria and Loose is getting over yellow fever, we both really need to stoke the engine with some fuel.”




“Red meat, like beef, and dark, leafy greens, like spinach,” Lucy added. “Both malaria and yellow fever destroy red blood cells, so we need the iron to start making more.”




“You want to tell him how to cure smallpox while you’re at it?” Arizay asked her.




Lucy squeaked again and clamped both hands over her mouth.




“And we need lots of water to drink. Clean water,” Arizay stated. “Distilled if you can, since everyone’s throwing their shit out in the street. If not clean water, beer. Lots and lots of beer. We’re pretty dehydrated.”




“Well, ladies,” he began.




“Oh, money,” Ari answered. She fished around the bags until she found a small one. “Loose gave you what she pulled off the vamp last night, but here’s some more. It should cover costs.”




He looked inside the bag, and by the light of the lamp saw the sweet glint of silver coins, one or two gold, and a larger handful of copper. There had to be twenty dollars or more in there.




“Ladies,” he forced himself to ask, “you haven’t resorted to stealing or thieving for this, have you?”




The girls exchanged looks.




“Not exactly,” Lucy answered. “It’s not like Baxter would let us.”




Indeed not.




It was the first January had heard from the rabbit since he’d entered. Apparently Baxter—rather Nemesis—while sprawled in Ari’s lap, was not quite asleep.




“Mostly we take it off vamps, just before we stake them,” Ari explained. “Otherwise, it just goes poof with them, and where’s the use of that? Some of it I won in bets.”




“Bets?” January asked carefully.




“Betcha a dollar I can bend this steel bar in half,” Ari recited in a sing-song voice. “Betcha I can pick your horse up. Betcha I can throw this marble fifty feet and break that glass.”




“And…can you?”




“Of course,” Ari answered, a little insulted. “The horse has to be pretty calm though, and it’s really better to do it with a pulley, if one’s handy. And Lucy’s got better aim than me. She can do the glass trick at sixty feet.”




He began to feel a little dizzy. He really needed to make a point of writing down everything they said, no matter how nonsensical it was.




“Very well. It seems food is the highest priority. Ladies, if you would stay here, as silently as possible, I’ll see to more food.”




Some fresh greens would be most welcome, Baxter told him.




“Of course, Monsieur,” Benjamin managed. “If he arrives before I’ve finished, I’ll send my friend, Hannibal Sefton down to see you. He’ll be forging several copies of freedom papers for you, Mamzelle Arizay.”




As he closed the panel, he heard Lucy ask Arizay, “where do you think the current Slayer is?”




“Who knows,” Ari answered. “Darkest Africa? Australian Outback? Kamchatka Peninsula? Wherever she is, it’s not here, that’s for sure. At least that means the Watchers probably aren’t around.”




Shaking his head, he returned up the stairs. The three girls boarding with them—Jeannette, Claudine, and Odette—were on their way down the attic stairs, hair ribbons, flounces, purses, bonnets, gloves, and skirt hems all a flutter.




“Ladies,” he said, closing the door to the cellar stairs behind him, “if you would avoid the cellar for the time being, I would appreciate it.”




“What’s wrong, Monsieur?” Odette asked.




“We have a slight infestation of rodents,” he intoned, knowing that anything short of a plague of mice—or better yet, rats—would only encourage them to investigate, and his comings and goings would be noticed no matter what. “I’ve put the word out for a good ratter, and Mr. Sefton and I will be setting traps all this afternoon. Still, I’d hate to think of one of them getting into a skirt flounce or petticoat.”




The girls all went wide-eyed and squealed. Rose was the only woman he’d ever seen handle a mouse in her skirts with a cool head. She merely froze, asked Benjamin to beat her skirts on one side, and while he did so, waited a moment, and then violently shook out her skirt and petticoats until the poor mouse hit the floor and took off at a scramble. After it was gone, and only then, did she give into a near hysterical bout of shuddering, wiggling, and scratching.




Rose was now in the classroom, where the girls were headed. He joined them.




“Girls,” Rose called, already writing geometry proofs on the blackboard, “begin where you left off in lesson four. If you can finish before lunch, we’ll have time to do some chemistry.”




Chemistry was clearly more beloved than geometry. With a hand to her back, January drew her aside.




“The girls appear to be Amazonian in their constitution, or in Lucy’s case, Valkyrian. They’ve cleared out the provisions I left and are begging for more, especially beef.”




Rose goggled momentarily.




“Do they have any idea how much—”




He handed her the bag of coins. 




“Oh,” Rose said, peered in and shifted the contents. “That will cover the expenses and then some.”




“We may be able to pass Arizay off as one of the girls’ poor relations, but whose? The young lady has a mouth like a stevedore. She’s not fit company for any member of the demimonde. Shaw will spot it instantly.”




“Perhaps we could move her to Olympe’s,” Rose suggested.




“Olympe will try to smack some sense into her, and I’ve seen how well that works with Mamzelle Arizay. Still…Mamzelle Arizay might have a little more respect for a voodooienne. Perhaps, but what about Lucy?”




Rose thought for a moment, tugging on her bottom lip. Her hair was now up, and she wore a clean, white tignon, unmatched to her calico dress. With her glasses and classroom apron, she had a scholastic air. Had Lucy been anything other than pure Caledonian, she might have passed for Rose’s little sister.




“What about Maestro and Madame Mayerling?” she suggested. “They’ve no children. The maestro has lived in so many cosmopolitan areas and has so many devoted students, he could claim the girl was sent to him for safekeeping during a family crisis.”




Mayerling was the premier maitre d’arms of New Orleans, and half the Creole sons worshiped and sweat out their training at his salon. Madame Mayerling was a former student of January’s, a girl who’d taken to the piano with an intensity and ferocious love he’d recognized as sister of his own.




“Perhaps a Texian family?” Rose said further.




“With Santa Ana deposed and the Treaties of Velasco apparently void, not to mention the trouble with the Comanches,” January said softly, “it makes good sense. I’ll send a note to Madame.”




“Why don’t I see if I can buy some secondhand clothes for both girls. For now, we’ll pass Arizay off as Jeannette’s cousin. Her mother’s half-brother had something like four different wives and children by all of them. They’re scattered all through the French Quarter and half the American Quarter. Why, Jeannette could legitimately say she’s never laid eyes on her before.”




January sighed. As he’d learned as a boy, ducking tutors and then his mother’s heavy handed punishments, the more complicated a lie, the sooner it fell to pieces. And then, there were the hints of much else that both the girls dropped without realizing it. Queen Victoria who married an Albert? Boiled water? Iron for red blood cells? Cure for smallpox?




“Rose, light of my heart,” he said, shaking his head, “you wouldn’t happen to have a copy of Micrographia, on hand, would you?”




“But of course, my husband,” she replied as if he’d asked for the accounts book. “I keep it between the original Guttenberg Bible and Aristotle’s second book on Poetics. I think I put Shakespeare’s Love’s Labours Won on top of them, which is why you didn’t see it.”




“Those are lost works, not financially unobtainable ones.” He grimaced.




“If it’s that important, I’ll send a note to Monsieur St. Chinian,” she said. “I remember him purchasing it for Artois, before…at any rate, Monsieur St. Chinian would cut his own throat before getting rid of a book, even if it wasn’t written by Livy or Julius Caesar.”




At the mention of Artois, once Rose’s student and their beloved friend, January felt his throat tighten. He swallowed past it. Artois had been fearless in his curiosity. What would he have made of a man with a demon’s face and a literal thirst for blood? One who exploded into dust when stabbed through the heart with a wooden stake?




“I’ll write both notes,” he said, “if you’ll take the girls out for a treat, buy enough to feed our gluttonous horde—and some fresh greens for the rabbit—and the clothes.”




“The girls will be intrigued,” Rose replied. “I shall have to make it suitably mysterious to misdirect their suspicions. And I’ll speak to Jeannette. Do you expect Shaw?”




Benjamin nodded, grimly. “We’ve one dead Kaintuck, two mysteries, a girl who’ll need to pass as a fille de coleur, another who’ll need to pass as gently raised, even if by a Texian family, oh, and let us not forget a plague of vampires. Make it three notes—one for Olympe, one for Madame Mayerling, and one for Monsieur St. Chinian.”




Rose suppressed a smile. “And here you thought the summer would be restful.”




“Heaven only knows why,” he answered. “It never has been before.”




He leaned down to give her a kiss, only to hear the giggling of the girls, looking up from their geometry lessons.







Hannibal arrived while January composed a note to Monsieur St. Chinian, asking if he might stop by to borrow his copy of Micrographia, the nearly two hundred year old book with engravings of everything from poppy seeds to cork to semen to blood magnified to a level of detail far beyond what the naked eye could perceive. The note to Madame Mayerling had already been sent. Rose was out with the girls, there was a story of perhaps a game of charades, a mysterious visitor who would be introduced that evening, and the promise of Italian ices.




“Amicus meus,” Hannibal greeted him from the doorway.




“Come in, come in,” January said, gesturing. “Let me finish this, and I’ll set you up with the supplies you need, then introduce you to our most interesting guests.”




Hannibal, thin as a marionette and jointed almost as loosely, stepped inside, his shabby coat and vest buttoned even in the summer heat. He looked a little better during the summer, though work was sparse. His consumption often loosened its hold in the warmer months, only to return in the cold ones. He was frequently a dinner guest at the school, and even taught Greek, Latin, and some history if nothing in his schedule conflicted.




“It’s rare that the girls at Railspike’s are so full of gossip and yet have such a dearth of detail. Speculation is the main sport at the bar, in the cribs, and behind the shack,” Hannibal said amiably. “I had thought you might have some insight thanks to your mother, sister, or friend with the City Patrol, but this sounds as if you have a thumb in the pie yourself.”




His French was that of an Oxford educated gentleman, but his appearance and life were those of a laudanum addicted wastrel whose only redeeming feature was the pure heart of music he could wring from his violin. Well, that and his absolute loyalty to his friends.




“What have you heard?” January asked, signing the note and setting the pen aside. He pointed to the other chair in the room, which Hannibal pulled over and sat on.




“Oh, everything from the voodoo King of the Dead calling his armies from the grave to escaped slaves hunting slave dealers to evil doers given gruesome justice by demons of vengeance. I haven’t seen the Swamp so quiet since…well, I wasn’t here when it was constructed, but I imagine once the first hammer blow struck a nail, it hasn’t been this quiet. There is a great deal of fear growing there, amicus meus, the sort of fear that might set the less civilized sort there reaching for torches and looking for someone to hang so they feel they’ve addressed the problem properly.”




“Anything specific?”




Hannibal sighed, holding his hands up and out a bit, as if he were a shopkeeper asked for an unlikely and exotic ware. “Kate the Gouger swears she saw a half-grown boy fighting a woman in the woods behind the bar. The woman picked up the remnants of a broken cart and threw it one handed well into the street. The boy picked her up and threw her back beyond nearer thickets and ran after her.




“Railspike tells me three of her more capably amorous customers disappeared one by one over the course of four days, and the last one she saw followed a prostitute of very dark complexion into an alley.”




“Any bodies found?”




“Bodies?” Hannibal asked. “No, not bodies. Several assorted pieces and parts have shown up. Railspike said she knew the last of the three had met his fate by the burn scar on the left hand and forearm found not ten yards into the bayou. Mind you, there are more than a few alligators happy to forage back there, but they usually take longer to work a body into such pieces.”




Which meant either that there were so many bodies in the bayou nearest the Swamp that the alligators and crawfish were full—something January didn’t believe was physically possible—or the killer had dismembered her victim and thrown the pieces into the bayou. He’d seen and heard enough ghastly stories of murder while he’d lived in Paris and worked as a surgeon not to be terribly surprised by the method of disposal, but he’d never heard of a woman who’d done such a thing. Besides, the strength necessary…




“Time is out of joint,” January quoted, staring past the walls of his bedroom. “How many deaths would you say?”




“Spoken of?” Hannibal asked in return. “At least seven. But there are a handful of others—those most likely to drown in a gutter or die in a pool of their own vomit or be eaten by rats in their hovel before anyone thinks to look for them—that have gone missing. Thirteen all together? And this has been in only the past two weeks. And that numbers only those who’ve managed to reach the city. There are long stretches of river and bayou that remain untamed but still traveled.”




He spoke in an even voice, though January knew his friend counted himself among those who would not be missed, were it not for January and Rose, Shaw, Olympe, and the other members of his fragile web of friendship. But January most of all.




“Were there any slaves or blacks among the victims?” Benjamin asked.




“No,” Hannibal confirmed. “All were white. All but one were male.”




No wonder the Kaintucks were walking scared. 




Completely at a loss as how he would begin explaining the matter as he understood it, January instead handed Hannibal the list of things he’d written down that he’d either observed from the girls or heard one of them say.




Fascinated, Hannibal scanned the list.




“What is a fighter pilot?” he asked.




“I’ve no idea,” Benjamin replied.




He read further. “Malaria is transmitted by mosquito bites? Good God, man, it’s a wonder every single inhabitant of this feculent city doesn’t have it.”




Bejamin nodded.




“Bleeding and salts of mercury are injurious to health?” he remarked. “Well, there’s been enough argument over that matter—”




“Keep reading,” January instructed him.




“The state of the hospital is a threat to the patient’s health? Hmmm. And what is tuberculosis?”




“Again, I’ve no idea. But from the context, it sounded common enough to be anything from prison fever to consumption.”




Hannibal reached the halfway point and looked over the edge of the paper at January.




“Amicus meus, you’re having me on,” he said. “This is an elaborate joke.”




Gravely, January shook his head. “You’ll meet the young ladies momentarily. I just wanted to give you a little background.”




“Two centuries?” Hannibal demanded. “Vampires?”




“So it would seem.”




Hannibal’s hand shook the smallest amount. “Forgive me, dear friend, for doubting you, but this is something I must see for myself.”




“I don’t blame you in the least.”







Outside, it was well and truly hot. Rose should return with the girls shortly, no matter how good the Italian ices were. The basement remained dim and cool, even a little wet. But then, it was nigh impossible to dig a hole in New Orleans and not have it fill with water by the next day. January had seen all the notes sent off. Olympe, he was certain, would either immediately reply or be on his doorstep before the sun set. He hoped to hear back from Madame Mayerling by the next day and Monsieur St. Chinian before the end of the week.




He knocked on the panel again, hearing Arizay saying, “—kidding me, Loose? You think these guys have even heard of fire codes? Total last resort. C’mon in!”




On entering, January found the girls had made themselves more at home and were playing cards at the very small table.




“Food?” Arizay asked hopefully.




“On it’s way,” he promised her. “Ladies, may I present Mister Hannibal Sefton, professional musician, scholar, tutor, and document forger.”




Lucy sat straight up, her eyes wide in expectation.




“You can give Ari papers so people don’t think she’s a slave?” she asked.




“As far as one man may shape the beliefs of another, yes,” Hannibal answered.




“Yay!” Lucy cheered, holding her fists straight up, and showing her hand of cards to both of them.




She looked up, caught herself, and set the cards face down on the table.




“No peeking, you!” she told Ari.




Ari rolled her eyes. “You already owe me three chores and two hours of Tivo, chica. I don’t need to cheat to beat you.”




Lucy ignored her, started to hold out her hand, and then stopped and looked up at January.




He realized that she was checking with him to make sure it was all right to shake Hannibal’s hand. He gave her a very brief nod. It seemed they would need to do some basic tutoring with both girls. How to teach them the manners, rituals, and attitudes that each human soul soaked in during their childhood? How to remember every single foible? At best, both girls would come off as erratic and eccentric. At worst?




“It’s very nice to meet you, Mr. Sefton,” Lucy said, holding out her hand. 




“Miss…?” he asked, taking her hand and bowing over it.




She grinned. “Sinclair. Lucy Sinclair.”




“Miss Sinclair.”




“See?” she said, turning to Ari. “They really do that sort of thing, and it’s not sarcastic or anything.”




Ari gave her a tolerant, humorous look. “You read too many books, Loose.”




When Ari turned to Hannibal, she held out her fist, knuckles on top. “Hey, I’m Ari. Ari Fuentes. Arizay, actually, but everyone calls me Ari.”




Fascinated, Hannibal cautiously held out his fist in the same manner. She bumped her fist against his and sat back.




“Miss Fuentes,” Hannibal greeted her, nodding.




“Ari. Just Ari,” she said, her gaze turning a bit hard and challenging. “I don’t do that snooty shit, ’kay? Loose, she likes Shakespeare and King Arthur and fainting couches. Me, I don’t have the time. Just give me the down low and get outta my way.”




Hannibal managed to stifle a small cough. “Certainly, Ari. Heaven help the unfortunate soul who finds himself unwilling in your path.”




Ari eyed him for half a second and then shrugged, taking him at his word.




“Before Hannibal begins work on your papers,” January said, “could I ask you to return to a topic you promised more explanation on?”




The girls looked at him blankly.




“Space-time continuum?” he prompted. “Changing history?”




Both the girls jumped with guilt, like they’d been poked.




“Oh, we’re going to be in sooooo much trouble when we get home,” Lucy moaned, covering her face with one hand.




“Not…necessarily,” Ari answered. “It could be that whatever we’re doing here is already part of history, and we’re just…playing our role.”




“Yeah, well, I guess we’re going to get a real empirical try at it,” Lucy admitted. “Unless we make the universe implode.”




“This sounds deliciously serious,” Hannibal declared, and took a seat on the damp brick floor.




Lucy took a deep breath and pulled her hair back. “Doctor January told you about us being from the future, right?”




Hannibal glanced up at him at “Doctor January”, giving him a bemused smile.




“I’ve corrected both of them more times than I can count,” he said, shrugging. “I give up.”




“Surgeons are doctors,” Ari said. “And right now, I’d trust anyone who called themself a surgeon more than any idiot calling themselves a doctor.”




“Ah, yes,” Hannibal replied, returning them to the subject at hand. “He did mention what you said. That you had previously been in…Cleveland, Ohio and were brought here and now by a rather miraculous agent.”




Ari frowned. “Asshole agent. I get my hands on him—”




Lucy made a sound, something like “tch!” at her, and Ari subsided.




“So,” Lucy said, taking a deep breath, “there have been stories about time travel in our culture for a long time. I think maybe one of the first was H.G. Wells Time Machine.”




Hannibal and Benjamin leaned in, fascinated.




“Hasn’t been published yet,” Ari said.




Lucy grimaced. “Right. Cr— shoot. This is really hard. Okay, anyways, one of the first questions that came up was, what if you go back in time and stop something from happening that is supposed to happen. Like…” she fumbled for a moment, “like Washington crossing the Delaware. If he hadn’t taken the British army by surprise, the American colonies could have lost the Revolution. What happens if you try to change history?”




Hannibal and January traded glances, the enormity of the idea occurring to them both.




“It’s called the Grandfather paradox,” Ari said. “We actually had to read about it, because even though there’s no record of a Slayer ever being pulled out of her timeline, Willow—she’s a really powerful witch who works with Buffy, the senior Sla—”




“Ari!”




Ari froze, then grimaced. “Damn, you’re right. This is hard.”




Lucy picked up the thread again. “The Grandfather paradox basically says, what would happen if a man traveled back in time to when his own grandfather was a single man with no children and killed him?”




“But if he kills his ancestor before—” Hannibal began.




“Then he can’t exist,” January finished for him. “And if he doesn’t exist—”




“How can he then travel back in time to kill his grandfather?” Hannibal asked.




They stared at each other, mouths agape.




“There are several theories,” Lucy continued.




“This is a problem?” Hannibal demanded, aghast.




“Oh, well, no,” Lucy admitted. “Not until now, that is. It’s just, the whole foundation of science fiction is exploring ideas, possibilities, and the consequences of ‘what if?’. Like, what if you could…” she fumbled again, briefly, and January realized she was looking for an example that already existed for them, “what if you could reanimate a dead person and basically give them a new mind and a new soul—what used to only be done by God. What would that person be like? And what about the man who made him? And how would everyone else react to him?”




“I’ve read this,” January whispered. “Rose picked up a book in a salvage sale over a year ago, written by an English woman.”




“Frankenstein,” Ari supplied. “Good hit, Lucy.”




“The Modern Prometheus,” January murmured.




“So some people think that if you were to try to create a paradox, by say, killing your grandfather before he had any kids,” Lucy continued, “the universe itself would prevent you from doing so. Either you can’t make the trip, or you make the trip, but no matter how hard you try or how many times you try, you can’t kill or even seriously injure your grandfather. You might not even be able to get within a hundred feet of him without, oh, a safe dropping on your head, or someone accidentally firing a cannon just while you’re walking in front of it.”




“That God would protect His Creation,” January said.




Lucy paused, nonplussed. “They never put it that way, sir, but…yeah. Like that.”




“And the other school of thought?” Hannibal asked.




“Says that you can go back and kill your grandpa,” Ari answered, “but when you do it, the timeline splits into two—one universe where your grandpa lives and you get born, and another universe where he dies, and you don’t get born, but you’re there now, and maybe you can’t ever get back to your home universe.”




Two Creations? His mind stumbled at the idea.




“Some people say it’s already happened,” Lucy offered. “Already happened a billion billion times. An infinite number of times. That any time there’s more than one possible outcome to an event—even if it’s something as small as whether a butterfly lands on one flower or another—all of those possibilities happen and there’s a universe for each one.”




A universe where his mother’s mother and his father had never been taken captive, shipped to Louisiana, and sold into slavery? A universe where Ayasha had not contracted cholera but was waiting up for him and looked up from her sewing and smiled as he came in the door? A universe where he was born into slavery, and St. Denis Janvier had never purchased his mother, his sister, and him, set them free, and took his mother under contract as a plaçee, where he lived his life under the whip, a field hand who never put a finger on the keyboard of a piano or read a book or saved a life?




He glanced at Hannibal and saw the man was shaken just as badly as he was.




Lucy, even Arizay, seemed to understand the hush that had fallen over them.




“Yeah,” Ari said softly. “Like that.”




Lucy took another deep breath. “The problem is, it does sound like something’s gone wrong. There should be a Slayer here to take care of this outbreak of vampires, but there isn’t. Maybe she’s in a faraway land? Maybe she died, and the Watchers don’t know where the next Slayer is. So, Ari and I agreed that we should keep our deal with Baron Samedi and stake all the vampires we can find here, locate the master vamp, and end it too.”




“You…discussed this?” Hannibal asked.




“Well, yeah,” Lucy said. “Once Ari told me what Baron Samedi had said, and we figured out we really were in New Orleans in 1836, you know, what if our home timeline had vampires here at this time, but the records were lost or hidden or there was some other reason we didn’t know about it. What if we messed up the timeline? It would have been better for us not to interfere.”




“But,” Ari added, “there was good reason for Baron Samedi to show up when and where he did and ask us. There’s kind of a bumper crop of Slayers right now, and Lucy and me have nearly finished our training.”




“Ari!”




“Dammit!” Ari swore. “This really is hard.”




“What is?” January asked.




“The problem is,” Lucy said, “anything we do that isn’t directly connected to killing vamps might screw up this timeline. Every single thing we mention that gives you some idea of what happens in the future might screw things up, even if you try not to interfere.”




“And what if we had cause to want to interfere?” Hannibal asked.




“Exactly,” Lucy answered. “I mean, there’s stuff that happens between now and the point in your future that we’re from. Bad stuff. People dying bad stuff. But, maybe, what if they don’t die, and then history is even worse?”




“Yeah,” Ari agreed, “like killing Hitler. Everybody wants him dead, but what if it just means that the Ger—”




“Ari!”




“Shit,” Ari cursed. “Sorry.”




And January knew, even as Lucy contradicted his thoughts, that he had to write down every scrap of information they accidentally let slip. Thank heavens Hannibal’s memory was quite good as well. They’d be able to compare notes at a later time.




Lucy sighed. “Of course, there’s the possibility that when you write down whatever we say, because seriously, of course you will, it becomes a kind of prophesy.”




“Yeah,” Ari agreed. “Didn’t Giles say something about that?”




“Ari, it was a lecture that lasted an hour. ‘Origins of Prophesy’? Ring a bell?”




“Have we been tested on it?” Ari asked.




“Yes.”




“Did I pass?”




“Shocker, but yes,” Lucy answered.




“Then, who cares?”




“I don’t know,” Lucy rolled her eyes, “because it might mean the difference between life and death?”




“She’s kind of dramatic,” Ari told them. “Anyways, there’s like an average of six prophesies per Slayer—that was before we were all Ca—”




“Ari!”




“Whatever. Lots of prophesies, and usually, they suck,” Ari continued. “Vague details, ambiguous meanings, very few points of reference for either time or place. So, maybe it’s because the person who wrote down the prophesy was eavesdropping on someone from the future or trying to figure things out from accidental slips.”




“Yeah,” Lucy agreed. “Xander likes to say that if they were really good prophets, they’d tell us what stock to buy when, or where to find buried treasure. He says prophets never had to buy groceries.”




“He may have a point,” Hannibal managed.





4. Slayers in Skirts




Author’s Notes: If I haven’t mentioned it before, let me just say that history rocks. At the same time, it is damnably hard to pin down. This chapter has far less action in it than it does character interaction for the simple fact that in getting the girls set up to pass properly in New Orleans of the 1830s, I found each character’s reactions to the anachronisms they encounter too diverting not to put down.




But. (And it’s a big one.)




In any discussion—as occurs in this chapter—of race relations in America, the word “nigger” is bound to show up. Just so there is no confusion, I, personally, find the word repulsive, disgusting, and repugnant. I literally did not hear the word spoken by anyone other than a television or movie villain until I was in college. I have never and will never use it outside a discussion of its usage or a story where it is necessarily a part of the realistic portrayal of a time, place, or person. As a writer and a lover of language, I am aware of the etymology, the history, the politics, and the cultural scars of the word. I do not wish to shy away from a realistic usage, but at the same time, I have every wish not to inflict discomfort, distress, anger, or any other negative emotion in any of my readers. The words describing mixed African/European ancestry (mulatto, quadroon, etc) still carry some charge to them, but not nearly as much as “nigger”. If I, in any way, offend by my use or portrayal, I apologize in advance.




Asterisks are placed for footnotes on items of what I found to be historically interesting. Thank you for reading.





It was a long day. However insane the idea of two girls from nearly 200 years in the future might be, it was the only way to explain the bizarre mix of an utter lack of civilized sensibilities and squeamish, finicky need for cleanliness that would drive a Spartan to drink.




Rose exited the hidden room, closing the door behind her, her face a study of amusement and restraint.




“The girls,” she explained in a low voice, “are threatening revolt.”




“Threatening?” Lucy demanded. “We are revolting!”




“Yeah!” Ari added. “We stink on ice! And I’ve crawlies in my hair. Neither of us has had a decent shower or bath since we got here, and you guys haven’t even invented shampoo! Let alone soap that won’t take Lucy’s skin off.”




“They have a point,” January admitted. “Are the laundry supplies still out?”




“Yes,” Rose answered, a bit doubtfully.




“Their clothes need to be laundered, and it would be best to boil them as well. With the fire in the kitchen stoked, we can have enough warm water for them to scrub with and wash their hair.”




“What about Ari’s louse infection?” Rose asked.




“Hey, you hear that Ari?” Lucy said from the other side of the door. “I may be Loose, but you’re Lousy!”




“Rarr!”




The sound of a scuffle started.




“Girls!” Rose called. “There will be no breaking of anything, including each other.”




The scuffle stopped, but January could not repress a smile.




“Madame Janvier, light of my heart,” he whispered to her, “there are times you amaze me.”




“Ew,” Lucy said, “they’re getting all romantic. Seriously, who do we have to kill to get a bath in these parts?”







No one was killed, but it was a near thing. While the students napped or read or visited in the classroom and parlor, Rose had to grow quite stern to manage the girls when they both balked on seeing the clothes they would wear. As January waited outside the kitchen, he couldn’t make out much of the conversation until Ari’s voice rose to the volume of a clarion at full blow.




“I am not a whore, and i am not a slut, and i am not running around without any panties!”




“Ari, quiet!,” Lucy hissed. “They can hear you in Baltimore!”




“Well, I’m not!” Ari insisted.




“Seriously,” Lucy responded, “I don’t think they have panties now.” fn1




“How can they not have panties?!”




January began to worry that even though the town was mostly deserted in the heat of the late summer, what few neighbors remained would emerge from their homes to see what all the shouting was about.




“Madame Janvier, are you sure you don’t have any knickers or pantaloons or bloomers or anything to wear on…um, below…um…you know…” Lucy trailed off.




Rose sounded as mystified as he was.




“Girls, I assure you that I am wearing all the same articles of clothing. No more. No less.”




“Do you have anything like these?” Lucy asked.




There was a long drawn out moment of silence, long enough that Ben was dying to know what Lucy had offered to Rose.




“Well,” Rose finally said, her tone of voice a wonder of amusement, bafflement, and fascination, “… no, I…can’t say that we do. They are…quite nice, though. This ribbon around the…is this the waist of the garment?”




“Uh huh.”




“How does it stretch and return to its original length?”




“Um…it’s called elastic. It’s made out of rubber,fn2 and I probably shouldn’t be telling you even that much. Are you telling me that all the girls and women out there are going around with nothing on under their dresses?”




“You mean besides stays, a chemise, and crinolines?”




“Exactly,” Ari answered. “You’re all running around with enough layers to roast yourselves, but one flip of your skirt, and your private parts are a public party?”




January choked back a laugh. Arizay, who talked like a drunken whore, took offense at not having the opportunity to wear some manner of cloth chastity belt?




“It’s…not really a problem,” Rose tried to explain. “A lady learns to walk and move in a certain manner. She accepts the help of a gentleman when climbing into or out of a carriage or if the terrain is at all difficult. She rides side saddle, and if for any reason, she is disheveled, the other ladies will protect her modesty, and the gentlemen will quite deliberately not notice a thing. Besides…”




And here, Rose must have groped for a moment for delicate words only to settle on frankness.




“If I had to handle both my skirts and an article of this nature while using chamber pot or other facilities, neither my hands nor my clothes would be clean at the end.”




There was a silent pause.




“Oh, yuck,” Ari wailed.




“That’s it,” Lucy declared. “I’m dressing as a boy.”




“Oh, you bitch!” Ari declared. “You know there’s no way I can look like a boy. You’d better not rub it in.”




“Hey, I’ve finally got an advantage to being flat-chested,” Lucy replied. “In your face, Miss Melons of the Month!”




“Girls.” Rose sounded like she might have reached her breaking point.









The next fight was over Lucy’s hair. After Rose explained that as a boy, she couldn’t wear a hat indoors, thus losing any cover for her waist long hair, Lucy didn’t object to cutting it. Arizay did, though.




“It took you years to grow it out!” Arizay protested. “And your mom hates it! You love that.”




January could just imagine Lucy shrugging. “Hair grows back. And, if we get back while it’s still short, I’ll ask Willow to help me grow it back out. You know she can’t stand my mom either. Hey, Madame Janvier, can you sell my hair to a wigmaker?”




“What?!” Ari demanded.




“Like in O’Henry’s ‘Gift of the Magi,’ ” Lucy explained, and Ben noted the name of the writer and the story. “They don’t have synthetic wigs. Or dentures. If a woman was really broke, she’d cut off her hair and sell it for money. If you were really, really broke, you’d let someone pull your teeth and pay you for them.” fn3




“That’s messed up,” Ari said, utterly scandalized.




“It’s true. And, yes, Lucy, your hair is long enough to be valuable to a wigmaker, but we’ll have to ask Monsieur Janvier’s sister to handle the transaction. She might have to dye it beforehand.”




“Isn’t red hair more valuable, being more rare?” Lucy asked, not offended at all, but full of curiosity regarding the economics of selling human hair for profit.




“I’ve no idea,” Rose replied. “However, it is unusual, and if a wigmaker purchases a full length of women’s red hair, and a young red head boy shows up with strange manners, there may be some speculation.”




“Oh,” Lucy answered, startled. “Right. Didn’t think of that. Hey, I won’t get burned at the stake if someone finds out I’m a girl, will I?”




Another pause while Rose tried to sort out an answer.




“No. However, the social consequences for myself, Monsieur Janvier, and if they’re willing to shelter you, Maestro and Madame Mayerling would be as bad or worse.”




“Oh.” Lucy’s voice held a wealth of realization, worry, and doubt.




“It’ll be all right,” Rose told her. “I’m fairly sure both the Mayerlings will understand the need for a ruse.”




January startled a bit. He had thought only he and Hannibal were aware of the Mayerlings’ arrangement. Of course, Rose was more than a little perceptive, and if she hadn’t worked it out on her own, it was possible Hannibal had told her, just as he’d told Benjamin.




“Now, let me take these out to Monsieur Janvier for laundry, and I’ll return to cut your hair, Lucy. Arizay, why don’t you go ahead and take the first bath.”




“Now you’re talking!”




Rose appeared at the doorway to the kitchen, soaked with perspiration, her arms loaded with clothes, and looking like she needed a nap.




“The top half of the pile needs laundering,” she explained as he began peeling articles off. “The bottom half is the girls’ original clothing, some of which they requested be laundered, the other pieces need to be hidden away until they return home.”




He could see why. The girls had been running around New Orleans in a mixture of clothes that had either been stolen, purchased cheaply, or taken from charity boxes—pants, men’s shirts, girls’ dresses. The other clothing, though, was other-worldly.




There were two pieces which were clearly blouses or shirtwaists of some type but would have made a prostitute blush to wear. The material was quite soft in his hands, and in the clear daylight, he could see it was knitted in the same manner as the shoelaces, the stitches so small he could barely credit it. The cut of the blouses would have been skin tight on either girl, the sleeves ended just past the shoulder, though the collars were fairly close to the throat. The length of each blouse would be just past the waist. One was a blue so dark it was nearly black and the other was a bright red. That hue of red would have cost an emperor’s ransom in any fabric.




What was even more intriguing was the writing on each. The dark blue blouse was written with the words “Oakland Raiders” in an ink or paint that was completely opaque and thick enough to have its own texture. The text was a blocky, outline font, the likes of which he’d never seen. It took him a moment to puzzle out the letters. The bright red shirt had the motto “Come to the Dark Side, we have cookies.” in the same type of ink but a different color, and the lettering was in a simple but elegant script.




The pants, though, were made of a fabric so familiar and homely, he stared in wonderment. Serge de Nimes, and it had been dyed with indigo. Again, the pants were cut so they must have been skin tight. The larger trousers, Arizay’s, he guessed, were a medium blue with wear on the knees, the hem, and the waistband. The smaller were a very light blue and much newer in appearance. At points where multiple seams joined, there were brass rivets. At the front of the pants, down the center were two separate rows of brass teeth.




“Lucy called that a zipper,” Rose told him. “Watch.”




She took a small metal tag at the bottom of the rows between her thumb and finger and pulled it up towards the waistband. As it ascended, the rows of teeth meshed together. When Rose had pulled the tag all the way to the top of the teeth, the two rows had become one. Then she took the trousers, a hand on either side of the zipper, and tugged hard. The teeth did not budge.




“She also said that she knew we were going to examine it until we determined how it worked, but she said that zippers weren’t invented until the 1930s,fn4 so under no circumstances are we to get any ideas.”




“Of course not,” Ben replied, barely hearing her.




“And these,” Rose said, pulling out a scrap of fabric, “are panties.”




He studied them for a few moments, keeping his hands completely to himself.




“I can see where a young woman used to wearing such a thing might feel a bit…exposed without it.”




“Arizay said something about how she hated going commando,” Rose told him. “I have no idea what that means, but she’s at least stopped screaming about it.”




The next article of clothing for inspection was a type of jacket. Or sweater. Or coat. He couldn’t decide which. It pulled over and had a hood which could be closed by a drawstring. However, while the outside of the fabric was the same as the blouses, only heavier, the inside felt remarkably like a sheepskin, woolly side in. It must have been quite warm to wear.




“All of those go in the laundry. Both Arizay and Lucy insisted they have access to everything except what Lucy called the hoodie,” Rose explained, pointing at the last article of clothes. “Their coats, they said, could be hidden away with their hoodie and other cold weather gear.”




That was the bottom of the pile—an assortment of knit, woolen hats, scarves, and mittens, the familiarity of which made him feel remarkably better about the next two centuries—and two heavy coats. One was a bright orange silk, sewn like a duvet so the pockets could be filled with down. It, too, had a zipper, to seal the front halves together. It also had a hood with another drawstring and a fringe of white fur of very strange texture. The other was wool, black, of a size to fit Lucy, and would have covered her from fingertips to knees. It too had a hood, but the style was much more conservative.




“While they are hidden away,” Rose continued, “I’m quite sure I’ll find the time to draw and describe them as accurately as possible.”




“I wonder if we could get either girl to tell us who the Oakland Raiders are and what ‘come to the Dark Side’ means.”




“Perhaps they’re pirates,” Rose answered, flashing a rare smile at him.




She left him with the items to drop into the boiling kettle and took the other pieces into his study. When she returned, she went straight for the kitchen to start on Lucy’s hair.







Supper was split into two affairs. In the dining room, Rose kept the students entertained and away from their secret guests, though the girls were nearly bursting with curiosity. In the basement, Arizay and Lucy ate red beans, rice, and sausage as if they’d been starved for months, while Baxter calmly nibbled his assortment of cabbage and lettuce leaves, bits of carrots, tomatoes, and eggplant. By the light of a lamp with its wick turned as high as it could safely go, Hannibal finished the work on Arizay’s papers, and Benjamin reviewed the notes which had already returned to him.




Olympe was helping with a birth but would come after the child and mother were safely delivered and she’d had a chance to clean up. If that was after the sun set, she would see them in the morning. Madame Mayerling had replied that he might bring his young guest for lunch the next day at the Mayerling’s French Quarter house, and they would discuss arrangements.




There was a note from Shaw, whose handwriting was difficult to decipher under the best of circumstances. The lieutenant hoped to stop by later that evening or the next day.




Even Monsieur St. Chinian had answered, far more quickly than January had ever expected, saying he would be delighted to lend the book for any length of time, if only he could persuade Madame and Monsieur to help him find it in the depths of his library. As the old man was considered quite eccentric by his family and Artois’ death had left him without an heir of mind or heart, it was no surprise Monsieur St. Chinian might be interested in some company. Tomorrow sounded as if it would be at least as busy as today.




Hannibal had done a horrified double-take when Lucy had stepped in, her hair neatly cut into a boy’s style, wearing clean pants, linen shirt, suspenders, and boots.




“Dear child, what have you done?”




Lucy shrugged, tried to push a lock of hair behind her ear, and failed. “I’m in disguise for the duration. It’ll be easier for me to get around. Boys have a lot more freedom than girls.”




“Well, you…make a fine lad,” he managed, recovering himself, “but I trust you won’t deprive the male sex of your feminine beauty for too long.”




Lucy grinned and laughed. “Only as long as I’m here, I guess.”




When Arizay entered, very carefully picking up her skirts so they wouldn’t brush the stairs, Hannibal stood. Rose had a good eye for fit, so while the dress needed a bit of needlework, it did well enough on Ari’s lush figure for the time being. Her hair, clean of lice, combed, curled, and dressed in a psyche knot and cupid curls, gleamed mahogany in the light of the basement. The golden yellow of the dress made her skin glow. She wore a gold cross on a thin chain, a pair of plain gold hoop earrings, and one gold ring on her right hand.




While little Lucy looked like she might have clambered off the last river barge to tie up at the dock, Arizay—with her mouth closed—could have passed for a member of the demimonde and gotten a very generous contract.




“Mamzelle,” Hannibal said, giving her a bow.




Instead of losing her temper, Ari made an expression that was part despair, part persecution, and a microscopically small part of humor.




“Yeah, I gotta wear this get up, you better bow,” she muttered.




Lucy cleared her throat. “Remember, Ari, like you’re at your abuelita’s when the priest is visiting.”




The low noise Ari made might have been a groan, but was more likely a growl. Then she took a deep breath and squared her shoulders, as if ready to step into a boxing ring and take on a much larger opponent.




“Thank you, Mr. Sefton,” she said, and it wasn’t even a mutter.




“Dulcet et decorum est, Mamzelle,” Hannibal told her, his lips quirking into a sympathetic smile. “You are a warrior indeed if you can manage adapting to this type of armor.”




That got a smile out of her.







Before eating, Arizay had insisted on a napkin to drape the front of her dress, and held her bowl only a few inches from her chin while she scooped up beans and rice. They would have a lot of work to do with her. 




“Mamzelle Arizay,” January asked, “do you know if you are a mulattress or a quadroon?”




The papers attesting to her status as a free woman of color required listing how much African blood she carried. Her coloring was too dark for an octoroon, but it took a lot of white blood to take the curl out of a sang mele’s hair. Arizay’s hair may have been almost raven black, save for red highlights in the sun and the gold stripes she’d somehow conjured, but it had the heavy, glossy texture whites so prized.




“What the he— what are those, Doctor January?” Ari asked.




“Yeah,” Lucy perked up a bit, “I keep hearing those words—mulatto, quadroon, octaroon. What do they mean?”




January found himself caught off guard. “Well, they refer to how many African or European ancestors you have. A mulatto or mulatress has one African parent and one European parent. A quadroon has one mulatto parent and one white parent. An octaroon has one quadroon parent and one white parent. A musterfino has one octaroon parent and one white parent.”




The girls looked at him like he was out of his mind.




“Yeah, well, not that it’s anyone business,” Ari said, some disgust for his question showing on her face, “but my dad’s Latino and my mom’s half Black and half Korean.”




Korean?




“That is so weird,” Lucy said. “I mean, people talk about their genealogy, sure. As far as I know, I’m Scottish, Welsh, and German. On my mom’s side, that is. No idea what my dad is. But people here actually say things like ‘he’s a quadroon’?”




“Yes,” January said, frankly. “in the free colored community, part of a person’s standing in the community is determined by how much white blood they can claim. Young women in the demimonde take on white protectors both so they can live a safe and comfortable life, but also so their children have a chance at a better standing and the protection of a white father.”




“That is so twisted,” Lucy said.




“Uh, Loose,” Arizay said, “slavery’s still legal here. Remember? Mr. Sefton’s faking papers for me like I’m a wetback. No wonder the free blacks here are trying to get as white as they can. It’s so they don’t get sold or stolen back into slavery.”




“Ari! That’s racist!” Lucy gasped.




Hannibal and Ben traded another amazed look.




“No, it’s not,” Ari said. “It’s common sense. My grandad said he married granma because he couldn’t pass the paper bag test.fn5”




“Ew,” Lucy cried. “Not that. You said wetback. That’s racist.”




“Pfft.” Ari made a noise. “Half my dad’s family’s illegals. Of course, I said wetback. Have you heard the people here? They think nigger is fine for just talking.”




Lucy visibly winced. “God, Ari, don’t say that word! It makes my skin crawl.”




January’s eyes widened, and he leaned forward.




“Nigger,” Ari repeated. “And you better get used to hearing it. I’ll bet you ten hours of Tivo that if there is a white person here and now who doesn’t say nigger, everybody else thinks they’re a freak.”




Lucy turned her gaze towards January, her eyes pleading that he contradict Ari.




“Few white women of good breeding use the word, but most white men, especially Americans, do. Mr. Sefton does not. Maestro Mayerling does not either, nor Lieutenant Shaw. Slaves and free men of color use the term to refer to someone black or of color of inferior social position. Occasionally, it’s used between equals, but never in front of a white person.”




Lucy shuddered. “That’s just so wrong.”




“Mamzelle,” January asked, unable not to. “What Arizay said, ‘slavery is still legal here’—that implies that it’s no longer legal at the time you came from.”




Now it was Lucy and Arizay’s turn to trade glances.




“It’s totally illegal,” Lucy said. “For anyone, for any reason. There are only a few places in the world it still happens, and it’s not based on race. Usually, it’s poor people who are promised jobs in another place, and when they get there, they’re held captive and made to work.”




“And the word nigger is…not common usage?”




“God, no,” Lucy said, her shoulders hunching with discomfort. “I mean, sometimes black kids will call each other that, but a lot of people think that’s bad. But…if a white person called a black person a…a…an n-word, everyone would pretty much write him off as a racist asshole and an idiot. I mean, you can get away with almost any cursing these days, if it’s not name calling, but you just don’t use that word.”




January glanced at Hannibal, who wore an expression of guarded non-expression. In his heart, he felt something tear and break, a very old scar covering a very deep wound. Two hundred years hence, the word nigger, uttered thousands of times a day casually or with intent to degrade and dehumanize, was so taboo, a white girl could not even bring herself to say the word?




Slavery was illegal in the United States and almost every other place in the world? And what slavery did exist was decided not by race but by poverty? Arizay was a child of three races, none of them white, and while an academic discussion of ancestry was completely acceptable, determining social standing by it was not?




He realized after a moment that he had put his hand on his rosary and was stroking the beads with his thumb. 




Holy Father, he thought. Beloved Savior, this world gets better? Do people actually pay heed to Your words?




“Doctor Janvier,” Lucy asked, “what does les blankittes mean?”




And he flinched, because while he knew he hadn’t said that phrase in front of her, he thought it often enough.




Ari gave Lucy a look, one that an older sister might give the younger for being silly and naïve. 




“It means Whitey, Loose. The Man. Right now, crazy white people run the world, and there’s not much Doctor or Madame Janvier or any other slave or free black person can do about it. So, you call them a name behind their backs. You don’t get in trouble, and you don’t take an ax to them while they’re sleeping,” she explained.




“Oh,” Lucy said softly, looking crushed.




Ari looked exasperated.




“Loose, you’re not Whitey, okay? You’re not The Man. Everyone here knows that.”




“But, what about everyone else?” Lucy asked. 




“There are those,” Hannibal said gently, “slave and free who may hate the sight of a white man, even a white boy, but they are surprisingly few. All the others will judge you for your character, Miss Lucy.”




Lucy paused. “Um…yeah, I should probably figure out a different name to go by. Sometimes a girl can go by a boy’s name, but I’ve never seen a boy get away with being called a girl’s name.”




“Except Sue,” Ari said, still shoveling in food.




“Johnny Cash won’t be born for at least another hundred years,” Lucy said.




“You’re quite right,” Hannibal said. “As the alliteration might be useful, how does Lucius suit you?”




“Lucius Sinclair?” Lucy asked. “Mister Lucius Sinclair.”




“Master Lucius,” January corrected her. “You’re not a grown man yet.”




“Hope to God I never will be,” Lucy said, rolling her eyes.




“So, now I call you Loosh instead of Loose?” Ari asked. “Works for me.”




Hannibal finished blotting the papers and fanned them out on a shelf, letting them dry. “Those are done. I’ll make another set or two tomorrow, just for safety’s sake.”




“I need three sets of papers?” Ari asked, perturbed.




“I keep seven,” January replied. “If a slave stealer tries to kidnap you, the first thing he’ll do is destroy your papers so you can’t prove your status. A slave might steal them to sell or use it themselves if they resemble you enough to match the description.”




Ari sighed deeply. “Okay, Loose, I know this is breaking the rules, but screw it.” She turned to January, “Anybody tries to pull that shit with me, and I will pull their arm out of their socket and beat them to death with it. Just so you know, because if I come back with a bunch of bloodstains on my clothes, knowing they aren’t cheap, pineapple juice or papaya juice are both good at getting out blood, and you probably have to let them soak, because it’s not like you can buy a stick of Shout right now.”




Lucy stared at her, deeply disturbed. “I am so telling Xander.”




“Fine. You know he’d side with me on this,” Ari answered.




January looked at Hannibal, who mouthed ‘pineapple?’ and ‘shout?’ at him, an eyebrow raised in inquiry. January gave him a return ‘I have no idea’ lift of both eyebrows.




“We’re going on patrol tonight,” Lucy said. “Right?”




“Totally,” Ari agreed. “I don’t care if I have to go in my birthday suit covered in mud and twigs for camo. If I don’t dust a vamp tonight, I’m probably going to end up staking some white guy on general principle.”




It seemed there were two more reasons for the Kaintucks of New Orleans to walk in fear.







fn1. Panties. Holy cow, did research drive me crazy on this. I did go past a cursory look in Wikipedia, as there were some contradicting cites. The 1830s appear to be the last decade when a lady went without any sort of below-the-waist undergarments, other than stockings. During the Napoleonic era, fashion lent itself to flowing, high waisted gowns, and often, no corset, no chemise, and no underwear was worn beneath. There are some cartoons from the British magazine Punch from the time which confirms this. Pantalettes were available in the early 1800s. There was a complaint about Princess Charlotte of Wales being too wild and allowing the bottom of her ankle-length pantalettes to be seen. However, they don’t seem to have caught on with the whole population until the late 1830s and 40s, and even then, I find far more mentions of European fashion than American. The point of pantalettes was not to cover the same area as panties, but to cover the lower legs. Bloomers didn’t show up until the 1850s, and the women who wore them were considered quite radical, as bloomers were specifically intended to allow a lady to pursue athletic activities like—gasp—bicycling. 




fn2. Rubber was available and used as early as the 1770s, but primarily as an eraser. The word ‘rubber’ coming from the action of rubbing out a pencil mark. However, it’s use was limited until vulcanization was invented in 1839. BTW, the eraser on the tip of your pencil is probably a synthetic rubber. You need a “gum” eraser for the real thing. Rubber trees are native to South America. It was the British empire that spread them to southeast Asia and Malaysia. When Germany’s supply chain for rubber was cut off during WWII, they had to resort to other plants, including dandelions, to supply them with latex. Synthetic rubber was invented shortly thereafter. Oh, and the elastic in Lucy’s panties probably isn’t rubber either.




fn3. It’s true, and while hair does regrow, teeth don’t. The demand for human teeth for dentures was so high that not only did the poor often have teeth pulled to get a little money, but teeth pullers would go out onto battlefields after the fighting was done and pull teeth out of the mouths of dead soldiers.




fn4. The zipper was actually invented in the 1850s by the same man who invented the sewing machine. However, he was so taken up with the sewing machine business, he didn’t pursue his idea of a fastener beyond patenting it. Other inventors improved it and filed their own patents. It wasn’t until the 1930s that zippers began to be used on children’s clothes, which is what brought them into worldwide popularity.




fn5. Human nature. sigh. It wasn’t enough that Americans of African descent faced prejudice, racism, and institutionalized brutality on a daily basis, but because African-Americans with a higher fraction of European descent and/or a longer history of freedom—being either creole emigres from western Africa and the Mediterranean, indentured servants who’d earned their freedom, or descended from slaves freed generations before—had so much invested in their social status, there were lines drawn between those of dark complexion and light. Beginning in New Orleans and other places with a large population of African/European creole, social parties often required the attendants to have skin lighter than that of a paper bag. Darker, and you were refused entry. There are still vestiges of this bias today.





5. Night Watch



Author’s Note: This started more light-hearted than it ended. Sometimes, my stories do that to me, demanding and then forcing a turn I hadn’t predicted. Yes, there will be some somber, even grim, notes in this story, but I thought they’d fall a little later. At the same time, characters like January often force my hand. Barbara Hambly once described Benjamin January as a warrior king born in the wrong era. Instead of dispensing justice and ruling with wisdom, January seeks justice for others and makes his living teaching and finding wisdom. Once faced with the terrifying enormity of evil that is vampirism, he will throw out whatever preconceived notions interfere with fighting it. That short circuited what plot I had and forced it to develop much more quickly. We’ll see if I can keep up with it.




Interesting notes I came across during research are at the end of the chapter.




On leaving Lucy downstairs with Hannibal for company, January mimed to Hannibal to keep Lucy talking. Every sentence the child uttered was a font of knowledge. Hannibal gave him a smile and the barest nod in answer. Normally, January would simply have whispered, but the girls’ hearing was far too sharp to get away with that, and they both seemed to have a decent grounding in Latin—at least enough so that he wasn’t comfortable conversing in the dead tongue.




At the top of the stairs, he held the door for Arizay, who gave him a subdued, self-conscious smile. 




“Thank you, Doctor January.”




“You’re quite welcome, Mamzelle.”




Now, about to meet the other girls of the house, Ari patted her skirts down, trying to figure out exactly where they were, smoothed down the fabric, and shrugged a little under the bodice, trying to get more comfortable in its confines.




“Dios,” she muttered. “I’d give my iPod for some spandex right now.”




He mentally noted both iPod and spandex for future recording.




“You’ll do just fine,” he assured her, though he was not at all assured she would.




She gave him a look and laughed once, then clicked her tongue against her teeth.




“Relax, Doctor January,” she said, sweetly, her Spanish cadence becoming more pronounced. “What drives all the teachers and grown ups crazy about me is that, if I wanted to, I could be an A plus student and a Goody Two Shoes and President of the United States, except I couldn’t care less. Well, I want to now, if only to show Loose up. Besides, I watched Pride and Prejudice. I know how the one percent rolls.”




She gave him smile that started cynical and melted into something genuine. After a moment, though, she faltered, just the tiniest amount.




“Mamzelle?” he asked.




She put her fingertips on the wall, not so much to keep her balance, but—like a ballerina at the barre—to use as a reference for horizontal and vertical. She touched her forehead with the back of her other hand.




“Sorry,” she apologized. “Guess I’m starting to feel a little off. Think I’m running a fever again.”




He took her hand and put his wrist against her forehead. She was hot enough to worry him, but she shrugged, popped open her fan like she’d done it all her life, and fanned herself.




“How about I meet the others, get something to eat, and then take a nap,” she suggested. “I can be all faint and sick then.”




“We’ll keep it brief,” he told her.




Which they tried, and Arizay did magnificently. On introduction, she executed a curtsy deep enough to be accepted at a royal court, and she did it with modest grace. The girls clustered around her, exclaiming over the daring gold in her hair, her exquisite nails, and her braveness in managing while sick with the ague.




“And you are my cousin?” Arizay asked Jeannette, taking both the girl’s hands in hers. She was clearly mimicking Lucy’s finer speech, and the additional layer altered her persona from questionable to mysterious.




The girls ate it up.




“Yes, Mamzelle Arizay,” Jeannette breathed, almost vibrating with delight.




“And these are your friends?”




“Odette,” Jeannette introduced, pointing to the girl on the left, “and Claudine.”




Claudine looked put off, perhaps a little jealous at the fuss given both the new girl and through her, Jeannette. Odette looked nervous.




“Then you are instantly my friends as well,” Arizay told them, bending her voice to a soft, low register, “and I shall depend on you as I as I do on Jeannette. I cannot say how relieved I am to finally be safe from that loathsome man, the mar—”




She cut her gaze over to January and then cast it down.




“Forgive me,” she whispered. “I say too much. Doctor January told me not to breathe a word of it, so I do not pull you into that…fiend’s spell.”




“Oh, you poor dear!”




“No, of course not!”




“Oh, sit, dear Arizay, do sit!”




It took every ounce of his strength not to burst out laughing, and glancing at his wife, saw she was just as amused. Oh, whatever century this young woman inhabited, she was a terror and a force with which to be reckoned. Lucy, he realized, would spit nails on learning she’d been left out of this farce.




There was plenty of daylight left in the sky—enough that no lamps were lit yet. The girls made Arizay their pet, for all that she outweighed any of them. Jeannette insisted that Arizay be given the bed next to hers—quite a daring offer, considering Arizay was still visibly sick. She’d started to sweat, and her skin was taking on a sallow undertone. 




“I think Mamzelle would do best with a rest,” he told them, “and a private dinner.”




The girls turned on him as if he’d suggested drowning a favorite kitten. After several high pitched protests, he held up his hands in surrender.




“Very well, very well,” he said, “but you must allow her to remain quiet, rest, and stay as cool as possible. I’ll go make her some tea.”




“And maybe a hamburger,”fn1 Arizay muttered wistfully.




The girls were too busy fussing over her to notice, but January caught it. Either Arizay had some exotic tastes in food, or the future’s cuisine was far more cosmopolitan.







While bringing a pot of fresh cinchona and willow bark teafn2, well sweetened, back to the house from the kitchen,fn3 January saw Lieutenant Shaw waiting for him.




“Lieutenant,” he greeted him.




“Maestro,” the policeman responded. “How’s your patient?”




“Much better than expected,” January replied. “She’s still ill, running a fever, and quite tired, but she’s sitting in the parlor, getting to know her cousin and the other girls.”




Noting Shaw’s cursory glance around the yard—and Shaw took in more with a cursory glance than most might with five years intensive study—January was very glad the girls’ fascinating garments were hanging in the kitchen to dry, out of the man’s sight. There’d be no easy explanation for those.




“Think she’ll be up to answering a few questions?” Shaw asked, slouching against the porch railing.




January nodded judiciously. “Provided you keep them to the point and don’t extend the interview. I’ll warn you though, she’s a rather fanciful girl. I can’t tell if she’s spinning tales to entertain the girls or if she really believes what she says.”




That should cover any slips Ari might make.




Shaw’s mouth bent in an amused smile. He scraped his shoes on the edge of the porch and held open the door into the bedroom so January didn’t have to juggle cup and teapot. The vast majority of French creole, white or colored, would die of apoplexy if an American asked to speak to a member of the household, and none of them would allow one to step foot inside their house. In fact, January’s mother and most of her cut-throat compatriots referred to Shaw as “that American animal”, due to his questionable hygiene on the best of days.




On entering the house, Shaw removed his hat and scratched at his verminous hair. What normally remained covered was a mousy, greasy brown. The ends, straggling and uncombed, were bleached blond as flax. When January led him to the parlor, Arizay was already staring at the doorway with disbelief and disgust. It only took a moment for him to realize that not only had Arizay heard them enter, but she’d smelled Shaw before she’d seen him.




Good heavens, what must it be like to live in a near-tropical city like New Orleans with that sense of smell? It was a wonder she wasn’t gagging all the time. She had definitely turned a little green.




“Mamzelle Fuentes?” Shaw asked, handling the Spanish surname as easily as he did French.




January saw the girl’s jaw clench, and she swallowed hard. Between the resurgence of her illness and Shaw’s odor, she was in distress.




“Señor,” she managed. She rolled her eyes—not in sarcasm, but like a panicked horse.




“It’s clear you’re feelin’ fair puny, Mamzelle,” he said, “so I’ll make this quick as I can. Are you aware of the man, Calhoun, killed in the alley between Ma’am Fournier’s boarding house and the cartwright?”




One of the girls passed Arizay a perfumed handkerchief, all while glaring at Shaw. Arizay pressed the square of linen under her nose like it was her only hope of salvation.




“Doctor January told me about it, sir,” she responded, her voice muffled. “I didn’t know about it until then.”




“Do you remember anything of that night?” he asked.




“Only some a—” She stopped herself with a delicate, completely faked cough. “Only a doctor with no business claiming the title. Not Doctor January. Doctor January knows what he’s doing.”




“I do agree with you, Mamzelle,” Shaw said. “Can you tell me anything about that other doctor?”




She held still, trying to marshal an answer that wouldn’t create more questions, but the fever was getting the better of her. “I hit him,” she admitted without looking up.




The girls gasped in shock. Shaw blinked and glanced over at January.




“She did,” he confirmed. “It was Doctor Ker, and I’m sure he’s still in a state of shock. I’m often surprised by how strong a delirious patient can be.”




“He had a knife,” Arizay complained. “Don’t I get to hit people if they try to use a knife on me?”




The girls goggled, but stayed silent this time.




“Mamzelle, you sound like a sensible and upstanding young lady,” Shaw assured her. “I doubt there’ll be any trouble over it. Mostly men as get knocked down by a lady’s fist know not to go lookin’ for any sympathy, seein’ as how they both had it comin’ and shoulda knowed better.”




“Okay.”fn4




January and Shaw traded another glance, and both men shrugged. She could have picked up a little of the Chocktaw language, but it was very unlike a young lady to use it in company.




“If you do ’member anything, Mamzelle, I’d sure appreciate it if you’d let the Maestro know so he can send me a note.”




She nodded, handkerchief still to her nose.




Shaw put his hat back on. “I’ll be going then.”




“Lieutenant?” Arizay managed.




“Yes, ma’am,” he answered, pausing.




“Are you in some sort of disguise?” she asked.




Now Shaw was nonplussed. “No, ma’am. On account o’ most of the policework in these parts bein’ straightforward. I’ve never had call to wear anything but my own things.”




His own things being a threadbare coat that left four inches of his wrists bare, a tattered calico shirt faded nearly white, and a pair of trousers that deserved a decent cremation. A tiny alarm bell began to ring in the back of January’s head.




“I’m going to write a letter to your boss and tell him you need a raise so you can afford some more clothes,” she said. “And a bath. There’s just no way you can do your job if the bad guys smell you coming.”




There was a moment of absolute silent stillness. The girls had eyes big as platters. Jeannette squeaked, then Rose moved in and broke the spell.




“Your fever must be up again, young lady. You need to lie down, and don’t give me any argument,” she ordered.




Feeling a hot scald of embarrassment spread across his face, January gave a brief thanks that his skin was so dark, the blush probably wouldn’t be seen. He turned to usher Shaw out, and was surprised to see the man suppressing a smile. When they reached the porch, Shaw took his hat off and slapped it against his knee, chuckling.




“No wonder that doctor’s still in a state of shock,” Shaw laughed. “Lordy, the look on your faces, Maestro. I do believe she really did haul off an’ hit Ker, and it’s a shame she wasn’t awake to do the same to whichever soul expedited Calhoun’s departure.”




“You haven’t taken offense?” January asked carefully. It had taken some time, but he’d actually grown to like the man, and he’d be hard put to manage his occasional inquiries and adventures if he couldn’t count on Shaw’s friendship.




“Naw,” Shaw said, grinning—the first time January had ever seen that expression on his face. “Not a Creole in this town would see me in their parlor, ‘ceptin’ yourself, Maestro, but every single one of them will smile to my face and give me the politest runaround short of a kind-hearted gal turnin’ down an ugly suitor. That’s a hellfire of a gal you got on your hands there, Maestro, and I’d take it as a personal favor if you’d get her well and keep her in one piece.”




With a nod, Shaw slouched off to the street and spat tobacco juice in the gutter.




May wonders never cease, January thought to himself. It wasn’t until some time later, when he realized that not all wonders were positive, that he came to regret that thought.




When he returned, Rose had conducted Arizay upstairs to bed, and he was swarmed by Odette, Claudine, and Jeannette, all of whom were desperate that he not be angry with Arizay for her faux pas. 




“She’s quite ill, Monsieur!” Jeannette insisted. “I’m sure she didn’t realize what she was saying.”




“And it was infamous of that American animal to insist on coming into the presence of a young lady, especially one so ill,” Odette declared.




“That ‘animal’,” January reminded her, more than a little annoyed, “has saved my life on more than one occasion and serves justice. You would do well to remember that.”




The girls all cast their eyes down and muttered apologies, though it was clear they still held a grudge against Shaw.




“And no, I am not angry with Mamzelle Fuentes. She is indeed ill and needs her rest. Perhaps the three of you could find something to occupy yourself with while Madame and I tend to her.”




“Yes, Monsieur,” they all answered, curtsying before returning to their seats, taking up notes on algebra, a half-read volume of Cervantes’ Don Quixote, and calculations on a ballista that could pierce steel plating. They were, after all, Rose’s students.




Upstairs, Rose was tucking Arizay into bed as Arizay sipped, then gulped her tea.




“Wow,” the girl remarked. “I really am tired. But make sure Lucy doesn’t leave for tonight’s patrol without me.”




“You need rest,” Rose told her. 




“Four hours sleep, and I’ll be fine,” Arizay told her. “Slayers are tough.”




Rose looked up when she heard Benjamin step into the attic dormitory.




“Lieutenant Shaw wasn’t—”




“He thought it was amusing,” January told his beloved wife. “He believes Mamzelle is a hellfire and asked that we take special care of her.”




Rose exhaled a sigh of relief, her shoulders relaxing. She still had the hesitant grace of a young crane or a fawn just finding its balance and probably always would.




“Why don’t you push him into a horse trough?” Arizay asked. “Hold him down and soap him up. He’d have to rinse. Everyone would be better off.”




January felt a spike of anger on his friend’s behalf. 




“Whatever else he is, Mademoiselle Fuentes, Lieutenant Shaw is a trusted friend. While some of his personal habits may leave something to be desired, for that matter, so do your own, young lady. Whatever your world may be, in this one, none of us—especially not myself or Madame Janvier—can afford to lose the friendship of a man who has risked his life on multiple occasions to protect me, my wife, my sister, and scores of innocent souls—black, colored, and white. Do not insult him again.”




To his surprise, Arizay flushed with shame and looked away. Rose kept her eyes on him, silent and worried.




“Lo siento, Señor Enero,” Ari said, softly. “Sometimes, I say stupid things. Lucy, she usually sees it coming and smacks me. I din’ mean to bag on your friend. I was just mad ’cause I don’t feel so good, and he really smelled bad. I know Loose an’ me, we’d be in serious trouble if you hadn’ta taken us in. I really do appreciate it.”




He relented. “I forgive you, Mamzelle. Just…in the future, if you find yourself about to say anything that might be taken as an insult, try to keep it to yourself. At the very least, save it for later. All right?”




Arizay nodded.




“Sleep,” Rose told her. “You’ll feel better in the morning.”




“In the night,” Ari corrected her. “I’ll be back up in four hours. You’ll see.”




January strongly doubted it, considering how much laudanum he’d added to her tea.







In the basement, Hannibal played cards with Lucy. They both looked up when January entered.




“How long did it take, and how bad was it?” Lucy asked.




“I beg your pardon?”




“Master Lucius,” Hannibal clarified, sticking to Lucy’s new identity, which was enforced by her trousers, shirt, suspenders, and muddy shoes, “and I have a bet concerning how long it would take Ari to offend someone of rank and how great the offense would rank.”




“A little over an hour,” January answered, “and it would have been a dueling offense if she’d been male and Lieutenant Shaw weren’t of such good humor.”




“Ha!” Lucy cried and pointed at Hannibal. “You owe me Vivaldi!”




Hannibal sighed and set aside his cards, then reached for his violin. “I don’t know whether to be delighted the la— lad has a taste for the old masters or discouraged that he is so very cut-throat at betting and gin rummy.”fn5




January was about to ask what gin rummy was but caught Hannibal’s twitch of warning.




“Can you believe he didn’t know how to play?” Lucy asked, incredulous. “I guess it’s because he spends so much time reading Greek, playing the violin, and forging documents. So, what did Ari do?”




Hannibal tuned his violin’s strings while January related the tale. Hannibal nearly broke a string on hearing Ari’s comment, but Lucy only smacked her forehead with her palm.




“Tell me you drugged her,” Lucy requested.




January raised his eyebrows.




“It’s the only way to keep her down long enough to really recover. She’d go on patrol half-dead if Xander or Popstar didn’t put their foot down. I figured we could do a general reconnaissance patrol tonight, if that’s okay with you. I need to get a lot more familiar with the territory.”




“You need a little more sleep yourself,” January told her.




“Oh, I’ll nap, sure,” Lucy answered. “Just as soon as Mr. Sefton pays his debt.




Which he did, by playing Vivaldi’s Spring, the Allegro movement. Lucy listened, sitting crosslegged and enraptured.







“Where can we get our hands on a good map?” Lucy asked him, peering up from the shadows where they stood.




Her eyesight was a hundredfold better than his, even though he took care to keep the brim of his cap down to shade his eyes from the lit windows and occasional streetlamps. 




He had admitted, hours earlier, that neither he nor anyone he knew owned an accurate map of the current streets of New Orleans—after all, anyone living in the city simply knew which streets lay in which directions within their daily circuit and had a decent idea of those streets outside that. Lucy had been flummoxed for a few minutes. Apparently, in her world, maps were not only easily attainable, but inexpensive and accurate down to the square meter.fn6 




“Land surveyors will have them, as will city hall, which must track who owns what property for tax purposes,” he told her, “but it’s no simple matter of just purchasing a map. Some of that information is jealously guarded.”




The girl—who made an entirely credible boy of eleven or twelve—pursed her lips in troubled thought.




“Well, it’s not just that Ari and I need to learn the streets. We need to be able to track where the vamps have been seen, where victims disappear, where their bodies show up, and also any locations where the vamps stay during the day. Where are the abandoned buildings vamps can use for nests? We need the details in order to get the big picture.”




He considered. Monsieur St. Chinian might well have some maps, but they were more likely to be of mythical Atlantis or Troy than of New Orleans. Surely, Lieutenant Shaw would have access to some, and just as surely, he’d never have bothered. The man had come of age in the Appalachian backwoods, where navigation was a matter of knowing each individual tree, creek, hill, and meadow. Maestro Mayerling would be able to plot out most of the French quarter, and his wife would certainly be able to label any of the homes. His sister, Olympe, would be able to describe the much less organized and catch-as-catch-can streets of the poor and working class free blacks and coloreds. His mother would know the status of every property holding and inheritance squabble of the entire French Creole population of New Orleans. Hannibal would know the arrangements of shacks, outhouses, whores’ cribs, and slop filled ditches called streets in the American quarter almost as well as Shaw.




The image in his mind of that particular group of people gathered around a table laid out with mapping vellum and ink very nearly caused him to lose his balance. Why, the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse would be less likely to cause chaos and destruction. He would have to tell Rose of that thought. He might even get her to giggle.




Lucy tugged on his sleeve.




“There,” she whispered, almost soundlessly. 




She didn’t point—something that told him she knew far more about remaining unseen than the average adult. Instead, he followed her gaze and saw a young woman of color, dressed in fancy but gaudy clothes. A prostitute, not a plaçee, but an expensive one, not a street walker. She was without a customer but escorted by a huge black slave, who walked two paces behind her.




“The woman or the man?” he asked her, barely aspirating his words. Lucy had explained that vampires had extraordinarily sharp hearing.




“The woman,” she answered. “But, I’ll bet you, if she isn’t planning to turn the man—and she’d be stupid not to—he’ll be dinner tonight.”




The night, for that matter, was more than half over. It simply hadn’t been safe for the two of them to move together while drunken Americans stumbled or rode through the streets. January hadn’t been able to explain to Lucy’s satisfaction why a man of color had no business escorting a boy through the streets at that late hour, that the very oddity of the two of them would attract attention, which was the last thing either wanted—Lucy because she needed to observe the vampires without being seen, and January because he didn’t want to be beaten to death for being uppity.




“She’s not from here,” January noted.




“Why’s that?” Lucy asked.




“She’s not wearing a tignon,” he told her. “It’s the law. Any slave woman, black woman, or woman of color must wear a headcloth in public.”




Lucy broke off staring at the prostitute to give him that expressive gaze he was getting used to, the one which said, quite clearly, ‘you people are insane, and I don’t understand, but I’ll go along with it’.




“She’s also out after curfew. A police officer could stop her for either of those offenses, arrest her, and take her to the Cabildo.”




Lucy exhaled, clearly aggravated. “Better not. I need to follow her, see where she goes. If I have to stop her from killing someone, then I’ll have to dust her, and we’ll have lost our lead.”




The fact that this tender hearted girl didn’t take offense at the thought of the woman being arrested told January two things: the woman they watched was far more dangerous than she looked, and Lucy didn’t consider her a woman. He touched his rosary again, and just to remind himself, put his hand in his jacket pocket for the bottle of holy water Lucy had insisted they get before they set out. 




He had felt extremely foolish for the first few hours, carrying the bottle in his pocket, until Lucy had pointed out the first vampire they’d seen that night. When he’d watched the skinny old man—clearly pure African—walk past a window and throw no reflection, his hair had stood on end. He no longer felt foolish at all. In fact, he began to wonder, theoretically, how much water a priest could bless at a time, and if it would do any good at all to soak his clothes in holy water before stepping out of his home at night.




And, of course, all he had to do was remember the face of the demon Lucy had dispatched only the previous night.




So, they followed this vampire—a prostitute with a slave of her own and no knowledge of local custom—as far as they could. Just as they’d followed the crabbed up old man two hours previously. When they’d come to a corner, Lucy had grabbed him by the back of his shirt and nearly pulled him off his feet to keep him from going around. With hand signals, she indicated that the man had stopped and was listening for pursuit. After a few moments, using January’s arm for balance, she’d pulled off her shoes and socks—one foot at a time—and climbed directly up the side of the stuccoed house, using her toes to find purchase. She disappeared onto the roof, silent as an owl, and returned only a minute later, reaching for her shoes and socks, then jumping back down to the street, landing as neatly as a dropped jack, her balance never wavering.




The old man had disappeared. Lucy was determined not to lose this one.




They followed, two streets back. They kept to the numerous shadows. Lucy knew a few tricks not even January had encountered—like walking on the wooden sidewalk planks only where they had been nailed down at the edges, to minimize creaking. They were getting closer to the docks—which was good in that there were far more people out, even at this hour, but bad because the two of them were more likely to be spotted as well.




“Any ideas where she might be going?” Lucy asked, her voice as ghostly as ever.




“There are any number of warehouses just behind the docks,” he told her. “For cargo. It would be an ideal hunting ground—easy hiding spots, people walking by.”




“How safe is it from direct sunlight?” she asked.




He glanced at her, confused for a moment. Then he remembered his folklore. Vampires could not abide sunlight.




“Most of the warehouses are built to be secure from weather and robbers,” he told her. “But few are well kept enough to be totally safe.”




The girl mused on this while they watched the prostitute saunter down the sidewalk to a large cross street just before the docks. There was enough noise from the docks that Lucy risked a whisper.




“To be safe during the day, she’ll need a room like a camera obscura—totally light-tight. And even with that guy to keep an eye on things, she’ll want something with security from people just wandering by.”




“It would take time to arrange,” he admitted. “She’d be far better off taking an unoccupied house.”




“So, this is probably a hunting ground,” Lucy said. “Any bodies found around here?”




“No,” he answered. “But, all she has to do is dump them in the river, especially when the tides going out. They’d never be seen again.”




They followed, again keeping far back and as deeply in the shadows as possible, until the woman turned onto the street along the docks. Lucy grimaced and began searching high and low for something.




“How are you at climbing?” she asked him.




“Oh, I can do it,” he answered. “If there’s reason enough.”




“We’ll do better if we can watch her from high up. She’s either hunting, or she’s exploring, like me. I need to get a closer view.”




They cut across an alley, with Lucy only whimpering a little bit about the sewage mixed mud and her shoes, and found the backside of a warehouse with a block and tackle on a beam just outside a second story loading bay.




“Perfect.”




Without waiting for a word from January, she scrambled up the brick exterior to the bay, found the rope to the block and lowered it to him.




“Mamzelle,” he called up in a throaty whisper, “I realize you’re quite strong, but—”




“Tie a loop,” she ordered him. “Put your foot in it, and hold on!”




As soon as he had, she put her own foot to the leverage bar on the floor and hauled him up, hand over hand, as effortlessly as if he were a picnic basket. A little dazed, he took her hand when she held it out to him and then pulled him in to the building. No wonder God had chosen such innocent looking maidens to be His warriors against demonkind. No creature in its right mind would ever suspect such a little thing as Lucy to be able to budge—let alone haul—a man six foot four inches tall and as broad across the shoulders as an ax handle.




They found their way to the roof, and Lucy spotted their quarry.




“We still need to keep our voices down,” she whispered. “If she’s an older vampire, she’ll keep an ear open for any conversation that doesn’t sound right.”




Her reference to age, he realized, had nothing to do with how old the vampire looked, but with how recently, the vampire had possessed the deceased.




“How old was the first one tonight?” he asked.




She shook her head. “I don’t know. Not a fledgling, at least. Willow did a statistical analysis of it once. Never mind Slayers. Most new vampires get themselves dusted either when they tick off their sire, get in a fight with another vampire or demon, or do something stupid, like forget when the sun rises. And that’s not counting when a master vampire is just churning out cannon fodder for some fight with another vampire or a Slayer. Nine out of ten fledglings don’t last six months. So, he’s older than that, and so is this one. But…neither is so old they’ve got permanent vampire features. That leaves a gap of a few hundred years.”




The vampire they watched didn’t seem to have a destination in mind. She left her slave sitting quietly beside one of the docks and strolled back and forth for a length of a quarter mile or so. January felt the eyestrain keeping track of her at night, at such a distance, in a crowd of people, even while she wore a bright green and yellow satin dress. Lucy didn’t seem to be at such a disadvantage. 




One thing he noticed almost immediately: most of the people on the dock didn’t see her. Or rather, they didn’t notice her. No one bumped into or jostled her. In fact, he noted, most of the deckhands, roustabouts, newly arrived keelboat pilots, steamboat captains, beggars, urchins, slaves, stevedores, and whores gave her at least two feet of berth—an uncannily large space for such a crowded area. None of them, though, appeared to be aware of it.




The woman Lucy had identified as a vampire, however, looked over individuals with a slight smile and tilt of her head. It was an attitude that struck a chord with January, but he couldn’t quite place it until…




“Oh, shit,” Lucy whispered. “She’s shopping.”




“What?”




“She’s not looking for dinner,” Lucy explained, her voice sinking to a bare whisper again. “She doesn’t look hungry, so she’s probably fed recently, dammit. No, she’s looking at merchandise.”




That was it. It was the look of a woman in a dress shop, considering which bolts of silk she liked best, which cut of sleeve would complement her shoulder best. It was a farmer with money in his pocket, considering which of the many tools in a mercantile store he might buy. It looked exactly like a prospective slave buyer inspecting the poor wretches for sale in the slave market. Only, the people around her didn’t realize they were the goods.




“She’s looking for people to turn,” Lucy whispered.




And, after a moment’s consideration, January spoke softly. “She’s only considering slaves and free blacks, not coloreds or whites.”




Stumped, Lucy looked over at him. “There’s got to be a reason. But why?”




“I’m not sure.”




When Lucy looked back, she went on point, like a dog scenting prey. “Oh, hell, she’s picked someone.”




It took January a few more moments—the length of time it took the vampire to reach her selection—to determine who it was. Another woman, dark complected, probably free.




“Describe her to me,” January instructed the girl. His eyes simply weren’t good enough to see detail at this distance with this little light. 




“About five foot four, really skinny. Female, and…age is hard to tell. Adult, past her early twenties. She’s missing teeth, and she’s got some really deep wrinkles, but that doesn’t mean she’s old, does it?”




“No,” he replied. “Just under-fed and has had one or more children. What about her tignon?”




How a woman wore her headcloth said as much about her as the rest of her clothing together.




“It’s some faded pattern, really old, but clean. She’s got it tucked up on the right side and folded over behind her ear, and she’s put a flower there—maybe a lily? I think…yeah, there’s a knot tied on the other side of her head, kind of up high.”




Poor, then, but with enough resources to keep at least a pot of flowers on a windowsill. Free from birth, might be able to read a little, if her parents could have afforded a tutor. Proud enough to stay clean and not prostitute herself.fn7




January could just see what looked like a conversation of only two or three exchanges, and the vampire took the woman’s hand and led her away.




“Oh, hell,” Lucy said. “Come on.”




And she ran, pell mell for the next roof. January was no wise as fleet as foot as she, and even though he counted himself capable of running quietly, he sounded like a lumbering elephant. The next building over had a flat roof five feet away and another five feet down. Lucy jumped it like a crack in the pavement, and January, knowing that she’d only have torn off in such a manner if a life was in danger, jumped as well.




And as soon as his feet left the brick wall of the last building, he knew he would land badly. He’d miscalculated, and he would strike the brick wall surrounding the roof on is knees, probably breaking one or both. He pulled his entire body together, bringing arms and feet forward, trying to learn over so he’d fall forward, knowing in that split second that he’d fail.




Lucy looked up, and moving faster than he could follow, put one foot on the lip of the roof, the other just on the inside of it, stretched, and caught him by his right wrist and left ankle. He thought he’d gauged her strength when she’d pulled him up. He’d been off by at least half. Gaining the last mite of his forward momentum, she used the lip of the wall as a fulcrum and herself as the lever and threw him over her head the way a man might swing a child.




He tucked his head, taking the impact on his shoulders, but his rescue didn’t stop there. Instead of releasing him, Lucy kept her grip firm, her nails gouging through the cuff of his jacket and biting into his boot. She took the energy of the throw and rolled with it, arcing over him and pulling him back to his feet before letting go and tumbling in a dizzy roll, which she ended by catching herself on both feet and a hand.




She looked up at him, grinning with delight. “You okay?”




He managed a breath. “I think…yes.”




And without an answer, she dashed toward the next building. That one, thank the Mother of God, abutted directly against the current one. When they reached the end of that one, Lucy’s smile had evaporated. They could look directly down into the alley the vampire had brought her victim, and victim the poor woman was. 




It was a parody of a lover’s kiss. The vampire’s mouth fixed to the woman’s throat while its arms held her still. The woman’s mouth was open, as if she were trying to scream but had no breath for it.




“Get down as fast as you can, and take care of her,” Lucy ordered him. “I’ll take care of the vamp.”




Had he not been scanning the clutter and trash on the rooftop for some way down, he would have gaped as Lucy stepped up to the edge of the roof, jumped, and somersaulted multiple times on her way down. Instead, January took precious moments to find a pile of stiff, weathered, hempen rope, knotted it around a drainage pipe that might have taken his weight the day it was cast, climbed over the edge of the roof with the rope wound around his arm, lowered himself down to his fingertips, and then let the rope take his weight.




To his astonishment, it broke when he was only two feet from the ground, giving him a jarring but safe landing. He turned, his hands on rosary and bottle of holy water. Lucy had clearly separated the vampire from its prey and was in the middle of herding it further back into the alley. It spat and hissed at her, but he could tell Lucy had already broken one of its arms clean through the humerus and its jaw on the left side.




He turned to the woman, who had crumpled to the ground and lay in a pool of blood. Gently, he lifted her, turning her toward him. She was dying. Her mouth worked, gasping, and she wept in terror, released from whatever spell the vampire had cast on her. Cradling her, January put his rosary in her hand, and she clutched it to her heart. With his other hand, he took out the bottle of holy water Lucy had insisted upon, and thumbed the cork out of the neck.




“Asperges me, Domine,” he said, and clumsily sprinkled the water on himself and her.




 “In nómine Patris, et Fílii, et Spíritus Sancti, extinguátur in te omnis virtus diáboli per impositiónem mánuum nostrárum, et per invocatiónem gloriósæ et sanctæ Dei Genitrícis Vírginis Maríæ, ejúsque ínclyti Sponsi Joseph, et ómnium sanctórum Angelórum, Archangelórum, Mártyrum, Confessórum, Vírginum, atque ómnium simul Sanctórum. Amen.” he recited.




She mouthed, “Amen.” 




He would have been surprised she managed that much, but he’d seen souls struggle even harder to hear the words of the Rite for the Administration of Extreme Unction.




He had no oil, so he tipped the bottle onto his thumb and inscribed the first cross on the woman’s eyes.




“Per istam sanctam Unctiónem, et suam piíssimam misericórdiam, indúlgeat tibi Dóminus quidquid per audítum deliquísti. Amen.” he continued, hurrying now. 




He annointed her ears. 




“Per istam sanctam Unctiónem, et suam piíssimam misericórdiam, indúlgeat tibi Dóminus quidquid per odorátum deliquísti. Amen.”




He annointed her nostrils. Behind him, there was a terrible snapping sound, followed by a crash.




“Per istam sanctam Unctiónem, et suam piíssimam misericórdiam, indúlgeat tibi Dóminus quidquid per odorátum deliquísti. Amen.”




The woman had stopped breathing, and her eyes were beginning to film over, but her soul was not yet departed, and he would not deprive her of what comfort he could give.




He annointed her lips.




“Per istam sanctam Unctiónem, et suam piíssimam misericórdiam, indúlgeat tibi Dóminus quidquid per gustum et locutiónem deliquísti. Amen.”




He felt her die, and he dipped his thumb in the holy water again and annointed her hands. Behind him, he heard Lucy cursing softly as she shoved something aside.




“Per istam sanctam Unctiónem, et suam piíssimam misericórdiam, indúlgeat tibi Dóminus quidquid per tactum deliquísti. Amen.”




It was permissible to omit annointing the feet, and in the circumstances—he could hear what he thought must have been a spar of wood tearing through fabric and once human flesh followed by a sigh like sand sliding across hot stone—he felt it would be wise.




“Kýrie eléson. Christe, eléison. Kýrie eléson,” he finished.




Lucy walked up behind him. She was limping. 




Lord have mercy on us. Christ have mercy on us. Lord have mercy on us, he prayed silently.




He took the rosary from the dead woman’s hand, tucked it into his belt, and closed her eyes.




“Doctor January,” Lucy called. Her voice sounded rough, like she had a cough. She must have taken a blow to the throat. “Is she all right? Do we need to take her to…I mean, can you help her? Is she going to be okay?”




He exhaled slowly. “She’s no longer in any danger, Lucy. If holy water, last rites, and the prayers of a mortal man are of any use at all, her soul is beyond any harm that demon could inflict.”




“She’s…she’s dead?” Lucy asked, disbelieving.




“Yes,” he told her, as gently as he could. “That…vampire tore open several of the great blood vessels in her neck. She died in my arms hearing the words the Church gave to comfort us in our last moments.”




He picked up the woman’s body, unwilling to leave it there as he’d left Calhoun’s. Getting to his feet, he instantly felt every joint and muscle in his body protest at the use they’d been put to in the last ten minutes. When he turned and met Lucy’s eyes, he could see that the fight had been a hard one.




There was a vivid bruise the size of a woman’s hand puffing up around her throat. Her lips was split, one eye was swollen shut, her knuckles were all skinned, and several were split. Her shirt—stout linen—was torn at the shoulder, and she kept her weight off her left foot. She’d still kept the presence of mind to loot the vampire’s body before staking it.




She stared up at January, lost and in a welter of pain that had nothing to do with her injuries.




“But…I was supposed to save her,” Lucy said. “I was supposed to get here in time and save her.”




“Mamzelle,” January said as kindly as he could, “from what you’ve told me, you saved her immortal soul, and that matters far more than her earthly body.”




She still stared at him, baffled, hurting. After hours of walking, then running, climbing, running, jumping, being tumbled like a die in a cup, and scraping down twenty feet of brick wall, every nerve in his body throbbed. He held a dead woman in his arms, one who hadn’t died of a fever or accident but clearly by violence. 




There were demons lose in his home, and they were killing both the innocent and the damned. It was suddenly clear to him that no matter this child’s physical strength or that of her friend’s, they were completely unprepared for the evil that stalked this city. And so, for that matter, was he.




This was no longer a farce of gender, color, age, or creed. Every human soul in New Orleans was at risk. Playing by the boundaries of society and culture was a luxury none of them could afford.




“Mamzelle, we’d best take this poor soul to the church. If there’s any chance of her body being possessed by another demon like you described, it’s least likely to happen on consecrated ground. Then, we’d better return home, and I’ll summon Lieutenant Shaw.”




And Maestro Mayerling. And Olympe. And Mamzelle Laveau. And whatever other allies he could bring to this battle.







fn1. According to Wiki, hamburgers (yes, from Hamburg, Germany) were known in Europe in the 1800s. Finely diced beef was a delicacy as early as the 1500s. In the 1700s, sailors from Hamburg, making port in Russian cities, discovered steak tartare and brought it home. From there, hamburger was usually more a mix of salted beef and other things, meant more to keep a long time than to tantalize the appetite. The New York restaurant Delmonico’s listed hamburger for the first time in 1826, but it’s extremely unlikely it would have made its way to New Orleans. Shortly after, patents were filed on meat grinders, which made ground beef much easier to obtain, but hamburgers aren’t much seen in the US until the 1880s or later. I suspect January heard of, or even ate hamburger while living in Paris, thus, his knowledge.




fn2. Willow bark contains acetylsalicylic acid, which was isolated in the late 1890s and marketed as a pain and fever reducer. The most famous version was Bayer’s Aspirin. Bayer lost the US trademark on the name, and aspirin is now a common noun. (Bayer also marketed heroin and cocaine. My, but times were different.)




fn3. Kitchens were almost always separate from the house in Colonial and post-Colonial times due to the frequency of kitchen fires. It sucked to have to rebuild your kitchen. It sucked much, much more to have to rebuild your entire home, or worse, die in a fire. 




fn4. Okay, or, OK has an interesting etymology. The earliest it’s ever been seen is March 1839 in a Boston newspaper. They had the droll habit of making acronyms out of common phrases, but purposefully misspelling it. OK supposedly stood for “oll korrect”. It became popular during the 1840 presidential election. It was picked up because it was unusually clear of meaning, neutral in sentiment, easy to read, and both the letters and sounds are present in nearly every European language. It was used mostly for marking items as correct or approved and didn’t make its way into conversation for another hundred years. The Chocktaw word “okeh” means “it is so”.




fn5. Gin rummy was introduced in 1909. There are dozens of other rummy games, most of them becoming popular in the late 1890s. The leading speculation is that they are descended from a Mexican card game which, in turn, is derived from the Chinese tile game, Mahjong. 




fn6. Maps—almost as bad as panties. While it’s true that Great Britain had mapped nearly all of its island with startling accuracy during ordnance surveys of the Napoleonic War (and I know there are readers who know more about this than me) and navigation maps were available for coastal sailors and merchants, inland maps were a hazardous, catch-as-catch-can affair. If the government didn’t commission maps for a specific purpose, then they were only done for commercial reasons, and most mapping under those circumstances were rather secretive affairs. There was no standard, no reliable publication, and no audience for street maps the way we know them today. Most people simply knew their neighborhood by memorization (the way taxicab drivers in London prove they possess The Knowledge), further out by reports from friends and family, and the wider world from descriptions found in books and newspapers.




fn7. I totally made up both the description of the tignon and the meaning January took from it, though I did try to keep it somewhat logical and consistent. These things I know are true: headcoverings were required by the Code Noir (the legal code handed down from Napoleonic France to its colonies and kept after the Louisiana Purchase), women who were required to wear headcoverings in public flouted the law not by disobeying it but by turning it into a contest of creativity, fashion, and beauty, tignon styles in fabric, pattern, wrapping, tying, and decorating varied by region, economic and social status, and individual tastes, and lastly, only one woman in New Orleans possessed the privilege of wearing a tignon tied with seven knots: the voodoo queen, Marie Laveau.





6. Digging for the Dirt



Author’s Notes: It’s been a rough several months. As I’ve dealt with a sick parent and my time, inclination, and focus for writing has dwindled, my output has all but evaporated. So, I’d like to thank all the readers who’ve been following this story and waiting patiently for updates. I promise more will come. Just not as quickly as I’d like, and isn’t that how it always goes?




“Her name was Eugenia Fitelet,” Olympe said. “She has a husband and three children. I am sure they are looking for her. I will put the word out to bring them here.”




She pulled a threadbare pall cloth over the woman’s slack, discolored face.




The woman January had given Last Rites to lay on a cloth covered table in a small alcove off the nave of the Mortuary Chapel of St. Anthony of Padua.fn1 The small chapel, built to house funerals for the yellow fever victims buried in the cemeteries behind the building, was a longer walk than the cathedral of St. Louis, but January knew the priest who lived in the rectory, knew the traffic in and out of the chapel would be light, and knew there would be privacy.




He tried not to think about how many bodies lay in white-washed sepulchers beyond the chapel and its rectory—victims of illness, victims of the undead, and perhaps the undead themselves.




The priest, Father Renaudi, had pulled the curtains to give them privacy. There was a bank of flickering candles, lit by supplicants, and two rows of benches. January stood beside his sister. Lieutenant Shaw and Marie Laveau stood at the body’s feet. Hannibal sat on the first bench, holding Lucy’s hand. Ari sat on the other side of her, an arm around her shoulder.




January had not sent the notes out until after dawn. He found he could not risk either some street urchin’s life or the lives of his family and friends by communicating with them before dawn. Lucy had been fairly sure no vampire would try the church, both from mortal superstitions retained after death and from the amount of holy symbols and holy water there. 




Olympe and Shaw had arrived almost simultaneously. Hannibal followed shortly after with Arizay. Baxter traveled on Arizay’s shoulder and immediately hopped into Lucy’s lap and snuggled against her. Laveau was there less than an hour after her note could have reached her. They were still waiting on Mayerling. With Ari supporting Lucy, and Hannibal clucking over her, the remainder of the adults had begun with a silent consensus.




Shaw examined the body first, then Lucy. He knelt in front of her and very gently took her hands, noting the state of her knuckles—red, abraded, and split open in two instances—then her throat, then her ankle, which January had wrapped with a cold compress to keep the swelling down.




“Well, now, miss,” Shaw had said, “ain’t often I see a boy of your age marked up like a prize fighter, let alone a girl.”




Lucy’s disguise had, of course, not fooled him for a moment.




“You killed this vampire thing while trying to protect the woman?” Shaw had asked.




“Yes, sir,” Lucy whispered. 




If she’d noticed or taken offense at Shaw’s personal odor, she kept it to herself. In fact, the child was so subdued, January worried she might have gone into shock. At his request, Father Renaudi had brought blankets to drape around her and a cup of watered wine to sip. 




The priest, of his own initiative, had brought in the aspergillum and sprinkled the corpse, January, Lucy, and each person to step into the small side chapel. He’d also placed communion wafers on the corpse’s eyes and one in its mouth. Then he had inscribed the cross in sacred oil on the body’s forehead, back of the hands, and feet. Father Renaudi was an older Franciscan priest—in his late forties—and newly assigned to this parish from one in Genoa. Either way, it was clear the priest was familiar with the folktales and legends of what January had thought to be pure myth until two days previously.




“And how did you kill this vampire?” Shaw asked Lucy.




While Shaw was officially investigating a number of mysterious deaths, there was no danger of him accusing little Lucy of any crime. After all, there was no vampire body to produce, and no jury—not even one made up of les blanquittes—would convict a girl of killing the woman who lay before them. But January did not doubt Shaw would question Lucy as closely as he would any victim or witness.




Lucy met his eyes steadily, blinking only occasionally. “She was much stronger and faster than the last one, sir, so the fight took longer. She grabbed me by the throat, which is when I broke her forearm. When she dropped me, I managed to break her knee, but she knocked me down, and I had to throw her off, and then punch through a board she tried to hit me with. She threw me against one of the walls, and I hit my head kind of hard. She grabbed me by my shirt. I had to rip it to get enough leverage to snap her neck.”




“Can you show me how you did that?” Shaw asked.




Lucy blinked twice while the question sank in.




“I was in front of her, so I didn’t have the best grip.”




She put one hand on Shaw’s chin, thumb on top, fingers underneath the jaw. With her other hand, she reached around and grabbed the hair at the crown of Shaw’s head. 




“Push back and up, and then a hard twist with a minimum of sixty pounds torque. Humans only take forty-four pounds of torque to break their necks, but vampires are tougher.”




Shaw held very still until Lucy released him.




“That didn’t kill her, though,” Lucy explained. “It would a person, but not a vampire. It gave me the chance to search her. I took these things.”




She dug into her pockets and pulled out the plunder she’d taken—jewelry, money, but also several scraps of paper, a pocketbook, a pencil stub, and hair pins. She handed them over to Shaw without a thought.




“Then I staked her,” she finished.




She took the wooden stake out of her sleeve and handed that to Shaw as well. He checked the tip of it, balanced it in his hand, and gave it back to her.




“Best you hold on to this, I think,” he told her.




He stood and stepped over to January. “You see any of this, Maestro?”




January shook his head. “I went straight to the woman here, and when I found her mortally wounded, I performed the offices of the Last Rites, as any layman may. However, I saw the vampire that Lucy identified, and when the fight was over, there was no vampire and no other body in the alley. I was close to the front of the alley. No one could have gotten past me without me seeing it.”




“And night before last,” Shaw inquired, his light gravelly voice mild as milk, “anything you care to revise about your statement concerning that?”




His previous story had clearly unraveled.




“As I told you, Mamzelle Fuentes was a patient at the charity hospital. Mamzelle Sinclair found me there. She was looking for her friend. While I carried Mamzelle Fuentes to my home, Mamzelle Sinclair encountered the vampire which had already killed Calhoun. She destroyed it. I don’t know if she saw Calhoun’s body. I found it when I went back to check the next morning.”




Shaw had removed his hat on entering the church, and now he scrubbed at his head.




“Maestro, if’n I didn’t know you and Madame Janvier so well, if’n we hadn’t faced some manner of death and dismay half a dozen times as brothers in arm, I’d be well disposed to think you’d gone lunatic on me. Sefton, himself, doesn’t tell half so good a yarn when he’s well and truly indisposed. But…”




And here, Shaw paused, regarding his hat as he turned it clockwise in his hands.




“I mentioned I was at the Capitol during Jackson’s inauguration, and what a sight all that was. There was a traveling show, with a menagerie, critters the like I’d never seen in person—lions and white bears and an elephant. Some I’d never even heard about—a thing built like God Himself had gotten fanciful with a deer, legs taller than a man, a neck that stretched so high it could have eaten dinner off a second floor dining room table. One of my cousins swore that no such creature existed, even though it stood right before him.”




He put his hat back on his head.




“I’d like to think I possess a few more brains than cousin Heggie, in that, when presented with something that clearly oughtn’t to be, I will revise my suspicions of Creation’s handiwork before I discredit its Maker. What you say, and what this young lady says, can’t be, but it’s the only damned thing that does explain all that’s been going on.”




Shaw sighed gustily.




“Believe me, Lieutenant,” January answered, “I find myself in the same predicament, minute by minute, and hour by hour.”




“Tweren’t a thing the police commissioner would accept in a report,” Shaw said. “An’ your girls, hellfires though they may be, surely aren’t prepared for the totality of this.”




January shook his head. Lucy still sat, neither moving nor speaking unless someone addressed her. Ari glanced up at him, worried.




“I think it would be best if we combined what resources we can, bring in those we trust, tell what can be believed to those as is in danger, and plan from there,” Shaw said.




January released a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. There was much he could do, with his network of contacts in the world of the free colored. He even had some reach into the far murkier world of slaves. He might, just might, be able to convince one or two French creole that there was a danger, but he’d never convince them of the nature or the need to take action. Shaw’s remark had removed half that worry. Creole society might abhor him as an uncivilized lout, but they understood he was the law’s man to his bones.




While they’d spoken, Olympe had made her own work around the corpse, outlining it with brick powder and sprinkling it with verbena water. As she worked, Marie Laveau turned to Lucy and knelt before her as Shaw had.




She took Lucy’s face in her hands. In comparison to the voodoo queen’s rich coppery skin and strong features of African, Indian, and European blood, Lucy looked pale as paper and fragile as a china doll.




“Mmm, he was no gentle rider, Samedi,” Laveau mused. “You still wear his marks. It takes a strong soul to bear up to him, when he chooses you as a mount.”




Lucy flinched, revulsion plain on her face.




“Oh, he’s not a demon, cherie,” Laveau told her, “but he’s no angel either. None of the loa are, and being ridden doesn’t leave you any dirtier or cleaner than you started. Just tired. You do this thing, what he asks, and you’ll have him in your debt, which is no small thing. And I will give you whatever aid I can.”




“My head hurts when I try to remember it,” Lucy admitted, still whispering.




“So, don’t you try to remember it,” the voodoo queen told her. “You got enough to worry you, p’tit. Don’t fret, either. You’re not alone, not you or your friend. The loa, they look out for you. They brought you to Monsieur Janvier. They haven’t left you.”




Lucy closed her eyes, and Marie smoothed her short hair back. The girl seemed to have fallen asleep while sitting up. She slumped over onto Ari’s shoulder, and the older girl put her arms around her friend.




“She needs sleep and comfort,” Laveau told them. “She’s a warrior hunting lions, but no one ever told her sometimes the lions get into the village before your can stop them.”




“Madame, you know about these things?” January asked.




“Some,” she conceded. Her expression, so open and compassionate with Lucy, slid back into its customary inscrutable state. “There are stories, you understand, both from the home of the loa and our people and from other lands as well. There is gossip, sometimes, which fits no human pattern. 




“I’ve no doubt these things—and others belike—do exist. New Orleans is a fairly inhospitable land to them, as even the poor here are missed eventually, and the rich do not move without a platoon of relations, servants, and slaves watching their every move. If, as the stories say, these things cannot abide sunlight, they are also at a disadvantage here.”




“You know ways of fightin’ these things?” Shaw asked, his tone of inquiry as purely professional as January had ever heard. Not even the queen of voodoo unnerved the man. Not even under these circumstances.




“Some. I know better how to protect others from them. This child and her friend were born with a mark of power on their souls, the mark of the Slayer. It is the Slayer that kills these things, destroys them utterly. I met a Slayer once when I was a child, and my understanding is that there is only ever one at a time. Two, I have never heard of.”




She caught January’s shift of expression.




“M’sieur?”




He sighed. “Odd as it may seem, Madame, there are some details of this business that I can’t share with you or Lieutenant Shaw. Suffice it to say, the girls are strangers in a strange land.”




Arizay looked significantly better, even in the flickering candlelight. Her color had returned to normal, and she moved with a sharp, strong energy that had been missing the previous day. Lucy, other than her shock and exhaustion, also looked better. The last of the orange cast to her skin had faded.




“It’s okay, Loose,” Ari whispered to her. “It’s okay. You remember what Buffy and Giles said, okay? Sometimes, they win a round. Sometimes, we lose someone. That’s why we keep fighting.”




“I should have been faster,” Lucy sniffled.




Ari made a sharp, rude noise. “Yeah, with that yellow fever shit Doctor January was talking about? And no idea of the terrain? And practically no one to split patrol with you?”




She glanced up at January. “No offense, señor. It’s just usually, it’s three or four of us and a heavily armed Watcher.”




“None taken,” January answered. He still felt like he’d been wrung out and beaten like a wet rag rug.




“You know,” Ari said to Lucy, “it’s weird, but it’s like we got our own Watcher now. Señor Enero, he’s a lot like Giles. Now these other people know, they gonna help us. Nobody wants vampires in their town.”




“Well, that’s true,” Lucy admitted. “Will you help us?”




“If’n we can,” Shaw said. “You need to tell us everything you can, though.”




Ari and Lucy exchanged a significant look.




“Understandin’ they’s some thing you may not be able to,” Shaw amended.




He stood, loose-jointed as a marionette and as unassuming as a milkmaid, but neither Arizay nor Lucy looked to be taken in by that.




“He’s kind of like Columbo, isn’t he?” Lucy asked Ari, whispering.




“Except, I don’t think Columbo carried two Kentucky long rifles, a skinning knife, a Bowie knife, two pistols, and hold out knives in both boots, the small of his back and under his left arm,” Ari said. “Other than that, yeah.”




January managed to look just in time to see Shaw jerk in surprise.




“Fu—” Shaw stopped himself, cleared his throat. “Pardon me, Mamzelle Fuentes. I don’t recall as I’s ever had a soul spot each individual item on me without a certain amount of duress bein’ applied to me.”




“It’s the way your coat hangs,” Ari told him, “and the wear marks on your boots and trouser legs, the worn spot on your sleeve, and a couple of guesses. But seriously, you need some new clothes. Get them tailored so your hardware doesn’t show.”




“If we could return to the matter at hand,” Hannibal gently reminded them. “And, by the by, Lieutenant, do not find yourself cutting a deck of cards with either of these juvenile cut-throats. They’ll do more financial damage than the upcoming nationalization of the banking system.”




“Much obliged,” Shaw said, nodding. “Ladies?”




“Okay.” Lucy inhaled. “Vampires. Undead. I don’t think Madame Filaret is in any danger. In order to become a vampire, they have to drink your blood and then, you have to drink theirs. Traditionally, it takes three days for the transformation to take place, but depending on the sire—that is, the vampire that starts it—it might be one night. It might even be immediate. Some master vampires are really, really strong. Usually, the older they get, the stronger they are.”




“How many vampires are we talking about?” Shaw asked.




“Multitudes,” a new voice answered, entering the chapel.




Maestro Augustus Mayerling was a tall, spare, wiry man—as full of spine and spring as any of the rapiers he fought with. He was far from handsome, with a beaky nose and gaunt features crossed with dueling scars. He kept his graying blond hair cropped close, dressed in a somewhat old fashioned, formal Prussian manner, spoke French with a clipped, precise accent, and took in the entire scene with the same absorption of detail that Shaw had, but none of the camouflaged nonchalance of the lieutenant. 




He was the owner and only teacher in New Orleans’ most prestigious academy d’armes. During his ten or so years in New Orleans, Mayerling had fought tens of thousands of bouts for teaching, for testing, and for the sheer joy of pitting himself against an opponent. But in his own time in New Orleans, January had heard of only three true duels Mayerling had fought. He had killed his opponents in less than fifteen seconds each, with such detached, clinical objectivity, that his mere interest in a matter of honor was enough to send lesser men running for the hills.




“The Germanies,” he said, “you understand, are infested with such things. The peasantry have the wits and will to keep them in check where they can, but all too often, a master vampire will chose a member of the aristocracy to turn. In doing so, they net not only the money necessary to secure physical safety during the day, but the influence and prestige which allows them to hunt without constraint.”




“He’s right.” Lucy nudged Ari. “Remember how it wasn’t until Spike and Drusilla got Prague so stirred up that the whole of central Europe went on vampire hunts?”




Mayerling raised two finely drawn white eyebrows at the girls.




“What you are seeing,” Mayerling continued, “and what I have been hearing inklings from my students, are only the disobedient fledglings of a master vampire. Any master worthy of the state of living death would keep a tight rein on all its children until it was ready to strike. A year ago, there may have been a handful of vampires in New Orleans, but they were rats. This is something far larger and far worse.”




Every soul in the chapel stared at him. January was about to phrase a question, when Ari made a sound of pure astonishment.




“You were a Slayer?” she gasped.




Mayerling gave her a precise bow of ten degrees and clicked his heels together.




“But you’re—”




“Not dead!” Lucy spoke over her. “He’s not dead!”fn2




Ari looked like she was about to say something, but looked at Lucy, then at Mayerling, then back at Lucy, befuddled. She blinked. Lucy nodded at her.




“He’s not dead, and you don’t stop being a Slayer until you die, right? Usually, I mean.”




“Uh,” Ari managed. “Yeah. That’s it. That’s…how come you’re not dead?” 




“It was Sorores in Mortuis,” Lucy said. “Wasn’t it?”




Mayerling gave her a genuine, though slight, smile. “Clever girl. Indeed. There came a time when I would have died in the commission of my duties. Did indeed die, you might say. The agents of Sorores in Mortuis made it possible for me to emerge from my destined role into this mortal life.” 




“An’ these Slayers,” Shaw asked, “bein’ possessed of strength and speed beyond a mortal man’s, does that explain—”




Mayerling gave him a very firm shake of the head. “Never think so, Lieutenant. While my training as a Slayer certainly included the more tradition forms of combat by arms, a sword through the heart will no more kill a vampire than it will a tree. No, once freed of my obligation, I was also deprived of its birthright. I bear no more strength or speed than any other mortal who has committed himself to the art and science of honorable combat.”




January glanced at both Laveau and Olympe, wondering if they’d picked up on what Lucy had so desperately tried to cover. If Laveau had met a Slayer and knew enough about them to understand that only one was called to her role at a time, she would guess Mayerling’s secret.




Laveau only watched with heavy lidded interest, betraying neither surprise nor unexpected focus. Of course, it was entirely possible that she already knew. It would be the heart of foolishness to assume there was a secret in this town Marie Laveau was not privy to.




Lucy and Arizay looked over the adults gathered around them. Hannibal—gentle, wisest, and most vulnerable to human foible; Shaw—a hardened lawman with the guile of a life in the backwoods of Appalachia; January—a man of two and more worlds, medicine, music, faith, years in France knowing the freedom few men of color ever experienced, returned to his tropical home and the injustices peculiar to it; Laveau—a name even the two girls had recognized and gone wide-eyed at, nearly two centuries later; and Olympe—a voodooienne in her own right, mother, sister, free woman of color, and one who normally had little use for even the children of les blanquittes.




“Watcher, hell,” Arizay muttered. “We’ve got our own damn council.”




Lucy sat, petting her rabbit, who blinked sleepily, as if all talk of vampires or a woman slaughtered like a head of livestock had nothing to do with it, embodiment of Divine Retribution or not. Lucy’s eyes flickered back and forth, as if she were reading a book. It was the most animation she’d shown since the fight. She was clearly chewing over something.




“What is it, child?” Mayerling asked, curt but not unkind.




“Where’s the master vampire from?” Lucy asked, frustrated over a knotty problem she could not untangle. “If it’s an American—”




“No,” January said, shaking his head. “Any American entering town with enough money to secure property and slaves enough to make preying—”




“Hunting,” Mayerling corrected him.




“Hunting possible would have been noticed by both the American and the creole societies, even if the creole societies only took notice in order to snub him.”




“It might be a woman,” Marie Laveau said, raising her eyebrows.




“All the more reason ’twould call attention to itself,” Shaw answered. “Lady of wealth and station can’t enter this place without presenting herself to each and every family, and a lady of wealth and no station would need all the more money for agents to purchase her necessaries.”




“I would have heard of it,” Olympe said. “And if not me, then Madame Laveau.”




“One of the old money families?” Arizay asked.




January shook his head again. “No member of a creole family goes unaccounted for more than an afternoon. Less, if the family member is a woman, especially if she’s unmarried. The only ones with much freedom are the young, unmarried men. There’s an expectation that they will take a year or more to amuse themselves before settling down to marriage.”




“And I end up dragging half of them out of gutters before they drown in them,” Mayerling said, contempt and exasperation for his rich, feckless students written on his face.




Lucy was still thinking hard. “Monsieur Janvier,” she started uncertainly.




“Go ahead, Mamzelle.”




She bit her lip, looking around at the adults and unsure of her place. Unlike Arizay who simply assumed she was anyone and everyone’s equal unless proven otherwise, Lucy seemed to wait for a sign of acceptance. For all of the hints that Lucy’s family was far wealthier than Arizay’s, she suffered a poverty of confidence.




“Well, Madame Janvier said that sometimes a slave owner, a white man, will free a slave woman he…he likes and…sort of set her up like she’s his wife, but not quite.”




Ari rolled her eyes. “His little somethin’ somethin’ on the side?”




“They’re called plaçees,” January told her. “It means, well, a woman under contract. The contract is her guarantee from her protector that he will provide her with a home and support while they are together, and should they part, a certain sum and perhaps an annuity as well as ownership of whatever he’s given her previously.”




Lucy had that expression of utter bafflement while Ari watched with cynical derision.




“Why?” Lucy asked. “I mean, if a guy wants to screw around on his wife, why not just go to a prostitute or have an affair? It’s what half the guys who dated my mom were doing.”




Even Shaw was set off-balance by her matter of fact reference to her mother as a woman of low character.




“They are concubines,” Mayerling explained. “In the Biblical sense. Men of power and wealth may avail themselves of whatever pleasures they may—taking slave women against their will, visiting brothels, and perhaps arranging assignations with women in their social circles—though that is a dangerous affair apt to end in blood shed by either the man or the woman’s husband. Sooner or later, though, the majority wish to avail themselves of the comfort of a woman’s adoration and care. Some may not find it with their wives. Some may and yet still crave it in the arms of another woman.”




“Men suck,” Ari concluded.




“Not all of them,” Lucy muttered. “It’s just that…so far all the vampires have been either black or colored, slave or free and poor, so I don’t think the vampire is white, because…Monsieur Janvier, do the plaçees have a choice in taking the contract?”




“The second and later generations do,” he told her. 




“Our mother,” Olympe Corbier added, “was told she and her children were sold to Monsieur Saint Janvier, who then told her he was freeing her, giving her a house, and setting her up in plaçage. She cut cane before; you can be sure she said yes.”




It was the kindest thing Ben had ever heard his sister say in reference to their mother.




“But that’s not really a choice,” Lucy said.




“Sure it is,” Ari answered, snorting. “A few years of closing your eyes while some stinky old guy paws you. It’s not even every night. You get a house, nice clothes, good food, and your kids are safe. Or you could go find a job walking the streets and hope you don’t get beat up by your john or your pimp.”




“No, that’s not it,” Lucy said, frowning in frustration. “I think the vampire’s probably black or colored, but they have to have money. And…”




“It could be the child of a plaçee,” January said. 




She continued to frown, but now it was with a desperately unhappy twist, like she couldn’t stand the picture she saw before her.




“What, child?” Laveau asked.




She looked up at the Queen of Voodoo, seeing the same answer in her eyes. 




“You’re a vampire master, and you’re colored or black or whatever, but you’re not white. The white people are the ones who bought and sold your mother, maybe killed your father, and they’re still doing it. Maybe you’ve got enough money to buy an old house and board it up. You’ve been around, so you’re strong enough to start turning new recruits, and none of them are white. They’re slaves. Or, if they’re free colored, they’re as poor as slaves. And you’re making a lot of them.”




Beside him, Shaw let out a low, slow blasphemous whisper. Even Hannibal looked worried.




“I don’t know all my dates,” Lucy said, “but I know there were slave revolts. The only one that succeeded was in Haiti, and it’s still the poorest country in the Western hemisphere because none of the other countries would do any business with it after the revolt.”




“Was that the one,” Ari started.




“When the revolution began,” January answered her, “thousands of white and free coloreds fled to Louisiana. After Dessalines crowned himself emperor, he ordered the execution of any whites who would not surrender their lands. Thousands were slaughtered. His secretary said the Haitian constitution should be written on parchment made of a white man’s skin, his skull the inkwell, and his blood for ink.”fn3




“Dessalines was a field hand,” Hannibal pointed out, “and suffered far more abuse than the child of a plaçee would.”




“That didn’t stop Helier’s hatred,” January pointed out, referring to a the grown son of a plaçee who’d helped kidnappers steal free men and women into slavery. “His hatred may have run in one direction. It wouldn’t take much to send it in another.”




“Especially if you have the power to hurt the ones you really blame,” Lucy said, her eyes cast down.




“You think this vampire—man or woman—is going to create a slave revolt in New Orleans?” Olympe asked.




“Worse than that,” Ari said. “Vampires make slaves every time they turn a new vamp. They’ll kill off les blanquittes—maybe turn enough of the weaklings to keep the money in the system—and then they’ll run the town. It’ll be worse than regular slavery, because at least the white people don’t eat your kids if you look like you’re getting uppity.”




“You’re dealing with two creatures, then,” Mayerling said. “One is most certainly a vampire and hates the slave owners and all whites. The other is perhaps a vampire, but certainly holds the wealth and the power over the first and sees this as the opportunity to extend their power over an entire metropolis.”




“You’re looking for a plaçee and her grown child, probably a man,” Marie Laveau said. “And they’re old.”




“They’ve waited a long time,” Shaw said, sounding as though the realization of what they fought was as exhausting as the fight itself.




“Many have waited longer,” Olympe said, giving him an even, unfriendly stare.




“The last Slayer I knew of was in Havana,” Mayerling said. “She died perhaps two years ago. Whoever took up her mantle, I don’t believe it was in the New World. That may have been what triggered this.”




“We are in so much trouble,” Lucy whispered.




“Oh, stop being so dramatic,” Ari chided her. “Buffy handled The Master when she was our age, and she didn’t have a voodoo queen or the loa on her side.”




“Right, because the loa always do what you expect,” Lucy said. “We’re screwed.”




“ ‘God’s will,’ ” Hannibal quoted mildly, “ ‘I pray thee, wish not one more man. He that outlives this day and comes safe home will stand a tip-toe when that day is named.’ ”fn4




“You know, he ended up dying of dysentery,” Lucy said reproachfully.




“How long’s this pair been plotting, d’you think?” Shaw asked.




There was a moment as they considered it.




“Plaçees don’t simply disappear,” Olympe said. “Nor their children—unless they’re light enough to pass, and then they move away and never return.”




“At least thirty years,” Laveau said. “Even in the epidemics, there would have have been a body to bury and a service or gossip about a missing body.”




January covered his eyes with one hand and exhaled, his breath and strength leaving him as he realized what he would have to do. He would almost rather have had to search the bayous and levees all the way to Jefferson Parish to find the vampire responsible and fight it bare handed than this.




“Maestro?” Shaw asked.




He took a deep breath and lowered his hand. The girls were watching him with concern. Hannibal managed to keep his lips from twitching into a smile, for he had certainly put together the idea of reviewing thirty years of the voluminous gossip of the demimonde with the one person—beyond and perhaps even above Marie Laveau—who kept every scrap of family scandal, movement, twitch, purchase, and spat at her finely manicured fingertips.




“Maestro Mayerling, would you be so kind as to take Mamzelle Lucy under your care for the remainder of the day?” January asked.




“Certainly,” Mayerling agreed. They had worked together on more than one occasion, and like Hannibal, Mayerling saw little sense in judging a man’s value by the color of his skin. As he was also, apparently, a former Slayer, Lucy would be the safer and perhaps the happier in his care.




“Lieutenant, Olympe, Madame Laveau,” January continued. “If you would be so kind as to check with any and all contacts you may have for any information regarding what might amount to a place a vampire might recently have taken as a sanctuary—someplace unoccupied, someplace which can be made proof to light yet still allow access—”




“If it’s a master with a few years and any style,” Arizay added, “it’ll be a place they can claim as they’re own. They won’t squat in someone’s house while they’re out of town.”




January nodded. “As well as any places which perhaps have been out of social commerce for the time period but not left to fall into ruin.”




Such a place would stand out like a sore thumb in New Orleans which, cosmopolitan as any city in the New World, was still small enough that everyone knew everyone else’s business, even if they didn’t know one another directly.




“And you, Monsieur?” Mayerling asked.




January sighed again, wishing this particular cup would pass from his lips. He’d have to go with very little warning, which meant recriminations, which meant the only way he would get any information from her would be to bring a social marvel she could then disseminate to all her friends—which meant bringing Arizay. 




“I will be visiting my mother,” he stated. “Mamzelle Arizay, would you do the honor of accompanying me?”




“You want me to bring a claymore?” Ari asked. “ ’Cause you don’t look so thrilled to be seeing su sanctissima madre.”




“No weapon would make a difference,” January answered. “And no matter how skilled a fighter you are, Mamzelle, don’t cross swords with her. She can slaughter, gut, skin, butcher, dress, joint, and cook a rival’s reputation and will to live before her tea cools and do it just with words. She does, however, know every particular about every soul who’s ever drawn breath in a fifty mile radius, and she’ll be able to tell us who we are facing.”




Arizay considered him for a long moment.




“I’m going to have to wear a dress, aren’t I?” she asked. She was wearing one currently, only, January was certain, because Rose wouldn’t have let her leave the house in pants.




“Yes, and you’re going to have to be on your best behavior,” he told her. “Or rather, Lucy’s best behavior. And follow my lead.”




Arizay made a disgusted noise. “The things I do so I can stake some vamps.”




“Perhaps we should make plans to meet at my salon before night falls,” Mayerling suggested. “My students have not returned yet, so there will be ample privacy.”




The others agreed.




“Let me attend to Mamzelle Lucy’s injuries again before we leave,” January said.




“Hey, Baxter,” Ari called to the rabbit, “you wanna join us at La Casa de Madre Mismo Medio?”




I would be delighted.




January glanced at the others and saw that Olympe and Shaw treated Arizay speaking to her pet rabbit as a mere foible in a sea of troubles. Madame Laveau, though, had glanced, blinked, and then stared at the rabbit. After a moment, she gave herself the tiniest shake, settling back into her customary repose of sang froid.




Well, January thought to himself, as she communes regularly with the loa, she was probably the best prepared of any of them to face the incarnation of Divine Retribution in the form of a sleepy rabbit.







“Really, Benjamin, you could have sent a note round yesterday,” Livia Janvier Levesque told him as she allowed him to kiss her on the cheek.




Livia Levesque, just past sixty years old, was still slender as a maiden, and her latte colored skin was smooth and glowing with the care only a woman of wealth and leisure could spare. She wore a becoming gown of deep pink organdy with a matching tignon, pearls around her neck, and several rings of elegant wealth. She was not the wealthiest retired plaçee in New Orleans, but her cut-throat business sense and acumen put her in the running, and none of the others could compete with her in beauty, poise, or style.




She was at her rooms in a Mandeville hotel, on the other side of Lake Pontchartrain. It had taken the entire morning to get there. First, he and Arizay had to return home so he could bathe quickly and change into appropriate clothes. Then they’d made their way to the summer homes of New Orleans new and old rich, first by streetcar, then a closed carriage secured by Arizay’s winning smile and a very large bribe, as no person of color, free or otherwise, was legally allowed to ride inside a cab. There was such a large population of plaçees and their families out here to escape the stink and disease of New Orleans in the summer that so long as one was discreet and paid well, it could be done. January had been extremely thankful for the chance to nap, however lightly, while Arizay kept watch.




“I’m sorry, Mama,” he told her. “I was overwhelmed with settling our new student. I thought you would like to meet her.”




Arizay stood next to and a little behind him, a parasol in her lace mitted hands, her dress laced, ruffled, pleated, and starched to perfection. She had kept up a running, muttered commentary just under her breath during the rides and the final walk, not quite loud enough for him to catch what he was sure would be a catalog of curses to do a muleskinner proud. Now, she was demure and sweet-faced. He feared the worst.




“Well,” Livia sniffed, “and not before time either. Considering the talk I’ve heard and no news from you on the matter? It was quite thoughtless of you.”




There was, he knew and had long ago resigned himself to, no winning an argument with his mother. If confronted with a truth she found distasteful, she simply shifted the battlegrounds to a better prospect. It went better if he agreed with her.




“Mother, may I present Señorita Arizay Fuentes, the cousin of Jeannette Dubois. Mamzelle Arizay, this is my mother, Madame Livia Levesque.”




Arizay gave another curtsy fit for a court, which earned an interested raise of the eyebrow from Livia.




“Señor,” Arizay said to him in a chiding voice, “you are teasing me. This can’t be your mother. She looks younger than you.”




And as easy as that, Arizay was welcomed into the Levesque home while Benjamin stood to the side shaking his head in disbelief.




Tea was served, and Arizay ate and sipped like a bird, if only for fear of spilling something on her dress. Baxter was presented and promptly ignored. He curled up on the edge of Arizay’s hem and only opened his eyes or twitched his ears when one of Les Madames, the butter colored cats his mother kept, crept close. 




“You are never Jeannette Dubois’ cousin,” Livia told her, drily. “That family hasn’t enough brains to fill a pinbox.”




“Mother—”




“Hush, Benjamin. And your eyes have a completely different cast, attractive rather than bulging.”




Arizay looked up from the Limoges teacup she stirred with a small silver spoon. She hid the smallest smile and lifted a shoulder in a coy shrug.




“I was raised, Señora, never to contradict my mother’s opinion on such matters,” Arizay said. “I am told that I resemble my father’s side of the family much more strongly than hers.”




“And you were raised where again?”




“Los Angeles, Señora, at least until Papa saw fit to move us to the United States and then send me here for schooling.”




Livia gave January a hard, sour look, as if accusing him of bringing someone whose bona fides she could not establish out of hand. 




“Your father?”




“Oh, Papa owns a portion of Rancho Los Cierros, but his cousin—Ernesto Delgado—had already gone East to Philadelphia, married quite well, and had a hand in fur commodities.”




Arizay and Benjamin had worked out the story on the walk over, and Arizay assured him she would keep any embroideries short and memorable, so that she couldn’t be tripped up later.




“When Tio Ernesto got himself killed in that idiotic duel, Papa decided to use his interest in the business to take charge. Los Angeles, he said, was too backcountry. He wanted schooling for my brothers and myself. Personally, I think he wants us out of the way while he strips the flesh off the bones of that company and buys his way into better society. Since I’m as tired of the smell of cattle and vaqueros as he is, I can’t blame him.”




Jamuary closed his eyes and prayed.




“Does your father make a habit of such business practices?” Livia asked, in a disinterested voice. “Cake?”




“Thank you, Señora, but I must watch my figure. And it’s been my experience that Papa would sell the Pope to the Comanches if he thought he could make a profit. Half the reason I’m here instead of a finishing school in Philadelphia is because I overheard one too many conversations and asked a few too many questions. Dios, Señora, I’m lucky I wasn’t sent to a convent in Toledo with just enough of a bribe for the mother superior to keep me on my knees in front of an altar for the rest of my natural life. I think he’s still hoping to marry me off to his advantage.”




“Shocking,” Livia noted. “One of the Tulares boys did the same with his two youngest daughters. I could hardly blame him on the youngest—ugly as sour milk and crook-backed to boot—but the other was pretty enough and could have served if he’d dowered her decently. You’ll remember her, Ben. You taught her for a few months before you left for Paris.”




It had been three years, and that sweet-faced girl and her prettier sister had been terrified of their father and relieved to be given a haven where they could follow their vocations. Both had written to him while he was in Paris, before Ayasha’s death.




Yet, while Arizay spun tales of parent, siblings, cousins, distant relatives by marriage, and tangled family alliances he could barely track and knew she could not have been making up on the spot, his mother answered scandal for scandal and machination for machination until the two of them had the measure of each other. 




His mother, he knew, would live off this store of gossip for at least three months—or until someone with ties to Philadelphia disproved all of Arizay’s inventions—and was satisfied that Arizay was neither an opponent nor a bore. She approved of Arizay’s plan to find a pliable man of good fortune to marry and use him and his connections to blackmail her father for the sheer fun and contentment of dealing him as he had dealt her. She even made a few suggestions, just as Arizay hinted at possible business secrets to take advantage of.




It still took nearly an hour to bring Livia around to the subject they needed information on. Bella, her slave, brought fresh tea and lemonade, and closed the jalousies over the southern windows to keep the sun out and opened those on the western side to catch the breeze off the lake.




“Well,” Livia said, “there’s none to match those cousins of your sister’s fat custard of a protector. I’ve heard it said Duquay’s slaves actually killed him and his sons and run the plantation like an African village. No one’s been on that property in over twenty years. Not since Duquay’s wife killed herself.”




“Minou tells me they’re merely quite eccentric,” January assured her.




“As if Henri would share the truth with her,” Livia sniffed. “He’s terrified of that mother of his, for all that she looks like a particularly poorly bred sheep.”




“And do any of the plaçees ever manage such a feat?” Arizay asked, her eyes sparkling with malicious gossip.




Livia dismissed it with a flick of her right hand. “None of the French creole here would be so tasteless as to take a plaçee to their plantation, even if their wife had died. I suppose some of the country men might have, if they’d no children by their wife…”




“Whatever became of that property dispute between the Havelards and the Dufresnes?” January asked, hoping the juxtaposition of topics might spark something.




“Oh, that slut of an aunt put a claim in for her child, muddying the court case even further,” Livia informed him. “Not that anyone seriously believes the boy was actually sired by Guy Dufresne, a pale and spunkless excuse for a creole if I’ve ever seen one. And what’s to be had of it? The land’s so subdivided and leased out there’s no way to bring it under one hand, and it’ll never find good use again. The house has been shut up for more years than I care to think about, and none of the slaves will go near it, not even on threat of a beating, lazy beasts.”




Not if her life depended on it would Livia Janvier Levesque ever admit that she had once been a field hand herself and would have spent her life at it if she hadn’t been purchased and freed by St. Denis Janvier when Benjamin was only six years old.




“I suppose you can’t blame them,” she continued, “after the stories that came out of that place before Guy Dufresne died. Apoplexy, they said. I should think so, if any of it was true.”




January searched his memory for that story but couldn’t find it. That should have been a warning sign. Any gossip was grist for the mill in New Orleans society. Adultery, children who bore no resemblance to their father but a striking one to a former suitor, duels, affairs—they were all the daily bread and butter of social intercourse in his mother’s circle.




“Ghosts?” Arizay asked, feigning delight.




“If there are, I wouldn’t be surprised. I’d have thought the child long dead if it weren’t for the suit Vivienne Dufresne filed two years ago at the start of the roulaison.fn5 Clever that. Guy’s brothers couldn’t leave the plantation to file countersuits in time.”




“What happened?” Benjamin asked.




For the first time, Livia hesitated, glancing at Arizay, gauging her capacity for scandal. Arizay gave her a cool gaze of interest and the smile of a jade. 




“The house has been unoccupied since Guy’s death and the fight over the inheritance,” Livia said, clipping her words. “His brothers claim the boy is no blood of the Dufresne family and refused to surrender a franc to Vivienne in her widowhood. Shortly after the boy’s birth, Guy had one of the slaves, a quadroon house slave of good value, whipped nearly to death, gelded him, gutted him, hanged him, and then had him burned alive for good measure. He made his wife watch the entire scene without a word of explanation.”




Arizay’s composure evaporated. “Holy sh— Mierda santa! You mean…”




“I understand the boy—she named him Etienne—was quite light skinned and resembled his mother. There was no conclusion to draw. Vivienne had squirreled away a tidy sum of money and retained control of her dowry—the house itself—but no decent society would have her. I’d have thought she’d depart for friendlier shores, but apparently, she’s determined to make the Dufresnes pay for the value of her slave.”




Benjamin took a deep breath, reordering Lucy’s hypothesis in his head. A plaçee and child would have been more likely, certainly. A white woman with a child by a slave? It was virtually unheard of in this land, where a man’s honor was dependent on his wife’s virtue. More than one man had killed his wife to show that his honor was unstained, even if it meant being hanged a few months later. And the child had survived? To adulthood? The only instances he’d ever heard even breathed had happened if the woman had enough money to flee to Europe and send her child to a boarding school as soon as it was weaned.




To remain here, with a child of not just dubious, but irredeemable, parentage should have been impossible, short of the woman being completely disowned and left to fend for herself in the gutters of New Orleans. What hold did she have over her dead husband’s brothers and other family?




It made a terrible sort of sense. If Vivienne had cared at all for the man who’d fathered her child, she could have taught her son to hate the men who’d killed him. It wasn’t impossible. The bond between owner and slave could be twisted into vile cruelty, or it might find another tie between two souls.




It took another twenty minutes of commonplaces before he could make his excuses. Arizay was a little pale under her banter, and not just because all the tea she’d drank had caught up with her. As they were gathering their belongings, she tugged on his sleeve urgently.




“Doctor Enero, I got a problem,” she whispered.




“Just tell my mother you need to freshen up,” he told her. “She’ll take you to her bedroom.”




“No,” Arizay hissed, blushing. “I’ve got cramps. My period’ll probably start on the trip back. I figured I had at least another five days. I’m pretty regular. But I guess being sick—anyway, what the hell am I supposed to do? You guys don’t have the stuff I’d buy at the drug store. You don’t even have drug stores!”




“Benjamin, is there a problem?”




“Ah…a moment, Mama,” he asked. He ducked his head past Arizay’s head, so it looked like they were both examining the same beaded hurricane lamp. “Go to the kitchen and tell the woman there, Bella. She’ll give you some clean rags.”




“Are you fucking kidding me?” Arizay demanded, her voice still not rising above the tiniest thread of a whisper.




“No,” he told her. “I’ve no idea how it’s done in your time, but this is how it’s done here and now.”




She straightened, smiled at Livia and asked if she might speak with Bella. Quiet arrangements were made. Arizay was given the use of Livia’s bedroom, and Benjamin and his mother exchanged pleasantries on innocuous topics like one family’s inability to pay their bills, the laughably horrid dress of puce Delphine Cretien had worn at the last sociable, and his mother’s prediction that his wife would end up killing herself and all her students in a laboratory experiment if Benjamin did not do something about it. 




Livia led them to the door to her suite—she owned a vacation home in Mandeville but leased it to a sugar broker for his family and paid cheaper rent at the hotel—and as she opened the door, Baxter perked up, yawned, ran a paw over his nose, and glared at Benjamin’s mother.




Madame Levesque, he said clearly enough for all three to hear. Be nice, or you and I shall have further dealings.




Not many could have pulled off his mother’s calm expression and near lack of reaction. The only thing January noticed was her pupils dilating, her nostrils flaring the smallest amount, and a sudden jump in her throat as she swallowed.




“It was enjoyable meeting you, Señorita Fuentes,” Livia said, only the slightest crack in her voice betraying her. “I would be delighted to see you again, though perhaps you might leave your animal at home next time.”




Arizay smiled with completely false sympathy. “I’m afraid I don’t get much say in whether Baxter comes with me or not, Señora, but thank you very much.”




Livia didn’t grunt, but she looked like she’d taken a hit to the stomach.




On their way out, January could have sworn he heard Ari muttering phrases like “damn stone age technologies,” “grass fucking skirts” and “goddamn bone through my nose”. Baxter relaxed in her arms.




“Where on Earth did you come up with those stories?” he finally asked her. He found he couldn’t wait to recount the events of the afternoon to Rose and Hannibal. 




“Telenovelas, soap operas, Dallas, that sort of thing,” Ari replied, and January immediately memorized. “My favorite was always La Reina del Sur. You figure, it goes for 120 episodes, there’s material to use, and since I got Lucy hooked on it, she can back up what I fed your mom. You should be glad I didn’t stick any secret agents or ninjas in there.”




He honestly didn’t know whether to laugh or weep.







fn1. The Mortuary Chapel of Saint Anthony of Padua is now Our Lady of Guadalupe Church. It is the oldest original church building in New Orleans. In trying to determine, for instance, the floorplan, I was frustrated by the limitations of Internet resources. Neither Wikipedia nor Google could point me towards floorplans of the Mortuary Chapel or St. Louis Cathedral (of that time, as very little of the original building remains). Nor can I find anything resembling an early 19th century streetplan or map, just a scant handful of landscapes that aren’t very helpful. However, the website for Our Lady of Guadalupe does show an alcove with lit votives, so I’m taking a chance in assuming that such a niche existed shortly after the chapel was built in 1829 and would have been available to January and the girls.




fn2. Regarding Augustus Mayerling (and yes, this established canon in the series), it’s not as unlikely as you might think. Take a look at the Wikipedia entry on La Maupin. Someone seriously needs to write a screenplay about that particular lady. There’s also well established historical accounts of women who donned men’s clothes and joined the army to follow their lovers or husbands into combat. Not to mention, Fa Mulan. There’s a lot of non-fictional kick ass ladies out there.




fn3. And a bayonet for a pen. There was no love lost between Dessalines’ imperial rule of Haiti and the Europeans who’d once ruled it. Yet, in order to receive recognition as a sovereign state by France, which it had rebelled against, the Haitian government promised more than $60 million in reparations during the first half of the 19th century, effectively beggaring the country and eliminating any chance it had of building an infrastructure, educating its population, or lifting itself out of poverty. The effects are still visible today.




fn4. “We few, we happy few, we band of buggered.” (St. Crispin’s Day speech from Henry V, Act IV, Scene III, via Spike)




fn5. The Roulaison was the sugar harvest every year, usually in November, just when the sugar cane had reached ripeness but before it could be killed by frost. There was often only a window of a handful of days, so the entire population of the plantation—including owner, wife, and children—were put to work. Acres of cane had to be cut, carried to the boiling shed, crushed to extract the juices, and then reduced in a series of cauldrons to the final product. Work proceeded around the clock, and the slaves were pushed to the point of exhaustion and beyond. Injury and illness claimed more than their fair share. With the constant fires in the boiling shed and the burning of the fields after harvest, fire was a constant fear, especially as trash cane—leaves, maiden stalks, and crushed cane—piled up. At the end, a generous slave owner allowed the slaves to celebrate and provided food and drink. Then, the owner and his family would often vacate the plantation for New Orleans until the following spring, when it started all over with the planting of new cane.





7. Joining the Hunt



Author’s Note: first, thank you for your patience as I do my best to revive and complete this story. I reached a point where I knew how it would end, but I didn’t know what happened next, and building the story between those two points became overwhelming. And between then and now, many of my words about how much better things have come to taste like ash. Yes, things are quantifiable better, but they are far from better enough. Having worked hard to listen to the stories of those who suffer inequities large and small, I worry that I might be usurping another person’s voice, assuming a voice I have not earned and do not genuinely speak with. Yet, it is a story worth telling, and I can only hope that with diligence and care, I can make it ring true in the way that good fiction always rings true, whether it touches on vampires, moon colonies, or three sisters whose father’s estate is entailed away to a feckless half-brother. 




So, I will continue to work on this story until it is finished, because it deserves it, and I hope you enjoy it.




The morning was already suffocatingly humid when Lucy stepped out of the little chapel with Maestro Mayerling. Her head hurt, her knuckles and throat hurt, and she ached all over. She was also starving. All she wanted to do was take a cold shower and fall into a bed somewhere. The knowledge that there were no cold showers, no air conditioning, and no refrigeration only made her more cranky.




“Come, child,” Mayerling said, putting the very tips of his fingers against her shoulder, “I cannot promise a carriage, but should we find one, I’ll hire it for the trip home.”




She nodded, shoving her hands in her pockets. She didn’t like being sent away while Ari went on a mission with Doctor January, but his wry description of his mother had convinced her it was for the best.




“I owe you a debt,” Mayerling continued, keeping a hand at Lucy’s elbow while they walked down the brick banquette.




“Oh?” she asked, feeling stupid. 




She noticed when the others got exasperated with her when she didn’t keep up with the conversation. It was usually when she was preoccupied with something else. One of the reasons she loved Ari so much was because Ari would just give her a quick rundown of what was going on without sighing or rolling her eyes. Xander was that way too. In fact, most of the people at home were that way. And people wondered why she didn’t want to go back to Neptune.




“You covered your friend’s near admission,” Mayerling reminded her. “Forgive me, but for caution’s sake, I never speak the words aloud or even allude to them. While there are those among our gathering who know my secret, and it’s possible all of them do, the fewer who speak of it, the safer I am.”




“Oh,” she said, nodding her head slowly and then worked it out. “Oh! Uh…yeah. No problem, Maestro.”




“I take it, both from what M’sieu Janvier has told me and my own observations, that there are things you will wish to keep silent,” he continued. “Two Slayers alive at the same time and with no Watcher, for instance.”




She shook her head. 




“I really can’t talk about it, M’sieur. Thank you for understanding.”




Maestro Mayerling only gave her a gentle, sardonic smile and a tilt of his head in acknowledgement.




“One of the very few benefits of having a mom like mine,” Lucy admitted, “is that I grew up surrounded by people who were…” and here she paused, recounting Mayerling’s statement about never speaking the words aloud, “…had stuff they figured wasn’t anyone’s business. They just did their thing, and they didn’t give me a hard time about my stuff.”




“Perhaps not the most articulate testimony,” Mayerling murmured, “but certainly heartfelt.”




“I get that a lot,” she answered.




After a pause, Mayerling spoke again.




“I must confess some curiosity about the rabbit,” he said. “It’s quite unusual, you understand to keep one as a pet, let alone bring it in pursuit of a killer.”




“Oh, that’s Baxter,” Lucy explained. “I mean, yes, he’s a rabbit, but he’s also the mortal incarnation of Nemesis, the agent of divine retribution.”




There was a moment as they walked while Mayerling said nothing very loudly.




“Thus am I served for questioning needlessly,” he finally sighed.




They arrived at the house just as the sun cleared the treetops and begun to bake their heads. There’d been no carriage to hire, as they’d been in the wrong direction for the morning’s traffic. A little more than halfway there, the third time Lucy had stumbled on her bad ankle, Mayerling had simply put a hand on her shoulder and steadied her.




“Sleep will do you a world of good,” he assured her. “And if memory serves, ankles turned or sprained heal quickly for our sort, or rather, the sort you are and I once was.”




“It’ll probably be fine by night,” she agreed. “I just wish I could have gone with Arizay.”




Mayerling snorted. 




“I have not formally met the Widow Levesque,” he told her, “but what I have heard of her, you were granted a generous reprieve.”




Mayerling’s home was actually a fairly large building on Rampart street—two floors divided into shops in the front and the salon d’armes in the back on the ground floor, and the living quarters on the second floor. He led her up a flight of wrought metal stairs to a balcony that ran the perimeter of the building and then to a set of French doors. 




“It’s weird to keep entering houses through people’s bedrooms,” Lucy noted.




“It is the custom of the country,” Mayerling replied. “I find it odd as well, coming from Prussia, but it serves the inhabitants’ needs.”




The bedroom, while sparsely furnished, was immaculate. A woman in a calico dress, spotless apron, and tignon met them at the bedroom door.




“Michie Mayerling,” she said, and gave a tiny curtsy.




“Mignon,” he answered, with a nod, “this is Master Lucius Sinclair. He will be staying with us for a while.”




Mignon gave Lucy a bright smile.




“Michie Lucius, it sure is good to meet you,” she said.




“Oh, um, it’s nice to meet you too,” Lucy managed, wondering if she should pitch her voice lower as a boy.




“He’s hungry,” Mayerling continued, “and he had the bad luck to stumble into a fight on the docks before I collected him. Would you ask Babette to put some food together and send up a pitcher of hot water and then inform Madame Mayerling of our guest?”




“Sure thing, Michie,” she replied, and went on her way.




“Have a seat,” Mayerling directed and took a small bag from a cabinet opposite the bed. “I highly respect Monsieur Janvier’s skills as a surgeon, but he did not have his bag on him, and I have treated more than a few injuries earned in the course of a duel.”




Lucy took the stool he’d indicated and perched on it, staring down the hallway Mignon had gone. She worried her lip with her teeth.




“Mister Mayerling?” she asked.




“Yes, child.”




“Is Mignon a slave?”




She felt gross for asking, but Mignon was black. Or colored. Doctor January had gone over the difference between black people and people of color, but it made no sense to her. The only time she’d ever heard anyone referred to as a colored person was on very old television shows or movies, that and pictures of signs she’d seen from when the South was segregated—water fountains “For Coloreds” and such. From the tiny bit she’d seen, free colo— free people of color didn’t work as servants. Slaves did.




“She is,” Mayerling replied. “She is my wife’s property. The cook, Babette, and a footman, Bernard, also belong to her.”




“But…” Lucy’s voice fell off, as she was unable to frame a statement or question.




A new woman, much stouter and older, trotted up, bringing the requested pitcher of steaming water and a towel.




“Here you go, Michie Mayerling,” Babette said. “And I’ll have some food up in a shake.”




“Thank you, Babette,” Mayerling replied, taking the pitcher and towel, and pouring some of the water into a bowl on the table next to them.




He wet the towel and wrung it out before taking Lucy’s hand and cleaning her knuckles off again.




Slavery was cruel, inhuman. She knew that. Treating people like property, like disposable, inanimate objects. It was the root of racism in her country. The description of happy slaves singing as they worked was propaganda by slave owners. A slave owner could starve and torture their slaves, and did, from what she’d learned in school. She had already taken a liking to Herr Mayerling, and Doctor January had treated him with great respect. She literally did not know what to do or say.




“Mignon and Babette are slaves from birth,” Mayerling told her, reading her expression. “They were owned by my wife’s father who then gave them to her on her marriage to Arnaud Trepagier. He would have sold them against her wishes, except for the provision of her marriage contract made that impossible. After his death, when we discussed marriage, she insisted on the same conditions with me. I agreed. They are family, as much as the free servants of the noble families where I grew up.”




“But what about what they want?” Lucy asked.




From his bag, Mayerling withdrew slips of linen and a bit of plaster powder, which he mixed in a small dish. He applied the sticky paste to the linen and then smoothed the scrap over the first of Lucy’s two split knuckles. Then he began on the second.




“As much as possible, we take their wishes into account when we make decisions which affect the household,” he replied. “At Mignon’s request, we purchased Bernard, as they wished to be married, and both feared his owners would sell him at the first sign of financial trouble. We will not sell any of them. We would go hungry first, though that has never happened.”




“Why don’t you set them free?” 




That, she realized, was what bothered her the most.




“By law, any slave freed by their master must leave the state,” he explained, finishing the second knuckle and wrapping her hand. “Mignon, Babette, and Bernard all have family and friends in New Orleans and the outlying parishes. If they were forced to leave, they would lose all contact. Also, slave stealers and kidnappers are common, but slaves belonging to prominent citizens are far safer from them, as their owners may go to the law.”




Mayerling looked up and met her eyes.




“Mignon and Babette have known my wife since she was born,” he continued. “There is a bond of great love between them. Bernard was quite happy to be brought into our household. All three are as safe as any slave could hope to be. They will never go hungry, be beaten, or be sold. There are many free people, black, colored, and white, who might envy them their circumstances.”




He studied her face for a long moment.




“Something I learned even before I was called as a Slayer,” he told her, “is that there is no human circumstance that cannot be made tolerable by love or abhorrent by contempt.”




She believed him, but it still stuck in her mind, and she worried at it while he rewrapped her ankle and put ointment on her scratches. As she was getting to her feet, Madame Mayerling joined them. Not quite as tall as her husband, Madame was a wide cheeked woman of grace and beauty. 




“Madame,” Mayerling said, still retaining his formality, but the warmth in his voice told its own story, “may I present Master Lucius Sinclair, late of Nacodoches. I received a letter from his father, a former student, begging me to take the boy in while he deals with some political and financial difficulties in Texas. The letter, unfortunately, arrived on the same ship as the boy, which is why we had no warning. Master Lucius, this is my wife, Madame Mayerling.”




Lucy managed a clumsy bow to the lady, who smiled in warm greeting. Madame wore a dress of rose colored cotton with wide sleeves and lace. In the last week and a half, Lucy had seen a few dresses as pretty and elegant, but they’d all been worn by women seen from a distance. The neighborhood she and Ari had hidden in had not been a rich one.




“Master Lucius, welcome to our home,” Madame greeted her. “There’s food for you in the dining room.”




“Lucius has had a very difficult morning,” Mayerling informed his wife. “I’m sure once he’s eaten, he’d be glad of a chance to rest.”




“The guest bedroom is ready for him,” Madame replied.




Too tired to hold up any conversation, Lucy followed the lady of the house to the dining room where Babette transported food from the kitchen and laid it out. The china was finer than anything she’d ever seen before. The silverware was actually made out of silver, something she’d never seen. Even the water goblet was cut crystal. 




The food, though, she didn’t remember much of the food, except that she ate it all, every scrap and crumb. She did remember Babette bringing a second round and eating that as well. Slayers, Jenny had said, burned a lot more calories than regular people, probably three thousand a day on a quiet day. For a Slayer who’d been out on patrol, fought a vampire, and been injured, it was probably closer to five thousand. She didn’t even notice the amazed and amused looks that passed between master, mistress, and cook.




After the food, all she wanted was to sleep. She wished Baxter had stayed with her, but Arizay probably needed him more. In the spare bedroom, the bed was comfortable, and while her thoughts still troubled her, the moment she closed her eyes, she was asleep.







It was, without doubt, the worst time of the day to travel. The sun was no longer directly overhead, but its rays were no less powerful, and the air had the quality of an oven, shimmering with heat. January had already stripped off the jacket without which he knew he wouldn’t have been allowed into his mother’s and felt the sun burn through the thin linen of his shirt. Steam rose from the puddles on either side of the crushed shell path to the train station.




“I can’t even believe you guys got a train,” Arizay muttered. “I thought it was too early for trains.”




Too early for trains? Did she mean the time of day, or—more likely—the year? From her perspective as a girl living nearly two hundred years from now, what did the invention of the steam engine, and its consequence, the locomotive appear as? A footnote? What other forms of transportation were available to her?




“And how would you get from Lake Ponchartrain back to New Orleans on a summer day?” he asked.




“Not that I’d be stupid enough to drag myself out here short of an actual vampire apocalypse,” she said, “but I’d go by car. With air conditioning and a Bluetooth to plug in my iTunes.”




It took everything he had not to prompt her for more information. She and Lucy had been so firm about not contaminating the timeline with their information, that he had to hope an occasional question wouldn’t be noticed. Still, every other word out of Arizay’s mouth was gibberish. A car? Such a short word for something he had not idea what she meant. Air conditioning? To condition the air, he would, if he could summon Shakespeare’s airy spirit, Ariel, ask that the air be as cool as a brisk autumn morning and significantly less humid as well. Bluetooth? There had been a king of Denmark, Harald Bluetooth, but that made no sense in the context. Plug in? Eye-Tunes? Perhaps there was some magic by which blinking allowed one to summon music to one’s taste.




The station for the train back to New Orleans was empty, as the train was not due for another half an hour. 




“We may sit,” he explained to her, “but the moment les blanquittes show up, we’d best stand, even if there’s seating enough for everyone.”




“And I guess we’ll be riding in the back of the bus, too,” Ari muttered. “Rosa Parks can’t be born soon enough.”




Another set of clues to remember. He smiled to himself. Lucy was far more determined to keep her mouth shut, and without her reminding, Ari was a goldmine of information.




The station remained empty until the train arrived. There were only a few passengers, all of them tradespeople and not vacationers. A handful of men in slouch hats and unkempt beards got January’s attention, and he kept them in his sight. 




“You think it’s this Dufresne family, right?” Ari asked him. “Are we going to go check out their place?”




“Yes,” he answered, keeping his voice low. 




He could perhaps pass as the brother or uncle of a young demimondaine, but if the men who’d stayed behind and glanced conspicuously at January and Arizay while talking and spitting tobacco off the edge of the platform were what he’d thought they were, it wouldn’t really matter to them how he was related. They’d see him as a $1500 cotton hand gone to waste, and Arizay as worth even more. Though unlikely, it wasn’t unheard of for a plaçée to go missing, which was why they tended to move about in groups or under the eyes of their protectors.




“Yeah, but when?” Ari asked. “How far out is their place?”




It occurred to January that while Arizay might be more than attuned to the dangers of a hunting vampire as well as the unsavory characters found in the Swamp, she hadn’t noticed that they were being considered by a different type of predator. They wouldn’t, he decided, attack here. While it was quiet, the engineer and conductor kept an eye on everything. No, it would happen back in New Orleans.




“Mam’zelle Arizay,” he said softly, and she cut off mid-question, “I think it would be best to save that conversation for a later time.”




Arizay blinked at him and then, without turning her head, scanned the platform. 




“¿Cuandos problemas serán?” she asked in a happy voice.




“Un montón, señorita,” he replied, “pero no aquí.”




“Ay, and Señora Enero, she won’t be thrilled if I ruin my dress,” Ari breathed.




“No, she won’t,” he said, firmly. “So, please, leave it to me.”




She gave him a very jaded look.




“Doctor, you think I di’n pay attention in history class?” she asked. “I know what happens to a black man who stands up for himself. They not gonna lay a finger on either of us that I don’t break off of them first. My only problem is making sure I don’t rip up this pretty dress.”




The conductor called for everyone to board, and he and Ari took their seats on the last carriage, the one reserved for people of color, slaves and free. Ari muttered to herself as they rode, for the American men who’d kept a very close eye on them had reboarded in the second-to-last carriage, and January knew there would be trouble when they got off. With this heat, there would be no one out and about as witness. Every human soul had found shade and whatever coolness they could. Ari, on the other hand, looked positively gleeful, removing her crocheted gloves and tucking them in her reticule, limbering up her neck and arms, even taking some long steps up and down the aisle while the train swayed back and forth.




“What kind of weapons will they have?” she asked.




“Knives, blackjacks, perhaps a pistol,” he answered, feeling a growing, uneasy horror in his gut.




These were not vampires. They would not crumble to dust if they were killed. God forbid, if it came to that, they would leave very large, heavy, and difficult to explain corpses, and while the Napoleonic Code might grant any man the right to kill in self-defense, de iure gave little protection when de facto might well see him and Arizay executed by extra-legal measures.




“Pistols are still one shot, right?” Ari asked.




“Yes,” January answered, and stoically filed away the fact that some day, pistols would be able to fire more than one shot before reloading. fn1




“Besides,” Arizay said, “Baxter’ll help. Won’t you, Bax?”




The white bunny sprawled on the wooden bench, eyes half-closed and nodding to the rhythm of the train.




If they try to harm either of you, the rabbit replied, I will intervene on your behalf.




“If they try?” Ari repeated. “What about just kicking their asses on general principle?”




There is no general principle by which I have the right, Baxter replied.




“Uh, I don’t know, maybe slavery?” Arizay offered.




January glanced from Arizay to Baxter and back, knowing what was about to come and unable to look away.




Neither the ancient gods nor the Christian one condemned slavery, Baxter told her. If it does not offend the gods, I may not claim retribution for it.




“What?!”




January wondered how long it would take to get to New Orleans, as the potential violence with three Americans sounded much preferable to this unhappy epiphany. Thankfully, Arizay contained herself to some vitriolic muttering and grinding of teeth, and Baxter added no commentary.




When they reached the train depot at the northern end of New Orleans, January felt the cold scald of anticipation race through his veins. He stopped Arizay as she reached for the carriage door.




“Mamzelle,” he started.




“Doctor January,” she interrupted, “one of the first things we learn as Slayers is that the Watcher is in charge until the fight starts, and once it is, the Watcher needs to let the Slayer do her thing. So let me size these guys up and do my thing.”




He paused for a moment. There was no note of braggadocio in her voice, only the simple assurance of experience.




“It will be very difficult to explain any dead bodies,” he told her. “Or for that matter, three men beaten so badly they cannot walk themselves to a bar or a doctor.”




She considered that and then nodded firmly.




“Right,” she answered. “Nothing fatal, no closed head injuries, and no broken legs. I can work with that.”




She opened the door and stepped down, and he followed a step and a half behind, picking Baxter up and putting the rabbit on his shoulder. The platform had a roof, shielding them from the baking sun, but the heat and humidity of the day left him feeling poached. Arizay popped open her parasol, and they ventured out into the summer afternoon.




The ambush came not a quarter of a mile later, in a particular stretch of street where the houses were entirely unpopulated as the families had retired for the hottest months to Mandeville. 




“Four guys behind us,” Arizay reported, not bothering to look over her shoulder, “and another four in the alley up ahead. I think they’ve got a wagon.”




They must have sent off for friends, then. Eight men. He took a deep breath, steeling himself. He could not see how this would end well. 




In a way, he was right. It didn’t end well. Not for the kidnappers and slave stealers, that was.




The first of the alley gang stepped out and leveled a pistol at them, but just as he opened his mouth, Arizay jumped forward, grabbed the man’s wrist from beneath with her arm turned in an awkward manner. Then, she rotated her arm to a normal position and in doing so, twisted the leader’s arm. The pistol popped out of his hand, and he tried desperately to follow his arm as it seemed in danger of being twisted off at the shoulder. The end result was the first man nearly standing on his head while Arizay held him in place with a light grip on his wrist and caught the pistol on the toe of her boot.




She looked down at the pistol, looked up at the three remaining men, and with a positively evil smile, launched the pistol with a kick, striking the furthest man in front of them in the belly with a sound like a fire iron hitting a feather mattress. The man folded in half and began vomiting.




Then, in a step neat as any dancer’s, she used the first man’s arm as leverage to roll and kick both feet in an arc with no regard to her modesty. The third man, the one closest to them, dropped when first her right foot connected with the side of his face and then her left foot struck the point between his shoulder blades. As she did this, the pressure and angle of her weight on the first man’s arm made a sound that, to January’s experienced ears, indicated a complete dislocation with tearing of muscles, tendons, and ligaments. 




Monsieur, please throw me at the men behind you.




That was Baxter, and it reminded January that, in the handful of seconds Arizay had comprehensively dealt with three of the four immediate attackers, the other four were just behind them. He pivoted and tossed the rabbit at the closest of them.




Joshua Reynolds, oath breaker and kidnapper! Your sins have found you!




The first man, understandably, screamed in confusion and horror as the white bunny, mouth agape and teeth exposed, bore him down to the ground. The sight caused the others to flinch long enough for January to grab the second by the collar and pull him into a punch hard enough that the man simply collapsed and fell face first onto the embankment, unconscious. 




The very first man behind him began to scream, hoarse and astonished. The third man of those January faced, rushed at him, a blackjack raised for a skull crushing blow. January blocked the blow and punched the man in the gut. The man, a Kaintuck with no more acquaintance with bath water than Shaw, folded over his fist and fell to the ground, his mouth working silently.




The last of the four stood before him, billy club half-raised, and their eyes met.




—and you have broken your mother’s heart! Baxter decreed as his target keened in terror.




“Well, fuck this!” the fourth man cried and made discretion the better part of valor.




January turned back to Arizay’s side of the fight only to find the last of her attackers keeling over, his hands clasped over his private parts and his eyes bugged nearly out of his skull.




“Pendejo,” Arizay spat at him.




“We should go,” January told her.




He picked up Baxter, leaving behind the bunny’s victim, shaking and sobbing with remorse, and put a hand to Arizay’s elbow, hurrying her along.




“Where to now?” she asked, not even out of breath.




“Now we check on Lucy at Maestro Mayerling’s home,” he answered.




The fight might not have cost Arizay much, but she complained and muttered under her breath the rest of the way. It was too hot. It was too humid. It was too nasty for sensible people to be out—a sentiment January heartily agreed with. She wanted a cold shower and a soda. She wanted her deodorant. She was sweating like a pig and probably smelled like one. And what the hell was wrong with people that they wore all these clothes anyways?! For all that her constantly muttered comments were a goldmine of information, he found himself wishing she might be a little more stoic.




When they reached the Mayerling home, January could hear someone playing the piano Madame Mayerling kept. He cocked his head a bit, listening closely. It was not Madeleine Mayerling. He had taught her when she was a child, and he recognized her style of playing, just as he did with all his students. Not only that, but he didn’t recognize the music, sweet though it was.




“Ay,” Arizay said, a look of worry crossing her features, “she’s in a bad way.”




“Lu-cius?” January asked, catching himself. They needed to get in the habit of using the pseudonym.




“Yeah, when she gets upset,” Arizay replied, not catching the hint, “she’ll play on the piano until she feels better. She told me once she did it because she got in trouble if she stayed in her room too long or talked back, but she could always practice the piano as long as she wanted.”




“What’s the song?” he asked.




His repetoire wasn’t universal, but the melody he heard was memorable. He ought to know it.




Arizay listened for a moment.




“Ah, hell! And she gets after me! The beetles haven’t even been born yet!”




What any number of insects might have to do with the song, he had no idea, but as with so many other of Arizay’s utterances, he filed it away for later consideration.




January led her up to the bedroom door and knocked. When Mignon answered, she curtsied to them and led them immediately to the parlor where Monsieur and Madame Mayerling stood back and listened as Lucy played, completely absorbed by the keyboard and music.




She played from memory, of course, but she knew it in her bones. Her expression was blank and focused, and she held the posture he taught each of his students—ramrod spine, arms hanging from the shoulders, and wrists above the fingers, allowing them to dash nimbly from chord to chord. How many thousands of hours had he poured himself into his music as she was doing now? Music was the armature of his soul. It had borne him up through the grief of losing his first wife, through the joys of meeting Rose and coming to love her, and through all the troubles of his childhood as a dark skinned free boy of color in a world that thought him fit for nothing greater that cutting cane.




The song Lucy played was plaintive with a core of regret and nostalgia limned in a deceptively simple line. Key of D minor, he judged, in 4/4 time. Arizay nudged him and gave him a demanding, insistent scowl. She didn’t want him analyzing or memorizing the song. He gave her a nod and stepped over to husband and wife.




“He’s quite good,” Madame Mayerling murmured to him. “I wish I knew what he was playing.”




“I as well, Madame,” January agreed.




“Master Lucius slept some six hours or so and has nearly eaten us out of the house,” Mayerling said in a dry tone of voice. “Babette had to return to the market to supplement our pantry.”




“Madame, do you have your score for the third movement?” January asked her.




For all that she was a tall woman and wearing heels, she still had to look up at him, but her smile was as warm and friendly as it had been as a child when he’d introduced her to the joys of Beethoven. 




“Yes, of course,” she replied. “One moment.”




Lucy and Madame Mayerling had a shared love of music, certainly, but he remembered how hard little Madeleine had fought to contain and control the rages she’d suffered as a child. Never on her own behalf, he remembered, but always at some injustice done to those with even less power than she, and the only person in a creole household with less power than a little girl were the slaves. Much of her talent owed itself to all the times she’d sought refuge just as Lucy was doing now.




Madame returned with the folder. He took it and bowed his thanks and then brought it over to the piano. Lucy looked up when she saw him, her expression a mix of self-reproach, anger, and grief. 




“Master Lucius,” he said in his gentlest tone, “may I join you? I believe you may enjoy this piece.”




She surrendered half the bench to him, giving him the upper octaves of the keyboard. He smiled to himself as he spread the score open across the music rack. He saw her light up when she read the title and composer. It was a favorite, but he rarely got the chance to play it, as it either drew every person in the house to listen or every person in the house demanded he stop as it was too loud and distracting for them to get anything done.




“I’ve only gone through it a couple of times, Monsieur,” she told him, a little sheepishly.




“Then we shall begin at a slower tempo,” he told her.




It began methodically in a shadowy, calm mood, giving both of them time to adjust to the difference in structure and key. The arrangement split the orchestral parts across bass and treble portions of the keyboard, and the bass line was at least as challenging as the treble, but Lucy was a match for the challenge. January’s hands had a nearly octave and a half span, so he had to move far less than she did. It made an interesting contrast—a Herculean black man sitting almost immobile while the alto and soprano notes under his fingers danced into the air and a small, red headed elfin girl whose hands leapt back and forth as the tenor, baritone, and bass lines climbed and fell.




Approximately a third into the piece, they came to the grand declaration, stately and faster than it seemed, and their hands matched, carrying both melody and accompaniment for several bars. It was, he knew, the joy of seeing his love of music reflected in another soul, the reason why he continued teaching. It was what he’d seen in only a handful of students, like the now grown Madame Mayerling. The parts split again, working around each other, and a glance at Lucy’s face told him that she had found peace losing herself in the music.




His own teacher had disliked Beethoven. Too noisy, too pompous, too disorganized, and too much damn French horn. A composer should limit their use of the French horn, especially those damn indulgent full throated stretches. The audience was liable to think a fox hunt was on and try to steal all the available horses so they could join in. Or ride over the hills with a bloody great banner, looking for a battle to join. Monsieur Gomez had found Beethoven intensely irritating.




Neither he nor Lucy did, and it was a joy to pound out the thundering, ecstatic call to adventure, the two of them together. As the piece drew to a triumphant close, Lucy took a deep breath, and her shoulders went down. Applause broke out from the settee behind them. Maestro and Madame Mayerling and Arizay clapped wholeheartedly from their seats, along with Mignon, Babette, and Bernard, standing behind them. Lucy looked up at him, read his face and saw that he’d chosen the piece to bring her out of her melancholy, and she smiled at him.




“Thanks.”




She leaned against his shoulder briefly and then sat up straight again before he could react. He’d have to tell her not to do that again. Even with fewer scruples given to the bond between a white boy and a colored teacher, she simply could not be that affectionate towards him, especially not in front of others.







Word had gone out, through the back alleys, the vegetable sellers in the marketplace, the water criers that wandered the streets, and the stevedores at the banks of the Mississippi, when sunset came, stay in your home, and don’t invite anyone you don’t know over your threshold, and those you do know must touch the cross before they can. Death walked the streets. 




Thus, even though curfew was in effect for the black and free people of color, just as it always was, Benjamin was the only black man he’d seen that night on foot, and he stayed as hidden as he could.




“Where’re the whoooooores?!” a Pike county expatriate cried, stumbling along the gutter between saloons. “I’ve got thunder in my pants and a burning need for a woman’s flesh! What’s a man to do when there’s not a whore in sight?”




“Get a bath and brush those things you call teeth,” Lucy muttered, staying in the shadow with January and Arizay.




“Es verdad,” Ari agreed. 




As far as he could tell, Hannibal had spread the word just as far and wide as Olympe and Marie Laveau, but the white whores and river rats his Anglo-Irish friend had warned hadn’t taken him seriously. After all, what would a laudanum fiend with an aristocratic accent and a thirty year old tailcoat know about it? Les blanquittes, January thought, shaking his head.




They had, after quite a bit of discussion, agreed to Shaw’s strategy. Lucy and Ari would patrol the edges of the Swamp, that perilous rookery, where the vampires were most likely to hunt for feeding. January would stay with them, staying out of the light and away from notice as much as possible. The Swamp was never safe for a black man. 




While they did so, Shaw and Hannibal kept a more visible presence, both of them wearing whatever silver was available, plus several garlic bulbs, plus a cross apiece.




After checking on Lucy and asking Mayerling to make sure she got as much sleep as possible before sunset, January had taken Ari back home where the poor girl was swamped by the other girls with sweet demands to be told all about January’s mother, Mrs. Levesque. Rose had greeted him with a bowl of red beans and rice leavened with sausage and a pitcher of steaming water. He’d managed to wash the worst of his sweat off before falling onto the bed like a felled oak. Rose had let him sleep until the sun was less than a hand above the horizon.




Gritty as his eyes were, he’d had too much coffee to feel sleepy. No, he wasn’t sleepy. He was, however, tired to his bones, and his thoughts kept slipping away to other ideas and his memories of the previous nights. 




A group of Kaintucks careered through the mud that made up what might laughably called a street, yelling challenges and complaining about the lack of pussy, whisky, and men willing to die on their knives. 




“How many STDs do you think they’ve got between them?” Lucy asked Ari in a whisper so soft January nearly missed it.




Ari scoffed. 




“I bet they got some that haven’t even been listed in books yet,” Ari answered. “Probably half these guys and a whooooole bunch of livestock all died of the creeping dick crud before any doctor ever looked at them.”




“Yeah,” Lucy agreed. “I feel bad for the goats.”




It wasn’t that he’d never heard women, or even girls, discuss similar topics with such frankness. The whores he’d known there in New Orleans and back in Paris had to a one been pragmatic souls, and some of them could have blistered paint with their language. It was simply that few of them had been quite so articulate, and none of them had the air of sheltered innocence Lucy possessed. He’d have to ask what STD stood for, as they’d already explained LOL and OMG.




Both of the girls went as still and taut as hunting dogs on point.




“What?” he asked in his softest voice.




“Thunder Pants stopped talking,” Lucy said.




“Where?”




“Fifty yards that way,” Ari answered, pointing.




He didn’t question their hearing. Thunder Pants had continued his rants and boasts well past their spot, and there was no reason to believe he’d shut up at any point short of falling into a drunken coma. Instead, he whistled the call of a mockingbird, and when the girls coiled as if to spring into battle, he dropped his hands on their shoulders, holding them.




“Wait,” he breathed.




A mockingbird replied to his call, unlikely since they only called during the day, and he released his hold. It was like letting two panthers slip off their leashes. He didn’t have to warn them to stay out of sight. They stayed in the shadows and moved with silent, deadly grace. In fact, if he hadn’t watched them cross the poorly lit street, he wouldn’t have known they were there. 




Ari jumped soundlessly to the top of a porch roof, and he flinched, half expecting it to collapse under her. The buildings of the Swamp were as ramshackle as they came. But it held, Lucy followed a heartbeat later, and they disappeared.




He waited. 




After a moment, Mayerling joined him. He wore a plain brown coat and dark trousers, the better to blend in to the shadow, and flashed January a wolfish smile. 




“It has been a long time indeed since I’ve hunted,” Mayerling murmured. “I’d forgotten how much I enjoyed it.”




With Mayerling beside him, he stood a chance of surviving the night if any of the Swamp’s residents took offense to his presence. They moved off together, parallel to the girls’ path. Then, the screaming started. They ran.




The screams came from a Kaintuck who’d been bled half dry before he crawled from the overgrowth at the edge of the Swamp.




“Oh, no, cherie,” a woman cooed to him in French. “You’re not getting away.”




She used the pronoun ‘tu’, as if she were speaking to a child or a dog. Or a white man speaking to a black one.




She stepped out of the shadows of the trees, golden eyes flashing in the gloom.




“Halp! Haaayaaaaalp!” the man screamed. “She’s a demon from hell come to claim my soul!”




The woman reached down and took him by an ankle, hauling him back as easily as January might haul a small sack of coal. The man’s fingers gouged furrows into the mud. Then, as the woman grabbed him by the back of his collar and picked him up, letting him squirm like a worm on a hook, a small, shadowy figure stepped out behind her, and then a point of sharpened wood sprouted just to the side of her sternum.




For a long second, the woman looked down, startled, and then she shattered into dust, her bones visible before crumbling a moment later, dumping the man. Lucy recovered from her lunge.




“There are two or three more back in there,” she called and ran back into the trees.




“Be care—” January started and gave it up.




He and Mayerling reached the half-dead man and turned him over. Mayerling held out a flask of whisky, which January upended over the wound in the man’s throat. It continued bleeding, though by the steady flow, he knew it was the jugular and not the carotid as he feared.




“Vampires must have blood,” Mayerling told him, “but they also crave fear and terror in their victims. I have long thought that there must be some substance in their saliva which keeps the blood from coagulating, as bite wounds can bleed freely for some time, especially when the victim is as frightened as this.”




“I ain’t afeared of anything!” the Kaintuck declared, trying to shove January away. “Git this nigger off’n me. I’ll kill that bitch with my own bare hands!”




From the smell of him, which January tried to avoid as much as he could, he hadn’t bathed since the day of his birth, and probably not even then, and he’d drunk a substantial part of his own body weight in the rotgut that passed for whisky out here.




“Git this nigger off’n me!” the Kaintuck hollered again as January tried to put together a pressure bandage to stop the bleeding.




Any louder, and there’d be bystanders happy to beat a black man to a pulp for being uppity enough to put his hands on a white man. January looked around, nervous. Why was it trying to save a man’s life was guaranteed to bring him more trouble than all the other things he ever attempted put together?




Mayerling reached past his hands and solved the problem by putting one hand over the Kaintuck’s mouth and pinching his nose closed with the other. The Kaintuck looked blearily up at him and tried to struggle, but he was too weak to do more than push and fumble. After a moment, his eyes rolled back in his head, and Mayerling released him. The Kaintuck took a gasping breath, but didn’t otherwise stir.




“He’ll have a monstrous headache,” January noted.




“Which I’m sure he’ll blame on being nearly exsanguinated by a creature from the foulest pits of Hell, saved by a French-educated black surgeon, and nearly suffocated by a swordmaster instead of waking up convinced his last half gallon of whisky was tainted with laudanum,” Mayerling replied, his voice as dry and even as an stonemason’s level. “A pity these gloves will never see the dawn, but after that, they deserve a decent burial.”




Back in the trees, the fighting had taken a turn for the loud as it sounded like someone was skinning a raccoon alive, and then snapped several trees into kindling. In an explosion of branches, fronds, and dead leaves Ari was catapulted from the waste beyond the Swamp like a cannonball fired in battle. She hit the mud and rolled several times. January winced in sympathy, but before he could get to his feet, she was on hers and charging back into battle without complaint. He started after her, worried that the girls were overmatched, but Mayerling caught him by the upper arm.




“If you are there, you will divide the girls’ attentions between their enemy and your protection,” he said. “And that is without taking into account the innumerable hazards of stumbling around in a bayou at night during the summer.”




So, he waited in the shadows while Mayerling dragged the drunken, bled, and smothered Kaintuck to a fairly dry spot under a spreading tree fifty yards away, where hopefully the man’s compatriots might find him when they bothered to look. As he waited, he heard several more thrashings in the brush, an angry scream he thought was Lucy’s, a challenge in Spanish that had to be Arizay, and an epic poem’s worth of nesting birds startled into flight, foxes and raccoons taking the opportunity to slip away from the trouble, and even, in the chancy moonlight, the rippling wakes of snakes swimming through the deeper puddles in an attempt to flee. But after a few minutes, the sounds grew distant and then faded. 




They waited.




Half an hour passed, and they waited.




What if either girl was hurt? What if, God forbid, one or both had been killed? Or, worse, taken by the vampires they’d fought.




Then, a wolf howl cut through the sultry night air, long, wailing, and full throated. Mayerling perked up. It was their signal in case the girls became lost, a real hazard considering the nature of the bayou and their unfamiliarity with it.




Off to their left, another hundred yards down, presumably where Lieutenant Shaw had waited, a wolf howled back, this time for less than five seconds and ending with several yips, to let them know he was on his way.




While they waited, January much relieved, Hannibal rejoined them. Even in the moonlight, he looked pale. Baxter sat silent on his shoulder.




“How many?” Mayerling asked him.




“At least four,” Hannibal replied. “One of them was left rather artistically displayed on the lightning struck oak at the west end of the district.”




Four dead, January thought, and a fifth who didn’t stand much of a chance of living another week without some determined nursing. That would break the terror the denizens of the Swamp lived in and send them out with torches, pitchforks, and rifles to slaughter whoever they blamed, and they would almost certain blame the free colored and slaves of New Orleans. How much worse would it have been had the girls not been here tonight?




“Can vampires enter a public building?” he asked Mayerling. “Without an invitation?”




“Without precautions against them, yes,” Mayerling answered. “Any building you might enter, even if custom demands it be by a servants’ entrance, they can enter as well.”




He fell silent for a moment, considering something.




“When vampires hunt in packs, they usually share their kills,” he added. “And it is as much a hunt as any fox hunt, driving their prey to exhaustion before tormenting and killing it. Five victims makes me believe they were beginning a slaughter.”




January considered this for a long moment.




“We need to get out to the Dufresne house,” he said. “Confirm that’s where the vampire master is. Burn it to the ground, if we can.”




Several minutes later, Shaw returned, Arizay and Lucy limping behind him. Both girls were soaking wet from falls into the bayou. It had done Arizay some good, in that it had washed most of the mud off, but neither of them looked happy about it.




“Your spitfire’s snakebit,” Shaw told him. “Don’t look like the snake had no venom in him, but you should check.”




“Yeah,” Ari answered, “Mamzelle Marie’s charms really do work. Most of the snakes got out of the way. There was just this one big one that di’n want to move, so I threw it at one of the vamps, and it chomped my arm on the way out.”




She lifted her right arm and showed her bandaged wrist to January, who gave a silent prayer of thanks.




“What took you so far afield?” Mayerling asked.




Both girls groaned. 




“The last two took off for home,” Lucy said, “so we had to chase them down and end them. Couldn’t have them reporting back.”




“How many did you slay?” Hannibal asked.




“Uh, I got four,” Lucy said. “That’s my most ever in one night.”




“I got five,” Ari added, “but the last one me and Lucy shared.”




So, eight vampires. And chances were that it wasn’t the full force of the Dufresne pack. Pack? Flock? What was the collective noun for vampires? He’d have to ask Rose. And, he was having difficulty focusing on the task at hand. He must be tired.




He considered. The safest, of course, would be to approach the house during daylight, and the more daylight they had, the better. 




“Do vampires sleep?” he asked.




“Kinda,” Lucy said. “They don’t have to, but sometimes it’s a habit. Like, they don’t have to eat, but they’ll usually go for food they liked when they were still alive—hot wings, cheeseburgers, that sort of thing.”




Mayerling and Shaw looked puzzled.




He considered some more.




“Do vampires breathe?”




“Nope,” Arizay answered. “They can fake it until they get distracted, but it’s one of the easiest ways for a non-Slayer to spot them. No breathing.”




He considered.




“So…if a vampire wished to, it could remain at the bottom of a bayou, deep enough that the light could not reach it?” he asked.




Even in the chancy moon and torchlight of the night, he thought both girls went pale.




“What’s in the bottom of a bayou?” Lucy asked in a small voice.




“Mud and what lives in it,” Shaw said. “And that’s all you need to think on it.”




“That does call into question both our strategy and tactics,” Hannibal said.




“It does,” January agreed.




The girls exchanged a look of worry.




“And holy water is anathema to them?” he asked.




“What’s ‘anathema’?” Ari asked.




Lucy only nodded vigorously.




“Which leaves me with one last question, but I doubt you can answer,” he sighed.




“Only one, amicus meus?” Hannibal asked gently.




“And what, pray tell,” Mayerling took the bait, “is that?”




“When a priest blesses water to make it holy,” January began, “how much water can he bless, how long does the blessing last, and does the effect remain constant throughout the whole volume, or is it like an eye dropper of dye dripped into a glass of water, diluting more the further out it goes?”




“That’s three questions, Doctor January,” Lucy said reproachfully.




Shaw scratched his chin, chuckling.




“Looks like we might just find out,” he said, “an’ I for one, would absquatulate for the Texas border if I could not report the results of said theological experiment to Mrs. January to her satisfaction.”




“There is truth in what you say, Lieutenant,” Mayerling observed.




“Texas, hell,” Benjamin muttered, “I’d take the first boat to France.”




The girls, however, looked more relieved than worried. After a moment’s further thought, he was ready to start their next step.




“I think it’s time to go to Olympe’s,” he said. “Lieutenant Shaw—”




“I’ll meet you there,” the lawman answered, “but Hannibal told me about that decorative fellow back yonder. I’ll see him taken down and removed to the Cabildo before the inhabitants here notice him. I’ll send men for the others, so there’s no cause for anyone to take up lynching of folks less harmful than them.”




“We’ll see you there,” January agreed. 




If there was a man alive who could make it from the Swamp to the police building and jail in the French Quarter without running into vampires, it was Shaw. He walked out into the Swamp, less afraid of its denizens than any other man January knew.




“Your sister, M’sieu?” Mayerling asked with academic interest.




“She won’t be surprised at our arrival,” January assured him. “I want her to take a look at Arizay’s bite, and we need to start building our arsenal.”




They left as well, but even in the company of two white men, January kept them to the shadows for his own protection as well as the girls’.







fn1. Colt’s first American patent for a revolver was in 1836, though it would be fifteen more years before his first really successful model, the Colt Navy Revolver would go on the market.



—DAS
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