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Disclaimer: Buffy the Vampire Slayer, Law and Order: SVU, and Forever are all property of their respective creators, producers, distributers, and broadcasters. I intend no infringement of copyright.




If you have no idea why Olivia gets to be a Slayer, go back to one of the earliest stories in this series, Shadow’s Waiting. Briefly, at the end of that story, a reality-altering spell was cast to save Olivia’s life, and one of the costs was that it altered everyone’s memories. So, the only people who know that Olivia is a Slayer are Giles and Stabler. They worked from the assumption that Olivia wouldn’t remember and without any memory of being a Slayer, would never pursue that existence, but they didn’t count on Fate or Fate’s sense of humor.




As always, thank you for reading. I treasure you.











1. Chapter One



In every generation, there are the Chosen Ones. Many women in all the world. They together will stand against the vampires, the demons, and the forces of darkness. They are the Slayers…



December



The diner was not a cop hangout. Neither of them wanted that, if for different reasons. Instead, it was the kind of scroungy place that never really found its demographic. The few other diners could have been picked at random from Times Square and dropped there. The four college students were looking for a place where they could nurse cups of coffee for hours without being kicked out. The well-heeled young woman with caramel hair, understated shoes, and a two thousand dollar briefcase wanted someplace anonymous to meet someone anonymous, and the someone was late. The medical interns were just cramming calories and saturated fats on their very brief break before walking three streets over to the hospital where they worked. The two guys who looked like they’d stepped off a gangsta rap album cover talked quietly about financial planning and whether a no-load mutual fund was a better investment than a tax-free annuity. And then there was her and Elliot.




Retirement hadn’t been kind to him. He looked as bad, if not worse, than he had the day after a teenage girl had shot Sister Peg and two other people to death, the teenage girl into whose chest he’d put two rounds. That was the day he’d given up, put in his retirement papers, and taken his accumulated vacation for all the time between then and the day he was officially off the force.




“Oh, good,” he remarked, sipping his coffee and grimacing, “none of us fit in.”




“El, have you at least found a hobby?” Olivia asked him. He’d been her partner for more than ten years. He’d saved her life several times, and she’d returned the favor almost as many. She was more worried about him now than she’d ever been when he’d worn a shield.




“And what sort of hobby should I take up?” he asked, dumping several packets of sugar and a dollop of half and half into the coffee. “Toastmasters? I could give a lot of speeches. They’d just give everyone nightmares. How about online gaming? That way, I could threaten all the little punks who type things like ‘tits or get out’.”




“Geez, El” she sighed. “How about Habitat for Humanity? Bird watching? Picking up litter in national parks? Hell, walk homeless dogs for Jesus. Something.”




A muscle in his left cheek twitched in and out, and he looked off to the side. Just that, and she knew that he’d tried, but something had happened to convince him it was a disaster. Maybe it had been a disaster, and maybe not, but there wouldn’t be any telling him otherwise.




“What about the church? I only met Father Julian a couple of times, but he seemed like a priest happy to put the faithful to work on a good cause.”




Elliot shrugged. “I’ve done some maintenance at the parish house.”




“Elliot…” She didn’t even know where to start. He’d gone from obstinate to prickly to twitching with suppressed anger, and she still hadn’t sussed out exactly what might set him off.




“How’s your stuff?” he asked suddenly. “I read that piece in the Times about the undercover investigation in that upstate prison. Had your fingerprints all over it.”




“Because they quoted Cragen and Novak until the cows came home?” Olivia asked. “Yeah, that was me and Fin.”




“You okay?”




He was one to ask, but he hadn’t known her just as long as she’d known him for nothing. While she sat there and worried about him, he’d been reading her.




“It got a little rough,” she admitted. “One week on the rubber gun squad, I had my session with Huang, and got cleared.”




Elliot studied her, taking another sip. He had dark circles under his eyes, and he looked like he’d aged ten years since his last day.




“He got you alone,” he said. “You were undercover as an inmate with no badge, no gun, and backup on the other side of a bunch of razor wire, and he had you alone for nearly twenty minutes.”




She met his eyes, appalled that he knew.




“I still talk to some guys,” he answered her unspoken question, “including a few EMTs who happened to be on call that day. There were a lot of very, very angry cops that day. It’s a good thing he was hauled off to the ER.”




“I misread the situation,” she said, working hard to sound normal. “I thought I had at least another day to get out, but he felt threatened, and he decided he needed to… prove something.”




Her throat tightened, and the last couple of words came out a lot more squeezed than she’d intended.




“Liv,” Elliot said, covering his hand with one of hers.




“I broke his jaw,” she said, smiling crookedly.




Actually, she’d broken his jaw, his collarbone, and five ribs, dislocated his shoulder, and torn about five different things in his knee that ended in “CL” when she’d kicked it. He’d never walk again without a limp, possibly without a cane. If Fin hadn’t been running hell for leather the second he realized whose custody she was in, if he hadn’t hauled her off that piece of shit prison guard, she would have killed the bastard in the next ten seconds. Maybe because they’d already tried and failed to resuscitate three other inmates who’d ‘committed suicide’ after being dragged off by this asshole, but the doctors at the hospital he’d been taken to refused to speculate on the cause of his acute blunt trauma other than possibly falling down an extremely steep flight of stairs.




“I was so in character,” she said, “that I let him corner me. I let him take control. He was almost… he… then I got mad.”




She’d gotten so mad that she’d pulled the links of chain between her handcuffs apart. Fin hadn’t even asked. He’d just pulled out his keys, unlocked them, and gotten them off before anyone else showed up. And then he’d stayed with her, while the EMTs tutted over her split lip and black eye. Like Elliot had said, there were some very, very angry cops that day.




He squeezed her hand and then ran his thumb over her knuckles.




“That why your hands are so bruised?” he asked, smiling a little.




“MMA,” she answered. “there’s a studio two blocks from my apartment. No belts, no tournaments, and no trophies. Just very good instructions on how to break someone into small sticky chunks.”




After three months, the teacher—a retired Secret Service agent—had taken her aside and quietly told her that she needed to pursue one of the more traditional martial arts, one with a focus on meditation, because if she didn’t figure out how to purge her anger, she was going to end up killing someone. It hadn’t helped that Cragen had told her the same thing the week before.




“How’s Maureen?” she asked, her voice brightening.




He let her change the subject. “Good. She loves her teaching job, loves the kids, hates the paperwork. She and her boyfriend are rock solid.”




“And Kathleen?”




He shook his head. “Rough spot. Broke up with her roommate after a whooooole lot of drama. Went off her meds, had a manic week, and then an extremely depressed month. I dragged her to her shrink. She hasn’t talked to me since. Kathy says she’ll come around.”




“I’m sorry.”




“Yeah.”




“The twins?” she asked.




“Busy with school, even during summer. Their schedules are booked two months out, and they stay busier than I did when I was in boot camp.”




‘“When was the last time you had with them?” Olivia asked, frowning.




Elliot scratched his neck. “Ah… I took them to DC over Thanksgiving break.”




“That long?”




He shrugged, uncomfortable. “I don’t want to force it, Liv. They’re still pissed off at me that Kathy and I never got back together. I’m hoping at some point, they’ll at least let me apologize, and we can start fresh.”




Four kids, she thought. Four beautiful children he loved until his heart crumbled. Kathy didn’t even bear any grudges about the end of their marriage. She wanted Elliot to have time with their kids, but of the four, only one of them was willing.




They fell into silence, but it wasn’t the companionable silence either of them had enjoyed when they’d worked together. It was troubled and filled with unspoken words.




If I told you about the dreams I have, about the times I’ve stood out on the sidewalk in front of my building at two in the morning waiting for something, about knowing there’s something calling me, that there’s something out there, she thought, you’d think I was crazy. Tell me to take some time off. Maybe even talk to Cragen about it.




So even though he watched her with silent concern, she said nothing.




After a few minutes, Olivia’s phone buzzed, and she checked it.




“Damn it.”




Her inflection was enough to announce that a) there was a body, b) the crime scene and witness canvassing would take hours, and c) she was still more comfortable dealing with that than him. Elliot, of course, put no blame on her. He pulled some bills out of his wallet and left enough to cover their drinks and leave a large tip.




“El, I’ve got it,” she protested.




He gave her a crooked smile. “Save your money for a pair of boxing gloves and stop tearing up your knuckles.”




They left and stood for a moment beside Benson’s car.




“I can drop you off at the ferry terminal on my way,” she offered.




He shook his head. “Nah. Walk’ll do me good. I miss the stench of garbage and diesel fumes.”




“Now that’s just crazy talk, El. For the love of God, take up stamp collecting or something.”




“I’ll look into it. I’ve got this one crazy stamp of an upside-down airplane I can start with.”




He gave her a rare, genuine smile.




Neither of them knew how to end the evening. When they’d worked together, it was ‘see you in the morning, bring coffee and don’t piss Cragen off.’ Now?




“Hell with it,” Elliot said. “Not like it’s unprofessional conduct anymore.”




He hugged her. Nothing overwhelming, just his arms around her shoulders and a brief squeeze.




For a micro-second, she stopped breathing, too stunned to react. But it wasn’t because it was unexpected or strange. It was because everything she was crystallized into perfect focus. She was herself. He was there. Oh, God, he smelled so good—flannel shirt, fabric softener, sawdust, coffee, shampoo, and just him. Then she melted, wrapped her arms around his chest, squeezed back, and started breathing again. The sudden loss of tension in her muscles and the low level pain that went with it almost made her cry.




“Hey, you okay?” Elliot asked, drawing back.




She pulled herself together and nodded. “Yeah, just… it’s good to see you, El.”




“It’s good to see you too, Liv,” he answered.




She let go and took a step back. He let her.




“Don’t be a stranger,” she told him, and she very nearly ran for the driver’s side door.




He let her.




“I won’t,” he told her, but she hadn’t heard.



January



The sky overhead was bronze with heat. Her skin was scorched with sunburn, and her lips had cracked. She was parched. She crouched in the shade of a rock overhang and watched as the sun made its long trek to the west. Someone crouched next to her. In the heat, the smell of sweat, dried mud, and blood filled her nose. She had been there before.




“You do not even know what you are hunting,” the woman whispered almost soundlessly, “and you know neither what to hunt nor that you will, in turn, be hunted.”




Liv grimaced.




“There aren’t any damn clues,” she whispered back, trying not to make any more sound than her partner had. “I don’t even know if what I’m looking for is real.”




The woman next to Olivia made a harsh tsk which blended in with the insects’ rattling buzz.




“You hunt every day,” the woman answered. “Killers and predators. This is no different. Find one of their prey and follow them back.”




Wait, Olivia thought, she’s not speaking English.




In fact, the words that the woman spoke were filled with tongue clicks, lip smacks, and harsh consonants which broke up the sounds until they became just as much background noise as dry branches knocking and rubbing in the feeble breeze. They were the same words Olivia spoke, feeling her mouth shape itself in an entirely different way and the meaning of her words line up and shift differently in her mind.




Distracted from the hunt and from the conversation by this, she turned her head to look at her hunting partner.




The woman was not pretty, not by any meaning of the word. She was probably only in her late teens, and her skin had the ebony hue of a sub-Saharan African. Her hair had been twisted into little knobs and then matted up. Her front teeth jutted forward, and the eye facing Olivia was entirely white. Spots of burn scars dotted her skin, and there was one terrible furrow from the bridge of her nose across her cheek to her jaw.




“How old are you?” Olivia whispered.




Bothered and frustrated, the woman shifted her hand on a spear of ancient, iron hard wood, and stood. Olivia stood as well, and when she did, the world around them changed to night.




“Younger than you,” the woman answered, speaking normally now. “And as much older as is possible and still be kin to you.”




“I don’t understand,” she told her, feeling exhaustion and stress burrow into her shoulder bones.




The conversation was strangely familiar. Past deja vu and into the quality of a scene rehearsed so many times, the dialogue felt like it was spontaneous but never wavered from the script.




“No,” the woman agreed. “You don’t. I am the Eldest, older sister, but I never saw your years. Now, look.”




She gestured with an almost skeletal hand, and between them and the horizon lay the island city of Manhattan, seen from an aerial perspective. The white lights of offices and apartments were interspersed with orange sodium lights and a rainbow of neon. Slightly off to her right was the dark wilderness of Central Park.




How many times had she been shown this?




“What your prey seeks lies there. Do you sense it?”




She looked more closely and was able to discern the individual people of the borough walking, sitting, standing, talking, burping, scratching, and yelling as they were wont to do. Some of them, though, were wrong. Some of them trailed after others, bringing hunger and death with them. They looked human, but they weren’t. Sometimes, when the light caught their eyes just right, it reflected yellowish-green, like a predator’s.




“Your prey hunts at night,” the young woman told her, “and so should you. It won’t be long before it knows you’re watching.”




She gestured to a shadow at the edge of the bonfire’s well lit radius. It moved in a way that made a very small voice in her head tell her to hold perfectly still so it didn’t see her, because if it saw her…it would eat her. She listened to that voice and held more still than she’d known she could. Still, it cocked its head, as if it were taking in all the scents on the breeze, and then it turned towards her.




Its eyes were at the same level as her own.






She woke, unsure when she’d fallen asleep. The TV was still going, stuck on a commercial for a local car dealership and then followed by a pedestrian PSA, but there was no sound to match the flickering lights playing across the ceiling. The clock told her it was after 1 a.m. Chernobyl time. 




It was freezing cold in the apartment. They were hip deep in the worst winter in ten years, and she wasn’t willing to go into debt to keep the apartment warm at night. She lifted the curtain of the closest window. Snowing. Well, technically, snowing. It wasn’t gentle, sound-absorbing, fluffy flakes falling from the sky, but the wind-driven, hard-edged bits that would change to sleet if given half a chance. Manhattan usually granted all the chances it could ask.




She knew if she stayed in bed and tried to rest, she would lie there for two, maybe three hours before falling back asleep, only to wake again far too early to get ready for work. Or she could get up, start bingeing something soft and stressless with happy endings for everyone, maybe make some herbal tea. 




Or.




She got to her feet, aware that at her age she should be—and had as of, what?, five or six months ago—creaking with stiff joints. Instead, she could move as easily as she had when she’d been in college, working on a criminal justice degree and burning 3000 calories a day on the rowing team. She wore socks in bed, and they were slippery on the wooden floors. She didn’t argue with herself, but she did hold the argument in her mind as if it were a piece of blown glass, meant to be admired and studied.




You should not be doing this. It is unhealthy and makes no sense. You’re going to get in trouble. You’re going to get hurt. You’re going to hurt someone else.




And.




If you don’t do this, you will go crazy. You will hurt someone and probably yourself as well. It makes perfect sense; you just don’t understand why. Yet.




So, she got dressed. A layer of thin, knitted silk underwear. Tights. Thin wool sweater. Then, dark gray wool trousers that had fit well off the rack and now like a bespoke glove after she’d paid for the tailoring. A dark green sweater hand knitted from alpaca yarn by her new partner’s aunt, a woman who was as much a find as her new partner. Alpaca, Aunt Maria had told her, was several times warmer than wool yet lighter and nowhere near as scratchy. Another pair of socks. Her roomy boots—waterproof leather lace ups. Her peacoat. Her scarf, hat, and gloves.




And then, she spent another long moment, weighing the arguments, and finally pulled a heavy wooden box out from under her bed. She turned the dial of the combination lock until she felt the tumblers click and pulled it open and off. Inside were not the weapons of her career. For that, she carried her badge, a Sig Sauer 9 mil and a snub-nosed .38 revolver as a backup. Inside the box were weapons that she’d spent the last four months acquiring, though she’d have been hard pressed to explain why exactly she had. 




The thickest birch knitting needles she could find, sharpened to points. A baseball bat with the handle cut off and, again, sharpened. The same with any number of wooden objects—a teak canoe paddle, a hickory cane, drumsticks, a poplar 1x1. Each one, she’d notice while out shopping, running errands, or otherwise wandering through a store, and each time, she’d stared at it, weighed it in her hands, considered it, and finally, without understanding why, buying it, taking it home, and shaping it to some unknown end. She’d even, without explaining to herself why, wrapped the handles with leather and drilled holes at the end to thread a heavy woven lanyard through.




She was going crazy.




She was not going crazy; she was preserving her sanity.




She tucked each of the stakes where she could—up her sleeves, inside her jacket, in her waistband—and then she put her ankle and back holster on and clipped her badge to her sweater inside her coat. 




And she left her apartment, locking the door behind her.






New York, New York might be the city that never slept, but there was a paucity of subway riders that late, especially in her neighborhood. She was fairly sure what she was looking for. Empty or nearly empty cars, riders who couldn’t fight back and wouldn’t be missed. Prey.




It took her four rides to find what she was looking for. A man who’d nodded off in an empty car, looking scruffy but not particularly dangerous. Except, it was too cold on the subway to sleep comfortably, especially for a man whose heaviest clothing was a hoodie. On this particular stretch, there should have been an MTA officer through at least once, but this car, the third on the train, looked abandoned until you stepped on. 




Something about this guy made her hair stand on end. He slumped bonelessly, as if he were black out drunk on a Monday night/Tuesday morning. She studied him for a long moment before realizing what it was.




He wasn’t breathing.




Except, she knew he wasn’t dead by the tension in his grip on the pole. The weight of his arm would have pulled his hand off. 




She felt the familiar tightening around her diaphragm, making her breathe shallowly, and the tension in her shoulders and legs. Adrenaline. Her heart rate sped up, and she forced herself to take a deep breath.




“Sir?” she called. “Sir, I need you to wake up. You may not sleep on the subway.”




He didn’t move, even as the train went around a bend and the sway increased enough that she braced herself. She took the three steps over to him and nudged his foot with hers.




“Sir, wake up,” she repeated. “NYPD, sir. You need to wake up.”




Slowly, he looked up at her, and she realized that her internal argument was outdated. She already was insane. Hallucinating. No normal human had golden eyes and a forehead of folded ridges. He grinned, showing canines significantly longer and sharper than they had any right to be. His other teeth were misshapen as well.




“You gonna arrest me, officer?” he asked, lisping a little. “That’s okay. I promise I’ll come without a fight.”




She took a step back, and he jumped to his feet.




“BOO!” he yelled.




She flinched and stepped back again, adrenaline trying to convert to panic. Instead, she squashed it as hard as she could and forced herself to catalog him as she would any other suspect. Male, late 20s, Latino, five foot seven, probably around 160, muscular but with a layer of fat. 




He laughed.




“Oh, puta, I love your timing,” he told her. “I can make you scream and then eat you before we reach the next station.”




She punched him in the face, knocking his head back. He brought his chin back down, offended.




“Now I’m going to make you scream a lot,” he spat.




He punched her, hard enough to knock her into the seats behind. He was faster and far, far stronger than he should have been. But, she realized, he was not stronger than she was. She pulled the stake from her left coat sleeve, covering the move by standing as he stepped over to her. The next stop was more than a minute away, but even this late, there was almost always someone there. In that time, she would either end this thing, or she would be killed. 




The thing caught her by the lapel of her jacket and pulled her up to him.




“Go ahead,” he lisped. “The eyes, the teeth, you know what I am. Say it.”




“Okay,” she agreed. “You’re an asshole.”




And she kicked him in the knee as hard as she could that close, knocked him back, and brought the stake up. Hobbled and furious, he blocked her blow, and knocked her nearly ten feet back with an open handed shove.




He didn’t know how to fight. It was a nice change from half their perps committing themselves to a Fight Club lifestyle and the other half bringing in an armory from out of state. He tried to jump on top of her, so she planted a foot and threw him against the wall behind her. He crashed, head first, into the door to the second car, making a huge ruckus just as she got her feet under her. The engineer would almost certainly call ahead for help at the next station.




“Little old for slaying, aren’t you, puta?” he said, and ran his tongue over his teeth. “I heard stories about the Slayer. You sure as hell ain’t her, old lady.”




Slayer? That was something to remember.




“Don’t be so sure,” she answered, her own voice sounding distant and tinny.




He rushed her, and this time, she was ready. She tripped him, caught him by his coat, and rammed him into one of the poles hard enough to bend it. When he fell back, she pushed him to the floor, put a foot on his throat, and staked him, right-handed, through the heart.




For one horrible moment, as he looked at her with a grimace of shock and hurt, she thought maybe she was insane, that she’d just killed a perfectly innocent—well, perfectly human—person. Then, in the space of a long second, his skin pulled in on itself, crinkling, tearing, shredding into powder, and he finally disintegrated into a cloud of foul smelling dust.




“Okay,” she breathed, putting her hand across her nose to keep the dust out. “Okay. That was…I don’t know what that was.”




He’d called her a Slayer, and he was—what?—some kind of vampire? She had killed a vampire? She had slain a vampire?




The intercom dinged, announcing their arrival, and the lights of the station appeared as the train began to slow. She reached into her coat pocket, dug around a bit, and found one of the smallest evidence bags she habitually carried. Into that, she dropped several pinches of the dust left on the floor, sealed it, and tucked it into her pocket. Then, just as the train came to a stop, she glanced at the MTA officers on the platform and back at the bent pole. She grabbed the pole above the dent and with the heel of her hand, hit it hard enough to straighten back out.




The doors opened, and the two officers stepped on. She nodded at them.




“Everything all right, Miss?” one asked. 




“Tired, cold, and ready to get home,” she told them, brushing her hands off. “Other than that, just fine.”




“Anything happen just now?” the other asked, gesturing around the car.




“There was a guy,” she said. “Had an attitude. I persuaded him to leave.”




“Uh huh,” the first one said. “And that thing?”




She indicated Olivia’s wrist, where her stake dangled from its lanyard. Liv looked down at it, incredulous. How had she forgotten that?




“Knitting,” she told them. “Helps pass the time.”




They were not stupid. There might not have been any blood on her or a banged up corpse lying on the floor, but from the new dent on the door at the front of the car, it was clear that something had happened. She put the stake away and took out her badge.




“Benson,” she introduced herself, holding the badge up. “I’m a detective with Manhattan SVU, out of the 16th. You guys doing okay?”




“Yeah, we’re fine,” the second answered. 




NYPD and MTA didn’t always see eye to eye, but the ground troops usually got along well enough, and she had a good reputation with MTA from all the investigations where they crossed jurisdiction. The two MTA cops exchanged a look and then a shrug. 




“Anything we can help you with, detective?” the first asked. 




“Nah,” she demurred. “You guys run a tight ship.”




They preened ever so slightly. 




“Yeah, well, you take care,” the second one said, getting fatherly, “and let us know if you need anything.”




“You got it,” she agreed.




She got out just before the doors closed and the train left.




And that was her first vampire slaying, but not the last.




2. Numbers 2, 3, and 4


January



“Can I help you, detective?” a man with a British accent asked.




She turned towards him, giving up her examination of the new Medical Examiner digs. The man wore a lab coat, and under that, an old fashioned vest with his tie knotted up in a particular fashion that piqued her interest. He had the antiquated, scruffy air of someone far too caught up in his thoughts to keep track of anything less permanent than a Platonic ideal. He was also astonishingly handsome.




“How’d you know I’m a detective?” she asked in return, curious. She wasn’t wearing her gun or badge.




He smiled warmly at her.




“Your trouser cuff shows a pattern of wear indicating you keep a backup weapon at your right ankle,” he told her. “There’s another pattern of wear at your waistband where you presumably put your badge. Your boots are the exact type favored by female detectives throughout the city—low heel, good sole, form fitting, and supportive for long days of walking and standing—and expensive enough to last. You’re wearing layers, indicating you change from indoors to outdoors frequently. Your haircut and makeup are subdued, attractive, and conservative. You wear no jewelry that might inhibit your movements, attract a thief’s attention, or be used against you. Also, I know all the staff here. You’re not one of them. The only other people who have access without being escorted are law enforcement and members of the district attorney’s office. Shall I continue?”




She waved him off.




“No, that’s okay,” she told him. “You’ve got some real powers of observation and deduction, Mr. Holmes. Detective Olivia Benson, SVU.”




He sobered. 




“Ah, I see. Doctor Henry Morgan, medical examiner. How may I help you?”




It wasn’t unusual for colleagues, on learning that she was with SVU, to turn cautious or solicitous. Even the Homicide detectives




“I’m looking for Doctor Warner,” she told him.




He nodded, eyebrows raised in a manner that said he was not at all surprised at her statement, approved of it, but would be unable to help her.




“Doctor Warner is currently on sabbatical,” he told her. “She left last Friday. I am taking on much of her caseload.”




A small note pinged in her head. Melinda had told her about an upcoming sabbatical. She was writing a book. But Olivia hadn’t realized it was going to start so soon. It was probably in her email and plastered across multiple department updates. She felt incredibly sheepish.




“Well, I was just going to ask her to look at something for me,” she muttered. 




“I’d be delighted to help,” he told her. 




His diction and manners were like something out of a Jane Austen novel. In fact, he inclined ever so slightly forward from the hips, as if he’d worked hard to break himself of the habit of bowing on introductions, but still did so unconsciously.




She pulled the little bag out of her pocket and held it out.




“I was hoping to get this substance identified,” she said.




“Is this…evidence?” he asked, raising his eyebrows again in a completely different expression.




Chain of custody, after all, required significantly more than a simple hand off.




“No,” she assured him. “Just something I came across. A little mystery, if you will.”




He took the baggie from her and held it up to the light. He scrutinized it, gently pressed the tiny pieces, and considered their hardness, their size, how they responded to the pressure, and probably a hundred other characteristics. He even opened the baggie and inhaled their smell.




“Well,” he said, looking back at her, “I’d have to do a spectral analysis to be sure, but this looks like calcined bone fragments which have been mechanically crushed. Should I be concerned?”




“I found it on the floor of a subway car,” she admitted.




“Ah,” he answered, satisfied. “In that case, what you almost certainly have are the cremated remains. It’s possible, though unlikely, that they were deliberately scattered in the car, but more likely that someone accidentally spilled some of their departed loved one—pet or parent—and neglected to clean up all of the bits. Impossible to tell if they are human or animal.”




Olivia let her breath escape her. It was a strange sort of relief, thinking this was evidence that she wasn’t insane. It could, after all, have been something completely unrelated. 




“Would you like me to dispose of this?” Doctor Morgan asked.




“Yeah, that would be great,” she answered.




She stared at the little baggie, still sorting through thoughts.




“Detective, is…everything all right?” he asked gently.




She shook her head, trying to dispel the thoughts.




“Yeah, just…it’s been a weird few days.”




“Ah, well, I’m sure the bar for weird must be set very high for you and your colleagues,” he told her in a surprisingly avuncular manner. “Try to take care of yourself.”




“Sure thing, Doc,” she answered absently. Then she caught herself and smiled. “Thanks for your help.”




“Ours is but to do or die,” he responded, and this time he did give her the smallest of bows.






Her second, third, and fourth vampires were two nights later. She woke once again, in the middle of the night. This time, instead of standing almost paralyzed while she considered, she simply got up, got dressed, loaded up weapons, and went hunting.




She found her prey following a muttering homeless man in Central Park. Winter was hard on the homeless here. Generally, they went to a shelter, found a warm grate or other spot with heat, or they kept a fire going. The ones who didn’t often died of exposure, and while they got their autopsy, not all the coroners had the scruples of Melinda Warner or Henry Morgan. It was easy to believe that a population of vampires could pick off the city’s vulnerable and leave a body to decompose until the cause of death was impossible to determine.




A fist of anger twisted in her guts at that thought, and she used it to focus as she watched a girl no older than fifteen follow the old man. The girl was coatless and barefoot in the snow, and the only time her chest moved was when she inhaled to speak.




“Hey, mister, you got some food?” she called. “Hey, mister!”




“Go home, go home, go home.” the man momentarily changed his constant polylogia. “It’s too cold. I ain’t got no food. Go home. Go home, I said! They told me! They told me not to, but I did it, and it didn’t matter, and why wouldn’t it? Bang! Zoom! To the moon! Go get yours, but don’t share it. I never took it.”




He kept shuffling while the girl danced up to him. She was dressed like a bedraggled fairy pulled out of a drain—torn fishnet stockings, hair in two long ponytails, layers of tulle and glitter, smeared makeup, and a pair of battered wings. 




“Hey, grandpa,” she called again while Olivia stepped out from her vantage point off the sidewalk and began walking silently toward them. “Hey, Grandpa, wanna play a game?”




“No games,” he answered, trying to wave her off.




He shuffled faster, trying to get away. Even in his near stuporous delirium, he knew there was something wrong with her.




“It’s a great game,” the little vampire said, dancing ahead of him and blocking his escape. “It’s called Scare You To Death.”




The man froze. 




“I don’t want to play no game,” he said, and his voice twisted with a note of whining fear. “You go away!”




“Here’s how we play,” she said as Olivia continued to walk towards them, taking care to stay on her toes so her heels didn’t click on the pavement. “I say ‘knock knock’, and you say ‘who’s there?’. Got it?”




She started circling the old man, driving him one direction for two steps and another for three.




“I don’t wanna play no g—” he whined.




“GOT IT?” 




Olivia saw the girl’s eyes flash gold, but the vampire still hadn’t noticed her. 




“Don’t hurt me,” the old man begged in a tiny voice.




“Then. Play. The. Game.”




Olivia pulled out one of her longer stakes, the poplar 1x1 and kept it parallel to her forearm. The little vampire now stood with her back to Olivia while the old man faced her but hadn’t noticed her stepping cautiously out of the shadows.




“Okay, sure, I’ll play,” he said, cringing in fear.




“Great,” the girl told him. “Knock, knock!”




“W—who’s there?” he asked.




“Me!” the girl crowed.




Olivia couldn’t see what she did, but the man’s eyes went wide in terror, he tripped over himself trying to get away, and started screaming.




“Police!” Olivia bellowed. “Turn around with your hands up.”




The girl flinched in surprise, and when she turned, hands raised, her face was normal.




“Don’t let her hurt me!” the homeless man begged. “Don’t let her eat me!”




“Officer, I don’t know what’s going on,” the girl said in utter sincerity. “I think he’s sick or maybe on drugs.”




Olivia made a show of looking down at the terrified man and relaxing. 




“Did he hurt you?” she asked. 




“No,” the girl said in wide-eyed innocence. “But I’m really glad you’re here.”




“Why’s that?” Liv asked, letting the vampire’s script play out.




“Because that means I get dinner and dessert,” the girl said, her face turning demonic.




She grabbed at Liv, taking her by the lapels of her jacket, only to glance down in surprise when Liv’s stake punched through her upper abdomen into her chest and through her heart. 




“Aw, that’s not f—”




And she shattered into dust.




She tucked the stake away and went over to the old man. He smelled of incredibly dirty laundry and the rank, sweetish stink of someone who was an uncontrolled diabetic.




“Don’t hurt me!” he cried, weeping in fear.




“Hey, it’s all right,” she assured him. “I’m Olivia, Olivia the Vampire Slayer. There’s a shelter about three blocks from here. How about I walk you there?”




Usually the shelters closed their doors by a certain time, but as a cop, she could finagle a bed if they had one.




“That was a vampire?” he asked. “I thought it was one of those dars. I knew she was gonna eat me.”




“Dar?” she asked.




“Dar,” he confirmed, nodding. “Dee Ay Ar, Daughters of the American Republic. Always hasslin’ folk, eatin’ those as fall behind. Bad people.”




She didn’t bother to explain that it was Daughters of the American Revolution, that they usually only hassled people for donations or told people their genealogy wasn’t up to snuff, and that she’d never heard of them eating anybody, whether they’d fallen behind or not, but then, no one had told her that vampires were real and ate people either, so maybe she ought to keep an open mind. 




“My name’s Lucius,” the man told her.




“Lucius, it’s nice to meet you,” she said. “I don’t suppose I could talk you into not saying anything about the whole vampire slaying thing, could I? I’m still learning the ropes.”




He drew himself up with a surprising amount of dignity for a man who hadn’t showered since the first Bartlett administration.




“Ma’am, I may be crazy, but I ain’t stupid,” he said. “I don’t blab no one’s identity, no sir! Your secret’s safe with me.”




It was that strange of a night that this reassured her completely. When she left him at the shelter, she told the night clerk to see if they couldn’t get a social worker assigned to Lucius and get him into a doctor and get his blood sugar under control. The man must have been urinating yellow snow cone syrup.






Her second slaying of the night was sheer reflex. If it had been an actual mugger, she would have had some serious explaining to do. She had just passed an alleyway and was coming up on a bodega, still open even that late, when she heard a scrape behind her. A glance at the passenger window of a van parked illegally at the crosswalk well ahead of her showed no reflection behind her, and just as she relaxed, someone grabbed her.




Their bad luck. She felt cold hands on her face and grabbing at her scarf, trying to pull it away from her throat. She elbowed him in the solar plexus as hard as she could just as she felt the scrape of fangs against her cheek. There wasn’t even an ‘oof’ of exhalation, no feeling of air passing her face, but it must have hurt, as his grip slacked enough for her to reach back, grab his upper arm, and haul him over her shoulder in a throw. He hit the pavement hard, and she kept her hold on his arm, turning it into an elbow lock to keep him down.




He grimaced, showing off his fangs.




“No reflection either, huh?”




He snarled, and she staked him.




“Eric?” 




She looked up just as another ma—vampire stepped out of the bodega, cardboard flat filled with Chinese food cartons and a six pack of IPAs. The vampire she’d staked disintegrated into a sprinkling of foul dust on the concrete.




“Eric! You bitch, I’ll kill you!”




He tossed the food away, dropped the beers, and launched himself at her. It was a twenty foot jump if it was an inch, and he knocked her down. She managed to bring her chin to her chest and curl her shoulders forward so she didn’t hit her head, but the landing drove the air out of her lungs.




This vampire was strong. She couldn’t break his hold on her as he straddled her waist and lifted her by the jacket lapels. His mouth was opened wide, fangs catching the light. Her throat was bare, scarf pulled away by the last vampire, and she couldn’t get to his chest with her stake. So, instead, she drove it into his left eye, puncturing it. He screamed in fury, so she drove the stake as hard as she could, through the bone of the socket, through his brain, until the tip grated against the back inside of his skull.




Snarling, he punched her, and while she managed to turn her head and take it on her cheek and jaw, the punch and instant collision of her head against the sidewalk was a nova of pain, blotting out everything else for a moment. Someone else shouted, further off, and her eyes focused on the surreal image of the man straddling her looking around, her stake still sticking out of his eye socket by a good six inches.




You do something you shouldn’t be able to, she thought, so do I.




She brought her legs up, hooked them around the vampire’s chest and shoulder, and brought them down again with all her strength, smashing his head into the ground. His hands flailed, grabbing at her as she pulled one foot back and kicked him off her, sending him five feet down the sidewalk. She pulled her longest stake out from her back collar and jumped for him.




He rolled, causing the point of her stake to skitter off the concrete and shatter into splinters. 




“Hey! Hey!!!” someone shouted.




She looked up and saw the bodega clerk standing in the doorway, holding a twelve inch serrated bread knife. Before she could yell at him to get back inside, he tossed the knife to her. It was an impossible throw. It should have landed three feet short of her, but she jumped, caught it by the handle, and somersaulted to her feet.




“What the hell do I do with this?” she yelled. “He’s a vampire!”




The vampire swung at her, but with only one eye, his depth perception was off, and she ducked out of the way, the agony in her head slipping one way and then another against her movements like it was liquid.




“Cut his head off!” the clerk yelled at her.




Oh. She dodged two more punches and kicked him in the midsection hard enough to double him over, grabbed the stake handle sticking out of his head, and used it to lever him to his knees. She knew enough about anatomy to understand that she’d churned his brains into oatmeal, but that didn’t stop him. 




He punched her knee as she forced his head back, and she bit down on her scream of pain. Then she pulled the knife across his throat, and the serrations bit into the flesh. He clawed her across the thigh, trying to get to the big blood vessels at her groin, as she sawed back and forth. To her relief, he didn’t bleed, but she felt the knife go through his trachea and the meat around it, only to bind up against a vertebra. 




The knife was too flimsy to cut the bone, and her own hot blood ran down her leg, so she left the blade in his neck, grabbed him by the hair and with hair and stake, forced his head back and over until his neck audibly broke. He went limp, and they both fell over. 




But he didn’t turn to dust. 




Horror curdled her guts. Had she just broken a man’s neck and not a vampire’s? No, he hadn’t bled, and he still had the face of a vampire. Besides, no human had any business doing any of that after having their brains churned like so much butter. When she turned his face over, his remaining eye moved towards her face and focused on her, gleaming with hatred. He mouthed words at her, and it wasn’t very difficult to guess what words they were.




“Maybe you still have to cut his head completely off?” the clerk suggested.




He was a tall, skinny guy in his early twenties, Bangladeshi or Indian, wearing a t-shirt, jeans, and flip-flops, wrapping his arms around himself in the cold. She nodded, pulled the knife free from the vertebra it had stuck, and clumsily sawed through the remaining flesh around and behind the spine. The moment she separated the last stretched bits of skin and muscle, the vampire collapsed into dust and nothingness. Her stake hit the concrete in a rattle.




She stood up, shaking all over.




“Come on,” the clerk said, pulling her into the store. “You’re bleeding, and I’ve got to clean up the glass.”




He walked her behind the counter and put a stool under her when her knees gave out. Then he grabbed a clean towel and pressed it to the front of her left leg.




“Put pressure on that,” he told her as he pulled things out from under the register.




The smell of Chinese food suffused the air. Her head was killing her. Her knee and her leg throbbed in pain. She felt lightheaded, vertiginous, and her thoughts wouldn’t line up. She pressed the towel against her leg, where the vampire had clawed her. On top of that, she was starving.




She leaned against the wall and closed her eyes. Her head hurt worse than anything since the time that perp had jumped her in the basement of a family’s apartment building, stabbing her in the shoulder and giving her a concussion. She’d woken up in the hospital after that one, Elliot sleeping in a chair at her side.




“You’ve got a concussion,” he said. “Don’t fall asleep.”




“I know,” she told him, but it took a moment to open her eyes, and when she did, she wasn’t in a hospital but a bodega.




Right. The vampire slaying thing.




“I’m studying to be an RN,” the clerk told her.




“How’d you know to cut off its head?” she asked.




“Those guys?” he asked back, taking her pulse and popping a thermometer in her mouth. “They’ve been extorting my family for fifty years. They never show up on video or in a reflection. Grandpa said they were demons, but I figured vampires.”




“You didn’t know for sure?” she asked, frowning.




He glanced up and shrugged. “Seemed as good a guess as any. And it worked.”




He took a pen light and checked her pupils.




“Okay, if you’ve got a concussion, it’s not too bad. I’d tell you to go to an ER, but—”




“I did not get these,” and she gestured vaguely at her injuries, “in a bar fight.”




“Right. Look, I need to clean up the glass outside.”




“Hey, can I get a soda and some of those eggrolls first?” she asked, her stomach growling.




He gave her a funny look but shrugged again and brought her a root beer, a plate of egg rolls and fried pork noodles with soy sauce. Then he ran an Ace bandage around her leg and the towel and tucked it in before gathering up a broom and dust pan.




“I’ll be right back.”




She nodded, feeling her tender brain bounce against the inside of her skull. That, in turn, made her think of the vampire with brain pudding who was able to keep moving until she severed his spinal cord.




Honestly, what kind of sense did that make? None whatsoever.




She opened the root beer and sipped between slowly chewed bites of eggroll. As the food collected in her stomach, the jittery, skidding lightheadedness faded, and a sense of solemn fear took over. That thing could have killed her. If she’d been half a second slower, if the vampire had decided to outright kill her instead of bite her, if she hadn’t caught the knife…




There were other times when she’d performed such a review. SVU dealt with criminals more desperate than any others, but as a police officer, she had the backing of her partner, her captain, her department, and the NYPD as a whole. This felt…exposed. It felt far more dangerous than what she usually did.




When the clerk returned, he brought with him another pile of supplies. 




“Put this on your jaw,” he told her. “It’ll keep the swelling down.”




She held the cold pack against her jaw. He checked her knee and wrapped another cold pack around it. Then he cut her torn pants away from the claw marks, cleaned the wounds, applied butterfly bandages to close them, and bandaged them up. 




“How’d you get here?” he asked. 




“Walked,” she replied, eyes closed, still chewing.




“You’d better call an Uber or a Lyft,” he said. “You shouldn’t be walking on this knee.”




She nodded.




Three people came into the shop, calling out his name, Parthiv. He stepped away from her, rang them up, took their money, and gave them change. There was a silent moment where she imagined that they gave her a significant glance and he merely shrugged, but no one asked anything. When he returned, he took the icebag off her face.




“I’ve got some arnica ointment,” he told her, “but you’re still going to have one hell of a bruise.”




“I heal quickly,” she answered.




“Uh huh.”




He smeared the ointment across her cheek, and she could feel the deep bruise there. It would hurt like hell for days and be colorful for close to two weeks. 




“How’d you do that?” Parthiv asked.




“Do what?”




“Kill those vampires?” he clarified patiently.




She opened her eyes again, unsure when she had closed them. “I put a stake through the heart of the first one and cut the head off the second one. You saw me.”




He blinked and then tilted his head, like he was letting something fall out.




“I mean,” he began, “how did you manage to kill them in the first place? They killed my grandfather’s brother, and they killed my mom’s first husband. They’re stronger than any human I’ve ever met. I saw one of them jump over an eight foot fence like it wasn’t even there.”




“I’m a vampire slayer,” she told him.




He sighed. “Don’t know why I even expected an answer that would make sense,” he muttered.




Her ride showed up, and the driver was not thrilled to have what looked like a drunkenly reeling older woman, but kept his opinion to himself. When she got home, she tipped him nearly 50%, stripped her clothes off, taken a shower, and re-doctored her wounds. Then she crawled into bed and fell asleep without dreams.






3. Chapter Three



“Munch, what do you know about vampires?” she asked her lanky fellow detective the next chance she got.




When she’d woken up, the first thing she’d done—after eating every scrap of food in her refrigerator—was check her injuries. Her cheek was tender and discolored, but it looked like she’d taken the hit a week previously. Her knee was still swollen, but only by a little, and it too was wreathed in greenish purple bruises. When she walked on it, the stiffness faded with use until it was only a mild twinge. The lacerations on her thigh were mostly healed. She’d been able to cover everything with makeup only a little heavier than usual.




Munch paused from his search through one of the old filing cabinets that were slowly but surely being replaced as everything from before the computer age was scanned into the system.




“Vampires?” he asked, eyebrows climbing up nearly to his hairline. “Well, I’m no scholar—”




“Yes, you are,” Fin said as he walked by on his way to the evidence lock up. “School of Paranoid and Pointless Conspiracy Theories, Class of Older Than Dirt, Summa Cum Laude in Messed Up Shit.”




Liv suppressed her laughter as Fin winked at her. Munch gave his partner a sour smile.




“Working a case?” he asked.




She shook her head. “Nope, just a thing I read on the internet, got me curious.”




“Any particular angle?”




“How do you mean?” she asked back. 




“Well, there’s all kinds of vampires in popular culture,” he told her. “Sparkly ones, sexy ones, scary ones…”




She almost said, “real ones,” but stopped herself in time. 




“Where does the idea even come from?” she asked. “I mean, where do vampire stories even come from?”




“You’d think it would be Bram Stoker’s Dracula,” he answered, “but that wasn’t even the first published vampire story in English. That would be The Vampyre by John Polidori, who wrote it—believe it or not—for the same contest that Mary Shelley wrote Frankenstein. But vampires have been around in folklore, myth, and legend for millennia. The ancient Romans believed in them. So did the Chinese, the Arabs, even one of the Indian kingdoms.”




She hadn’t known that.




“You know, it’s an interesting topic,” Munch said, waxing philosophical. “For the sake of argument, let’s say vampires are real.”




“Okay,” she agreed, feeling the transcendentally odd sensation of being the person in a conversation with John Munch who readily believed some impossible conspiracy while for him it was a mere intellectual exercise. 




“Well, pretty much all of them are considered undead,” he waxed enthusiastically. “That is, they were once living souls, but their bodies rose after death as something unholy, and it’s probably because of some of the initial changes in decomposition. The body dries up, the skin shrinks, so the nails, hair, and teeth appear longer, but the stories don’t stop there.”




“No, of course not.”




“There’s a lot of stuff that can’t be explained by physical phenomenon,” he continued, really warming up. “Silver, garlic, holy symbols.”




“Right,” she agreed. “Crosses.”




How had she not thought of that?




“The question is,” he raised a finger, “is it any holy symbol, or just crosses. And regardless, does the belief of the holder have any influence? Could I, a Jew, scare off a vampire by holding up a cross, or does it have to be a Star of David? And if it’s faith, then what do the poor atheists do?”




Cragen joined them with a stack of folders.




“If you’re done trolling the depths of theoretical undead pest control, detectives,” he said, handing first Liv and then Munch several folders, “the paperwork awaits you.”



February



“Weren’t you done with this?” a woman asked her in a clipped, exasperated voice.




“I thought I was,” Olivia answered, looking around.




It was the basement where she and Elliot had found Derek Harper. She knew she hadn’t been back in since the attack. She hadn’t had to testify, since all the concerned authorities took one look at him, whistled high to low, and said “crazy town, ticket for one.” She hadn’t even looked at the crime scene photos, but she knew this room. She just didn’t expect it to be so well lit.




It wasn’t a proper basement, as those things went. It was more like a salon, with doors opening off either side of the long axis. Considering it had been built during Prohibition, it could just as easily have been a speakeasy or a brothel. Her shoe scraped on a thin layer of mud and grit, uncovering the colored tile, much of which was broken or pried up. The floor, the columns, the walls, and the ceiling were covered in spatters of something reddish-brown, layers of it fading away. There were circular black stains scattered across the ceiling. Hadn’t Elliot said something about soot from candles?




“What is going on here?” she asked herself, turning in place to see the whole room. She had the unnerving feeling that she was being watched.




“I don’t know!” the other woman snapped. “I answered the questions I was supposed to. I’m not even supposed to be here!”




Olivia looked at her. As a detective, she’d worked long and hard to improve her memory so she could recognize names and faces, but… she had no idea who this woman was. Tall, pretty in an angular sort of way. Her hair was done up like a 40s pin-up model, and she wore a printed dress tailored in the same style. Her shoes were modern, as were her makeup and jewelry.




She should have questioned the woman. Not that she suspected her of doing anything, but because something was definitely going on, something bad, and any information would help. She should have, but something about the tone of the woman’s voice, the fear and worry, stopped her.




“Do you need to leave?” Olivia asked her.




“I don’t know,” the woman nearly wailed. “I did my job. Why am I back here?”




“I don’t—”




She found herself staring up at her bedroom ceiling.




“—know either,” she finished and sighed heavily.




After a long moment, she realized it was going to be one of those nights, so she got up, got dressed, armed herself, and went hunting.






The vampire hissed at her like a cornered leopard. When it lunged, she kicked its face, and when it reeled back, she thrust her sharpened bo staff through its chest. Only, she missed the heart.




“Dammit!”




The vampire, female, struggled, trying to push the bo staff out of her torso.




“Ow, this really hurts!”




Olivia kicked her again. 




“Ow!”




She pulled the bo staff out, thrust again, and missed for a second time. She ground her teeth.




“Dammit!”




“Oh, I’m sorry,” the vampire snarled, “have I thrown off your groove? Well, gee, I’d try to be helpful, but there’s a big stick in my chest right now!”




Olivia punched her across the face, as much to shut her up as to keep her down, pulled the bo staff out again, aimed, and stabbed, finally hitting her target. The vampire made a face at her when it disintegrated, and the dust pelted her boots.




“Everybody’s a critic,” she muttered.




Vampire #17. Liv thought about getting a little rubber stamp of a bat and putting one for each of her kills on a wall in her apartment, like a WWI flying ace. Then she decided that it would get much too weird much too fast, and never mind having to explain to anyone who came over. Still, seventeen kills—slays?—in less than six weeks seemed like a good record to her. She went back to the trash filled doorway where she’d stashed her duffel bag and case. This was only the second time she’d ever entered a building while trailing a vampire. It gave her an opportunity to break out better weapons—the bo staff was far better suited, her own aim aside, to killing a vampire than a stake, but it was definitely not as porta—




She didn’t even kid herself when she saw the shoes splayed in the triangle under a mattress propped against the wall. The shoes had not been abandoned. That wasn’t a tangle of laundry. It was a person. She took out her flashlight, clicked it on, and checked. Male, black, late teens or early twenties, though it was hard to tell in the late stage of decomp. The fact that she had written off the smell of decay as something much smaller—a rat, maybe a raccoon—was a testament to the cold weather.




Fuck. 




Three guesses as to why there was a dead body in the basement of a condemned building when it should have been filled with homeless, junkies, or other souls abandoned by society, and the first two didn’t count. She considered the body for a moment, running possibilities through her mind. She didn’t try to justify whether he was alone in the world or not. That was one of the first things Stabler had impressed upon her: you don’t choose the vic. You just do right by them.




“I’m sorry this happened to you,” she murmured to him. “I’ll do my best to get you back home.”




She pulled out her phone and dialed 911.






“Tea,” the ME’s assistant, Lucas Wahl said, offering her a plastic cup of steaming brown liquid.




Considering the repellent nature of anything the precinct’s coffee machine put out, she hesitated, but one smell informed her that it might not be bad. She took a hesitant sip. It was, in fact, very, very good. Like, gave her a new understanding of what tea could be good and why empires fought wars over it. Wahl saw her amazement and nodded.




“Yeah, he only buys the good stuff,” he explained, nodding in Dr. Morgan’s direction, “and he almost never shares, but he told me to bring you some.”




“It’s good,” she confirmed.




“Lucas!” Dr. Morgan called sharply.




“Duty calls,” Wahl said and retreated.




The homicide detective stood from where she’d conferred with Dr. Morgan and walked over.




“Detective Benson,” she greeted Olivia. “Can you tell me how you came to be down in the basement of a condemned building at two in the morning and found a body?”




Olivia sighed. This would be the difficult part. Yes, professional courtesy went a long, long way, but there was also a nasty habit among rogue cops to murder and then insert themselves in the investigation to get some extra jollies. She hoped her reputation put her in better standing than most, but it was a bit of a joke among the NYPD that SVU cops were on the weird side, so the best she could probably hope for was to break even.




“Insomnia,” she admitted, taking another sip of the tea. “I’ve been having some vivid dreams the past few weeks, and if I happen to wake up from one in the middle of the night, the only thing I’ve found that works to get back to sleep is to go for a walk.”




“You’re a long way from home,” Martinez pointed out. 




“Yeah,” Olivia agreed. “It’s been that kind of week. I’m on a bad case right now. So, the walk’s longer than usual. If I get too far out, I call a Lyft or an Uber.”




“What brought you down here?” Martinez probed.




Just doing her job, Olivia reminded herself, and anyways, she’d made the decision to call it in. She could have walked away.




“I saw a runaway, female, teenager, duck past the fence,” she explained. “There’s been an order out for the past month to bring in as many of them as possible, get them in shelters or back to their families.”




Martinez nodded. There had been three bodies found on separate occasions, kids who’d tried to find a safe place to hole up and had died of hypothermia. It was a big, bad world out there.




“I figured, this was almost certainly a flop,” she continued, “so I followed her in to get a rough count before I called it in. She took off, and I noticed the vic.”




“When did the altercation take place?” Dr. Morgan asked, getting up and coming over, taking care not to disturb the crime scene.




“Excuse me?” Olivia asked.




“The altercation,” he repeated. “There are two sets of footprints, one of which is clearly yours, the other fits your description of what a girl or young woman might choose for footwear.”




He indicated, and Olivia realized he’d spotted the pattern of footprints and made all the appropriate inferences. She took a deep breath. After all, if you had to lie, you should stick as close as possible to the truth. 




“I blew it,” she told them. “When I came in and didn’t see anyone, I came up behind her and announced myself. She reacted violently, took a swing at me. I tried to reassure her. There was a bit of back and forth, and she took off back the way we’d come in.”




Since that was the same entrance the entire forensic team had used, that should keep him from realizing that she’d never left the basement. How on earth had she managed to land a modern day Sherlock Holmes for an ME?




“And the dust?” he asked. For a man rousted out of bed less than half an hour ago, he was impeccably groomed and not even the slightest bit bleary.




“The dust?” Olivia asked back, blinking in confusion.




She glanced at Detective Martinez, who gave a little shrug. 




“He sees stuff,” she explained. “He’s pretty much always right, too.”




Well, her night had just gotten significantly more difficult. How do you explain to a medical examiner that you didn’t kill anyone and you hadn’t gone insane, you were just hunting vampires? She’d get pulled from the force and offered a medical retirement.




“The dust scattered on the floor,” he said, crouching down and setting his flashlight parallel to the floor, where the bright beam picked up thousands of particles the size of pop rocks and smaller. “And also on your shoes.”




She glanced down and saw that her boots were in fact coated in a thin layer of the stuff. 




“It looks remarkably like the stuff you brought to me just the other day,” he noted, placing the flashlight on the floor and taking out both an evidence bag and pair of forceps.




“You’ve met?” Martinez asked.




“I stopped by the ME’s office a few days ago,” Olivia explained. “I was looking for Melinda Warner. Forgot that she’s on sabbatical.”




“Yeah, I’ve worked with her,” Martinez said. “Top notch.”




“She’s one of the few colleagues of mine I have any real regard for,” Dr. Morgan supplied.




“You have no idea how true that is,” Wahl put in. “I mean, seriously. He doesn’t like anyone.”




“Lucas,” Dr. Morgan said in a firm manner. 




“It’s true!” the tall, skinny, awkward man said. “Just the other day, you were grumbling about Doct—”




“Whether it’s true or not,” Dr. Morgan interrupt, “decorum behooves both of us to remain civil and discreet when discussing our colleagues, especially when we’re dealing with those outside of our profession.”




“Did he just use both ‘decorum’ and ‘behooves’ in a sentence?” Benson asked, nonplussed.




“He did,” Martinez confirmed. “And as usual he’s right.”




Olivia sighed and kicked the toe of her right boot against the concrete floor. About half the dust on it dislodged and fell.




“Do you need my shoes for analysis?” she asked.




“Oh, no,” Morgan demurred. “I have a perfectly good sample from the floor, and it’s certainly not connected to the young man’s death.”




A little tension left her neck on that judgement.




“Now, let me show you what I’ve found,” he said, drawing both detectives to the body.




The mattress, filthy, stained, and erupting stuffing, had been removed and was being worked by two other forensic staff members. The vic lay supine, clothes stained by the fluids of decay, not death. His hair had started to slough off. His hands were shriveled, hard, and bore the signs of insect and rat predation. Olivia started to search her jacket for the pot of strong smelling ointment, but Martinez handed her one, which she gratefully took. It was eucalyptus and menthol, thankfully. She’d known a detective who’d used peppermint and then had lost the ability to enjoy baked goods and Christmas thanks to the associations.




“Here,” Morgan said, tilting the head to one side and then the other, “along line where the carotid arteries and jugular veins run, and here—” he indicated first one wrist and then the other, “where the radial arteries and veins lie, as well as the brachial arteries on the inside of the upper arms, and once I’ve got this poor lad on the table, I’ll most certainly find the same indications at the femoral artery.”




“What?” Martinez asked, baffled.




“Bites,” Olivia answered for him, numb. 




The decomp made it harder to identify, but clearly Dr. Morgan had an eye as sharp as his mind, and the experience necessary to make the inference, but the body she’d found had been covered in bites. 




“The complete lack of lividity,” he told them, “even this late in decomp, even the lack of significant blood staining of the clothing indicates this man was exsanguinated.”




“Whaaaaat?” Martinez asked, shifting uneasily. “His blood was drained by bites? What bit him?”




And here, Dr. Morgan turned grim, enough so that Wahl braced himself.




“The bites, detective, are human,” he pronounced judgment. “And not one lone psychopath with a delusion, but multiple humans. There are clear indications of at least three, perhaps as many as five.”




A scald of adrenaline flooded Olivia’s bloodstream, so much so that her ears began ringing and her clenched fists shook. Not one vampire, not two like at the bodega, but three, four, or five hunting and killing together. A nest of vampires.






She ended up going in to work early, stopping to pick up a hefty infusion of caffeine, and then sat at her desk, staring into space. 




She was working blind. She knew next to nothing about vampires. It hadn’t even occurred to her that they might work in groups, and now the implications were staggering. How were vampires made? Were they functionally immortal? How often did they kill, and were they driven by need to kill or was it just entertainment and a snack?




She seriously considered setting up some sort of testing regimen—secure a vampire instead of killing it, keep it bound, and test folklore on it. Sunlight, fire, crosses, holy water, other holy symbols. She would need a secure location where screaming couldn’t be overheard. She at least wouldn’t have trouble disposing of the remains, though she imagined after a while, there would be drifts of those calcined bone fragments Dr. Morgan had recognized, which would be hard to explain.




That’s when she realized she was thinking like a serial killer. Unlike most of the perps she dealt with, she understood with no self-delusion what would happen if any of her fellow cops caught her hauling a struggling girl to a sub-basement or storage facility, especially if she were found doing things like figuring out how much physical damage a vampire could sustain before turning into a large handful of dust. Not to mention the psychic toll it would take on her to carve up things that looked like people, screamed like people, and begged for mercy like people. There were a couple of kills on her roster that had absolutely been vampires and absolutely shattered her because they had behaved so humanly.




She sat there, staring into space, tapping her pencil, until others arrived.




4. The Lazarus Man and the Storyteller


Late February



“Detective,” Cragen called. “In my office.”




Olivia pushed her keyboard back from the edge of her desk, restacked several files, got up, pushed her chair in, and walked over to the captain’s office. Fin, Munch, and Amaro kept their heads down, only glancing at the captain and then back at their work. Not unexpected, then.




“Close the door,” Cragen told her when she came in. “And have a seat.”




She braced herself. Not the usual telling off, either.




She sat directly across from him in the seat she’d always taken, whether it was as a raw detective under Elliot’s direct supervision or now as a senior detective putting Amaro through his paces. Cragen studied her for a long moment, giving nothing away, but exuding fatherly concern.




“We’ve had this conversation a couple of times, Detective,” he began. “This is a routine check-in, but I’ve got some concerns.”




“Okay.”




“How many hours’ sleep did you get last night?” he asked bluntly.




She angled her head back. One did not lie to Cragen. He could smell a lie the way the rest of them could smell a pot of just brewed coffee and the box of freshly baked cinnamon rolls Amaro brought in every Friday. One especially did not try to spin a line of bullshit, because not only would Cragen smell it a mile off, he would take a fatherly sledgehammer to the detective fool enough to try it with him.




“I think four,” she admitted. “Less than usual, but I don’t like the sleeping pills the doc prescribed me.”




“You still seeing the shrink?” he asked.




“Huang signed off on me weeks ago,” she reminded him.




“With the understanding that you would start seeing a shrink in private practice, Olivia,” Cragen reminded her right back. “You have a diagnosis of PTSD after your stint undercover. IAB has cleared you in two incidents of unauthorized force in the last nine months, and then you went and found a homicide vic on some nightly insomnia walkabout? You will bring me an appointment card from a psychiatrist of your choosing by the end of this week, Detective, or I will have two of your favorite colleagues walk you to one of my choosing. Do I make myself clear?”




“Cap, I’m fine,” she insisted.




“That’s nice,” he responded. “Do I make myself clear?”




“Yes, Captain,” she answered, aware that it was far easier to go along with him than it was to fight him, and probably better for her in the long run. 




“Good,” he told her. “Now, I do want to thank you for being sane and staying out of Homicide’s way as they investigate the vic you found. One less headache for me. Also, here are your last two reports with my marks for spelling and grammar errors.”




He handed her two printouts. She winced when she saw the red ink scrawled across the page.




“Sorry, Cap,” she said. “I’m usually better at catching those.”




“Why the hell do you think you’re in here getting told to see someone?” he asked rhetorically. “I know you’re better at catching those. I’m not your school teacher, Detective. Your insomnia and stress are getting in the way of doing your job. I’m only glad it’s something as minor as ‘the suspect paunched the wall in anger.’ Make the appointment, and so long as nothing is hanging fire, take the rest of the day off and get some sleep.”






She made the appointment and took the rest of the day off. She did not intend to go home and sleep. She would use the handful of remaining hours of daylight exploring the condemned building in which she’d found the vampire vic. She just had to stop at her apartment, change clothes, and swap out a few items in her backpack. There, she sat to pull off her shoes and laid back on the couch for just a moment.






“Once, there was only one, and a girl at that.”




“That is not okay,” Olivia said, poking at the fire with a sharpened stick. 




Something was propped up over the fire, roasting as it was occasionally turned. The woman who spoke sat far enough away that if they both put their arms out, they would not quite touch. She was, for all the heat and light of the fire, not very well lit, and she never turned her face towards Olivia.




This wasn’t the first time she’d sat at this campfire. It wasn’t even the first time she’d had this conversation.




“Is it?” the woman sounded amused.




“You send girls out to do what? Fight? Kill? Die? They’re children! You should have waited until they were grown up,” Olivia said. She’d seen what adulthood thrust onto children did to them.




“You speak from the luxury of peace and plenty,” the woman told her. “Once a girl becomes a woman, does she not take a mate and bear children? Would you send a mother into darkness to leave her children unprotected? It had to be girls.”




“Not anymore,” Liv said firmly. 




Something moved beyond the fickle tongues of fire, something larger than her but not by much. The woman, sometimes old and sometimes young, made a noise of amusement at the back of her throat. The shadows around them moved in ways the fire could not account for.




“It has not noticed you,” she said. “Yet. When it does, it will begin its hunt. High time you began yours.”




“I don’t even know what you mean,” Liv protested as she had, now that she thought about it, several times before. “I don’t think y—”




“Stop thinking,” the woman told her, getting to her feet.




She wore leather, not cloth, sewn with large looping stitches, as if proper sewing needles hadn’t been invented yet. 




“Start hunting,” the woman added.




“I am!” Olivia declared.




That moment, the woman, the fire, and her promised dinner were gone. Olivia stood up, looking around at the sandy dry wash dotted with brush. The stars in the sky above her weren’t familiar, but one kite-shaped constellation of four stars stood out. The smell of roast meat was replaced by cold sand and stone, and thirty yards from where she stood, she saw eyes reflect light back at her.






When she woke, it was full dark, the clock read 9:42, and she felt like she’d spent a week lying on a beach, drinking colorful frozen concoctions with paper umbrellas. She groaned as she sat up and bargained with herself. Three hours. She’d be back by one, sleep in until seven, and be at the precinct no later than 8:30. She could count the hours she’d just spent comatose towards her sleep tonight, since it was almost a full night’s anyways.




As she dressed, she mulled over the dream. ‘It’ had not noticed her yet. Not ‘they’. There were, as she’d learned, lots and lots of vampires out there, so why was the First, as Liv had come to think of her, hung up on something that wasn’t a vampire? Her mind skidded across the concept that there were things other than vampires and humans to worry about, and she put it firmly into the box labeled ‘Worry About Later’. 




She picked up some take out—shrimp jambalaya, nice and spicy with big, plump shrimp—and ate sitting on a park bench, watching the pedestrian traffic. Lucas found her. He smelled a lot better after a stint in the hospital to get his blood sugar under control and wore a collection of freshly laundered clothes and new shoes and socks. She pushed a bag of food towards him. 




“What’s the word?” she asked. 




Like any good beat cop, she was building up her network of contacts, eyes and ears willing to tell her the strange things they saw. Lucas had been on the streets a lot longer than most of the homeless. He was, as she’d heard some egghead once say, housing resistant. He didn’t do IV drugs, he didn’t drink too much, and he had most of his marbles. He just didn’t fit into a society that expected him to do things like regard his bank balance and job duties as anything more than a complicated fiction that held no interest for him. He was willing to put up with a near constant state of homelessness to avoid the numbing drudgery of pretending otherwise. She was glad she’d slain the vampire about to eat him.




“Maybe a camp in that vacant lot next to the old draper’s shop, five up, two over,” he told her.




She had to calculate the information. That building hadn’t been a draper’s shop for forty years. It had held a record and used bookstore, a clothing store, a Judaica shop, and then a mortgage brokerage until the economic downturn back in 2008. But, memory held on to strange landmarks, and who was she to complain, when half her dreams were of arguing with a Stone Age teenager?




“And there’s something over at the Meatpacking district,” he told her. “Bad stuff.”




“Yeah,” she sighed. “Most of us call it gentrification.”




He wheezed with laughter. “Nah,” he said. “Something worse than vampires, worse than rich assholes taking over your neighborhood even. Mitzi and Old Bob won’t even go there anymore, and they used to practically live there.”




She kept her eyes on the crowd the whole time they talked. Habit, of course, but she caught a glimpse of a well tailored navy wool coat, a red scarf, and the shimmer of a silk necktie and waistcoat. It was swallowed by the ever-moving tide of pedestrians. Anyways, they were hell and gone from the new coroner’s office. She couldn’t imagine why Dr. Morgan would be out there.




“But not vampires?” she asked.




“Not vampires,” he confirmed. “Hell, you don’t last two weeks out here if you don’t figure out who the blood suckers are, and I am speaking both metaphorically and literally. That place…eugh.”




And he made a dramatic shiver.




“I’ll take a look,” she told him. “After I deal with the lot next to the draper’s shop.”




He nodded. “Let me know how that goes. I’m telling the others to steer clear until you say it’s safe.”






Very, very few vacant lots in Manhattan stayed vacant very long. Real estate was too valuable. Usually if one did, it was tied up in some legal battle. There were, for instance, some law firms making bank over the Meatpacking District’s recent designation of historic district, but even those were usually tangles over existing buildings someone wanted to demolish and others wanted to see restored. There were a few places where a building had been torn down or a parking lot left to decay, and she’d even heard of one place, a mythical lot so undeveloped as to be virgin soil untouched since the sixteenth century, reachable only through a gate at the corner of an overgrown alleyway between an old school and an older church that existed only on nights with no moon, and completely unfindable on map or satellite pictures. 




This, though, was one of the cramped spots where an old tenement had been torn down, probably in the 60s, and nothing had ever been built in its place. From the trash she could spot, it had done time as a very small parking lot, and someone had set up and then abandoned several raised garden beds. As the old draper’s store and the floors above it had the southern exposure, she could see why. It must have been in shadow for all but a couple of hours a day.




She made a couple of circuits of the block, checking for any human occupation. Trash weathered pretty consistently, and even the squashed remains of styrofoam cups and burger boxes looked weeks old. Cigarette butts had decayed. The tangle of weeds grew over and through everything else. The only litter newer than a couple of months was a bandanna that had almost certainly blown off a truck since the last rain. 




There were a handful of weak lights visible through the windows of the draper’s shop, and a set of steep basement stairs at the back as well as a loading dock. Here and there, she found tracks—shoes, boots, and even someone wearing a pair of stiletto heels, but no heat, no external lights, and none of the sense that there had been living people there in a long while. 




But there were rats glaring at her from the dark, running back and forth, and some of them were big. She listened closely for a long time, waiting, until she heard it. Voices.




“I’m tired of the druggies and the winos,” a girl whined. 




“Do as you’re told,” an older man told her.




An argument followed between tired-girl and older-man with a peanut gallery of comments from others thrown in. She kept track and counted at least six. Unable to call for backup, her best bet then would be to hide and pick them off one by one. She was looking for a good spot when she heard something worth changing her mind.




“Stop whining,” a woman said. “There’s leftovers.”




“I hate leftovers,” tired-girl whined.




Shit.




It made sense they’d keep a victim alive to feed off. It also meant that person was in immediate danger. Moving silently, she found a place to drop her duffel bag and break out a greater assortment of weapons, cursing her lack of ranged weapons. She needed something like a crossbow, but smaller and with greater precision. In the back of her mind, she added that to an ever growing list of things to follow up on.




She never did identify what sound triggered her, only that she turned, grabbed the man who’d come up very nearly silently behind her, and threw him up against the brick wall of the shop while bringing a stake up to strike.




And stopped. 




It was Doctor Morgan, wide eyed with alarm. He held his hands up and held very still.




“Is…is that a wooden stake?” he asked.




She pocketed the stake, grimacing.




“Doctor Morgan, you need to leave here now,” she whispered. “Quietly and quickly. Now.”




He stared at her for a moment before unbending a chagrined smile. It was a very good smile.




“If you wish, Detective,” he answered, “but I must ask that you put me down first.”




She glanced down and realized she was holding him off the ground by several inches, wrinkling his wool coat severely. Gently, she put him down, released his coat, and took a step back.




“Quickly and quietly,” she repeated.




But they both turned at a series of scrapes from inside the building. She cursed under her breath.




“I take it you understand the implication of those sounds,” Morgan said to her.




“Yeah, and it’s not good.”




She grabbed him by the coat again and hauled him with her to the lot next door. Behind and around her, the shadows boiled with movement. She made a quick estimation. The alley was cut off, as was the street side. The building on the other side of the lot didn’t have a doorman, which meant there was no getting in without a key or perhaps breaking the door open, which would trigger an alarm.




“Here,” she said, handing him two of her longer stakes. “Aim for the heart. Don’t let them get hold of you. Don’t worry about me.”




“Detective, do you believe we’ve encountered some sort of vam—oh, dear.”




She had been making for the far wall, to get her back to it and make their way to the front door, alarm or no alarm, but the flickers of movement resolved into three vampires stepping out between them and the wall. By the sounds of footsteps, she figured at least five behind and around them for a total of eight. She cursed again.




“Well, well, well,” the older man said, coming up behind her. 




She pivoted, putting Morgan behind her. He, thank God, had enough brains to immediately square up with her so they were back to back.




“The Slayer and her Watcher,” the older man crooned. “I’ve heard a bit about you, Slayer. An auspicious start to your career. Pity it’ll be such a short one.”




He looked and sounded like one of the old wolves of Wall Street. Pinstripe shirt, suspenders, power tie, slicked back hair, and all of it was twenty-five years out of date. He wore what Liv had come to think of as his game face—yellow eyes, fangs, and demonic forehead wrinkles. The good news was that if Morgan had thought she might be delusional, she didn’t have to prove she wasn’t.




“A Slayer of what?” Morgan asked her, pitching his voice low.




“Three guesses,” she told him. 




“Vampires?” he offered. “Then what’s a Watcher?”




“Haven’t the slightest,” she responded.




She scanned the crew they were up against. She did not see this ending well, especially as the vampires didn’t seem interested in a series of one-on-one fights like all the good martial arts movies. She couldn’t even send Morgan sprinting to safety, because all that would guarantee is two of the vampires taking off after him and pulling him down like lionesses pulling down a gazelle. And now she couldn’t reach her bag, either, where she had a handful of extremely illegal-in-private-hands flashbangs. Dammit.




One of the vampires—a meaty shaved head thug—lunged in, probably in an attempt to frighten her into bolting, but Liv grabbed him by the wrist with her opposite hand, pulled him off balance across the space in front of her, and staked him. He crumbled almost instantly. One down, seven left. If, that was, they’d all come out with their master. She looked up at Gordon, who gave her the hint of a smile.




“I suppose that explains the lack of evidence of that girl leaving the basement where the homicide victim was found,” Morgan said, turning from side to side in an effort to keep an eye on all the vampires in his half of the melee. “And the homicide victim for that matter. And the dust.”




“Yep.”




One of the other vamps on her side had disappeared, but the other vampires hadn’t noticed. Liv scanned the alley and street but saw nothing.




“Doc,” she murmured.




“Yes?”




“They’re going to rush us in half a second. Get to the entrance next door. Do whatever you have to to get in.”




“I will not leave you here, Detective,” he began.




“Don’t argue, Doc,” she ordered. “Just go.”




“Kill them,” Gordon ordered.




And the remaining vampires rushed them. 




In a way, it worked slightly in her favor. She used one vampire as a battering ram against another, knocking them both down, drove her knee into the forehead of a third before pulling his jacket over his head and staking the fourth, but missing the heart. When she turned, there were more vampires striding towards her, but Gordon was gone. Hands grabbed at her, but she twisted, dropped, and staked, slaying the fifth.




The first was back on her feet and wasn’t stupid. Instead of grappling with Liv, she punched her in the ribs and then across the face, knocking her down to one knee. Liv managed to roll with the second punch, though it still felt like someone had walloped her with the business end of a 2x4. Her ribs hadn’t broken, thank God, but they glowed incandescent with pain.




She jumped to her feet and turned, expecting a strike from any of the other four or all of them at once, well aware that if they got her down and kept her there, she was dead. She ducked a haymaker thrown by the third vampire and staked him. Where were the others? Where was Morgan?




She’d lost count. There were more vampires boiling out of the shadows. One of them tackled her. She dumped him and threw the next nearest at him but barely managed to keep her feet. Morgan had run for the entrance next door, but when she glanced over, she saw Gordon reach out and snag the doctor, flip him like a small child into his arms, and bury his fangs in the doctor’s throat. 




She didn’t bother screaming. The vamp grappling her managed to get both her wrists in his own fists and pull them up and out, so Liv kicked his jaw as hard as she could, felt the jawbone shatter and heard his neck snap as well. He collapsed, releasing her. Another jumped on her back, hissing in her ear. She reached back over her shoulders, grabbed it by its shirt and threw it overhand into the wall.




She was free.




She was too late.




Gordon finished draining Doctor Morgan’s blood and released him with a sticky groan of satisfaction. Doctor Morgan gasped and then slowly exhaled, going limp in death. 




White hot rage filled her.




“I fear I did not make myself understood.”




The voice was new, and it rang out clear and impossible to misunderstand. Gordon froze for a millisecond and then looked around. Confused, Liv scanned the lot as well. There were four vampires left, other than Gordon and the quadriplegic on the ground. Five seconds ago, there had been at least another three or four.




There, in the alley between the lot and the building on the next street, a shred of fog that had no business existing on a night that cold pulled in on itself and became the figure of a woman. The woman stepped into the moonlight. Persian, Liv though, and then changed her mind when the woman inclined her head. Afghani or Pakistani or Indian. Maybe. Her eyes, even in that chancy light, were coffee dark. Her hair spilled in waves of night to her waist. Her hands and bare feet were stained with patterns in henna, and she wore a simple black silk gown cut on the bias and a black silk robe embroidered with swirling patterns of gold, like evening sunlight reflecting off smoke.




“We spoke, did we not?” she asked Gordon.




“Kill her,” Gordon ordered his fledglings.




Olivia wasn’t a concern anymore. The vampires around her ran towards the woman, screaming with ferocity, and…it happened so fast, she wasn’t able to follow it, only that the woman simply wasn’t there when the first vampire grabbed at her, and then was, and the first vampire abruptly stopped existing. She saw the flash of a curved sword, and the second vampire fell, its head and torso abruptly severed, and disintegrated before either hit the ground. The third managed to lay one hand on the woman’s shoulder, and Olivia saw the woman strike like a cobra, grasping it by upper and lower jaws and then ripping the majority of its head off. The fourth, she drove a hand up through its abdomen and ripped the heart free, holding it until it and the vampire until they both crumbled into nothingness.




Gordon ran, but it did him no good. The woman disappeared into a blur of fog, reappeared, and with several blurs of steel, he dropped into multiple parts. Yet, he didn’t disintegrate. The woman had cut off his arms at the shoulders and severed his torso just below the sternum. She picked Gordon up by his hair and held him.




“Nothing to say?” she asked him. 




As the strike had gone across his lungs and left the diaphragm with the larger part of him, there was no way he could draw breath to speak, which appeared to be the point of the exercise. Liv felt cold wash across her, diluting and dispersing her rage. 




The woman threw Gordon’s disembodied head and shoulders onto the ground before her.




“You may have him, if you wish, Slayer,” the woman told her, returning to the lot. “Let us speak a moment before you tend to your Watcher, for the dead have more patience than the living.”




“My…Watcher?” Liv managed.




The woman raised her eyebrows. She glanced over to Doctor Morgan’s body, and Liv followed her gaze.




Doctor Morgan wasn’t there.




The woman laughed, peals of delight spilling out. Numb, Liv could only stare. Doctor Morgan was dead, and he’d apparently left under his own power, leaving nothing but a few drops of blood. For a moment, she struggled to remember if she’d ever seen him in direct sunlight, and finally recalled the skylights in the autopsy lab. Even filtered, sunlight would have destroyed him if he’d been a vampire.




“A Slayer older than any ever called with a Lazarus man for a Watcher,” the woman said. “Well worth the bother of a trip, I must say.”




Startled, Liv turned to face her again. The woman stood within arm’s length on her right side when she’d been twenty yards away on her left a moment ago. She felt dizzy. The woman gazed up at her, into her eyes, and she had to force herself to shake her head and take a step back.




“Who are you?” she asked.




“I? I am the Lady Scheherazade,” the woman replied. 




A thousand thoughts crowded her mind. Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves. Sir Richard Burton. A Thousand And One Nights. Then, just as quickly, they were gone, leaving her head so empty it echoed. One thought appeared and terrified her.




This woman was centuries old, and she’d destroyed ten or more vampires and their master in less than a minute when Liv was fairly sure she’d have been killed in less than another minute.




Scheherazade raised her eyebrows again. She wore a small gold hoop at the outside corner of her left eyebrow. Her eyes were lined with thick kohl and shaded with dark brown and bronze. Her lips were the color of old blood.




“And you are?” she prompted.




Olivia flushed like an embarrassed twelve year old.




“Detective Olivia Benson, Manhattan SVU,” she said.




Scheherazade blinked.




“And Vampire Slayer,” the storyteller added.




“And Vampire Slayer,” Olivia confirmed. 




“The great spell was cast in May of last year,” Scheherazade said. “Why do you and your Watcher tarry here?”




“Great spell?”




The woman looked more closely at her and then reached out and caught her face in her hand. Her fingers were cold as death, no breath stirred from her mouth until she spoke, and that was cold as well.




Scheherazade was a vampire. She smelled like sandalwood and jasmine, and her voice made Olivia’s skin tingle. She leaned close and inhaled Olivia’s scent.




“Hmmm,” the woman sighed. “Like the others, you were once a Potential, never called until the red witch’s great spell, yet there are layers of magic written on you. Hers, a man of middle years and some small wisdom and a third, not a man, not a ravening wolf, but something in between. My my my, what a story is written here, Slayer.”




Genuinely frightened and unable to move, she held as still as she could. Finally, the vampire released her, drawing her nails lightly along her cheek, and stepped back.




Scheherazade made a show of dusting off her hands, straightening her robe, and pulling her hair back into tidy waves. A small smile curved her lips. Olivia realized she could see the tips of the woman’s fangs.




“I dislike telling a story before I know all the parts,” she said. “Yet, I will tell you these things: the dreams of a Slayer are prophetic; your Watcher is reborn in the closest wild water as we speak; and when you are ready, find your way to the nearest Hellmouth and your sisters there. Be ready before the winter solstice, Slayer.”




She laughed again, and Olivia startled, suddenly, shockingly aware of the psychic pressure that had held her mind pinned like a butterfly in a museum case.




“And tell your Watcher I hope to speak to him,” the woman said, glancing over her shoulder as she walked away. “I do so enjoy hearing the tales of a Lazarus Man. You may find me at the City Hall station between midnight and an hour before dawn.”




Scheherazade paused where Gordon’s…bust lay on the ground and gave Olivia a questioning look. When Liv managed to shake her head, the female vampire smiled again and picked up the fragment of vampire by his hair and carried him, grimacing, away. In less than ten steps, the fog covered her completely and then dissipated without a trace.




Olivia was left standing like a numbskull in the middle of the lot, the quadraplegic vampire at her feet. She staked it without fuss. Then she turned, unsure. Morgan was alive? Reborn? Reborn in wild water? What the hell was wild water?




There was more than one Slayer?




She put her fingers to her temples and breathed deeply, trying to calm her nerves. The opposite of wild was tame. Tame water would be water controlled by humans—pools, pipes, canals. Wild water had to be lakes, rivers, the ocean. The closest wild water was the East River.






She ran the four blocks to the river, figuring it was faster than hailing a cab, calling for a ride, or hoofing it up and over five blocks to get to the nearest subway, only to jump off at the next stop. 




FDR Drive was not made to be crossed by pedestrians, but she lucked out. Traffic was light, and she jumped the six foot divide between lanes with no one spotting her. Then, it was a second, taller fence and a clamber down to the John Finlay walk, where the third fence there between her and the East River stood. She grabbed the chain link and hauled herself up, looking out across the water and seeing nothing but choppy waves.




“Doctor Morgan!” she yelled at the top of her lungs. “Doctor Morgan!”




He would be reborn—was being reborn as she and Scheherazade spoke—and it had taken her several minutes even at her fastest sprint to get to the water. Also, it was close enough to freezing to make no difference. He could literally die of hypothermia before she got to him.




“Doctor Morgan!”




“Here!”




The voice was wobbly and small, and if her hearing hadn’t gotten significantly better when she’d come into her Slayer powers, she wouldn’t have heard him, but she did. Nearly fifty yards down river, he’d pulled himself up against the concrete edge of Manhattan, naked and shivering.




“Hang on, Doc,” she said, digging through her duffle bag and pulling out her wire cutters.




She made short work of the fence, and when he was unable to take her hand, grabbed him under the shoulder and pulled him bodily through the fence. Once on the sidewalk, she yanked her coat off and threw it over him and then started pulling clothes out from her bag. He was taller than her by a few inches, well muscled for a man who ostensibly spent his time hunched over dead bodies, but her spares were stretchy yoga pants and a loose woolen sweater, which he gratefully accepted. She had to help him pull them on.




“C—c—call Abe,” he managed, his teeth chattering.




She pulled out her cell phone, and he recited the number.




“Let it ring four times,” he said, “and hang up. Then call again, and he’ll pick up.”




She followed his instructions.




“Pops? Where are you?”




Strangely enough, it was an old man who spoke. She looked over at Morgan, who gave her a nod and gesture of ‘carry on’.




“This is Detective Olivia Benson,” she said, wondering anew at how easily she’d given up her name to the vampire Scheherazade. “Doctor Morgan and I are at the East River, just south of the ConEd plant. We need a pick up. He’s freezing, so bring blankets, socks, a—”




“I know the drill,” the old man answered. “I’ll be there in ten minutes. Try not to let him die again.”




The call ended, and she looked back up at Morgan.




“ ‘Try not to let him die again’?” she asked.




“Vampires?” he asked back.




“Do you do this often?” she asked.




“Well, it’s been a few months, I must say,” he told her, “and, while not the least pleasant death I’ve ever experienced, it wasn’t far from it.”




She chafed his feet to get the blood back to them. They were almost as cold as Scheherazade’s fingers had been.




“The last I saw of you, detective,” he managed, still chattering, “you were surrounded by vampires. I’m delighted to see you alive, but I’m a bit confused as to the how.”




“Something of a deus ex machina,” she said. “Or vampire ex fog, I guess.”




“Another vampire?” Morgan demanded, sounding faintly annoyed.




“Yeah,” she agreed. “Different. Faster, stronger, scarier. She killed the vampires I didn’t, and…”




“Detective?”




She shook her head, trying to dislodge something resembling an intelligent thought.




“I don’t know,” she admitted. “It was like a cobra hypnotizing a bird, only I was a bird.”




He stared at her with a combination of concern and fascination.




“She called you a Lazarus man,” she told him, just as a pair of headlights came up and slowed to a stop.




His eyes went wide.




“She knows what I am?”




“Later, Doc,” she said. “I need to get you over that fence.”




He stared up at it and groaned.




“Of all the places to die,” he complained, “I had to pick one of the least convenient ones.”




“Could be worse,” she said. 




“How?” he demanded as she helped him to his feet.




“Well, it could have been that spot on Hawaii where the lava flows into the sea,” she said. 




“Which would make me a human lobster,” he concluded. “I shall count my blessings then.”






They did not head home, though Abraham the driver, who referred to Morgan as ‘Pops’ and ‘Dad’ had clearly expected them to. Instead, they returned to the old draper’s store while Abe ran the heater at full blast and Morgan shivered under blankets and sipped hot coffee from a thermos. 




Cautiously, she explored. The lot was empty. The building was silent. Armed with her sharpened bo staff and pockets full of stakes, she made her way into the building. The ground floor was empty, and as the windows above hadn’t been covered or boarded up, she had to assume any vampires were below. She found the unlit stairwell, so dark she had to pull out her flashlight and train it on the steps so she didn’t fall.




Below, the basement smelled of decaying leaves, mold, and cold stone. Rats and roaches fled her footsteps and light. Below, it was icy and damp and horrible. The walls were stained with water and other things. There were piles of old blankets and drapes, probably enough to pull over a body and protect it from any direct sunlight that might somehow slip in. There were no vampires, but the smell of them—musty, cloying, and coppery—remained. With her bo staff, she poked and pulled each pile of blankets until one of them moved and groaned.




She took a corner of the blanket and dragged it away, revealing a gaunt, living woman. She wore a stained t-shirt, sweats that had seen far better days, and slippers. Her hair hadn’t been washed in ages, and her skin had the greasy, nearly transparent look of a narcotics addict. On her neck, along her arms, and even on her feet, Liv could see a mix of bites and needle marks.




“Go ’way,” the woman moaned, trying to pull the blanket back over her. 




“Hey, you’re safe,” Olivia told her. “The vampires are gone, dead. They can’t hurt you anymore. I’ll take you to the hospital.”




“No,” the woman slurred. “No, go away. I want my fix. Go.”




She looked up at Olivia and flinched at the flashlight’s beam. Her pupils were small dots in a sea of hazel iris, so constricted, they couldn’t shrink further even under the powerful light. She was high.




A glance around at the food containers, empty bottles, and a five gallon bucket with a tightly fitting lid made it clear that the woman had been there a while. There were no restraints on her, no bruising, no tearing of any of the puncture marks to show that she’d struggled. None of the doors had been locked or looked like they’d been locked. She could have left at any time during the fight or probably any time during the day, and she’d been there for a while. 




Leftovers. It wasn’t her state. It was her name.




It was nothing as clean or dignified as what the other vampires she’d slain had done to their victims. Those, at least, had a chance to flee or fight. She had seen enough of the havoc drug addiction wreaked on the addicts and their loved ones. She had seen the intimacies of love twisted into obscenity time and time again. She should have realized the same could be done to cripple a human being and keep them for periodic feeding. 




A hot wave of disgust washed over her. Disgust for the woman at her feet, squirming away from the light. She was a lost cause, a deficit. She was literally better off dead than what she’d become. The horror of seeing what had been someone’s little girl reduced to mewling filth made Olivia grind her teeth and struggle against the impulse to strike the woman’s fragile skull with the butt end of a stake and call it a mercy killing. 




Just as clearly, she remembered Elliot’s long ago teaching. We don’t pick the victim. We just do what’s right by them. 




She slayed vampires, not humans. She couldn’t walk away from this woman because she had been comprehensively destroyed by how she’d been used. With a sigh, knowing she’d have to shower when she got home and destroy her clothes, not to mention, pay to have Abe’s car steam cleaned, she dug through her pockets until she found the flimsy emergency blanket she carried. A single layer of mylar, that was it, but it was enough to wrap this moaning, stinking, shit encrusted, lice and flea ridden woman up, hoist her over a shoulder, and carry her upstairs and back into the world. 




“Doc, stay where you are,” she ordered Morgan. “Abe, take us to the closest hospital. I’ll climb out and dump her at the ER.”




“Who is she?” Abe asked.




“No idea,” Olivia answered. “The vampires were feeding her heroin and feeding off her, probably for weeks.”




“Vampires,” Abe repeated, glancing over at Morgan. “You sure can pick ’em, Pops.”




As they were on FDR, it was fastest to go to NYC Health+, where Abe pulled up to the curb, Olivia climbed out, pulled Leftovers out and over her shoulder again, and making sure to keep her face—already obscured by knit cap and scarf—turned away from the cameras, and dropped the woman off just outside the entrance. Let the trauma docs figure out what was going on with her.




When she returned, Abe and Morgan had clearly been talking, though that might have been too mild a term to use.




“Yes,” Morgan answered, “it turns out that only ninety-nine point nine eight percent of matters in this world can be explained by science. I and the vampires clearly lie beyond the ken of rationality. Can we go home now?”




5. Teller of Tales



The City Hall station was a subway station directly below the Manhattan city hall, and it had gone unused for passenger service since the end of World War II. It had been the jewel in the crown of the original New York subway line and even in the decades since it had been in service had seen enough maintenance to preserve its beauty. 




“How exactly do you have access to this?” Olivia asked softly as they entered the stairs down to the lower level.




“I have a valuable array of connections built up over the years,” Dr. Morgan answered in a voice just as soft.




“Yep, Pop knows people in what you might call ‘low places’,” Abe added in a normal, even loud, conversational tone. 




Both of them jumped. Abe merely looked at them, eyebrows raised in curiosity.




“What are you doing here?” Morgan demanded in a hiss. “You were supposed to wait with the car.”




“It’s parked in a safe place,” Abe said, dismissing his father’s concern with a wave of his gnarled hand. “I figured, with vampires, you guys needed a few more options, so I stopped at that little pizza joint, and I talked the guy behind the counter out of this.”




He pulled a plastic bottle the size of beer can out of his pocket. It was half full of garlic powder.




Morgan looked like he would die in a fit of apoplexy or something else fittingly 19th century.




“Abraham Morgan, you get right out of here and back to the car, or so help me—”




A laugh, low and sensual, bubbled up from deep in the subterranean complex. 




“Welcome, Doctor Morgan, Detective Benson, and Abraham Morgan,” Scheherazade called. “Enter freely and of your own will. No harm awaits you here.”




There was a quick exchange of meaningful glances from doctor to detective, detective to doctor, doctor to son, and son to Benson. Abe gave Olivia a nuanced shrug containing a mix of “eh, so what can ya do?” and “come on, it can’t be that bad.” Morgan braced himself.




They went down the stairs into an Art Nouveau cavern transformed into a dream of a thousand and one nights. Patterned silk wall hangings, candelabra, gilded lanterns, low tables, gracious divans, rugs, and pillows spread before them. Sandalwood, coffee, and turmeric wafted on the faintest breeze. Five pillar space heaters were placed evenly across the platform, the woosh of burning gas underlying all other sounds. Olivia scanned the space and spotted at least three men standing still as statues in the shadows. Vampires. The hairs on the back of her neck and arms stood on end. If she could spot three, that probably meant there were at least another six she hadn’t.




The Lady Scheherazade stood, waiting for them, slender, erect, and small. In the warm light of two hundred candles, she was neither lovely nor beautiful but possessed a handsome dignity which she wore without any hint of her age. Her hair was utterly black, her eyes as dark as bitter coffee, her nose bore a slight hook at the end and a small golden loop through one nostril. She wore a high waisted black silk gown of shifting layers and patterns. Her fingers were graced with slender gold rings, some adorned with faceted gems, some with cabochon stones, and some plain.




“I enjoy all the little courtesies of those ages we both count as bygone,” Scheherazade said, inclining her head ever so slightly.




“Detective,” Morgan said in a nearly silent voice, “with your permission, I can take the lead.”




“Knock yourself out, doc,” she answered.




Morgan came forward, Olivia and Abraham a pace behind him. He bowed with the quick, assured grace of a man who’d been brought up to do so from childhood. With a sly smile, Scheherazade dipped into a curtsey just as elegant. 




“Do I have the honor of addressing the Storied Lady, herself?” Morgan asked, his hands behind his back and his feet placed like a dancer. 




“You do,” the vampire said, a small smile curving her lips.




“You know our names, but perhaps a deeper introduction is appropriate,” Morgan offered.




It struck Olivia that Morgan’s manner had changed, or maybe her understanding of his manner had changed. What had been a kind of stiff, introverted reserve was now something out of a Jane Austen novel. It reminded her of nothing so much as the handful of truly wealthy “old money” she had encountered as a detective. Both he and Scheherazade possessed an Old World understanding of how people behaved and related to one another. 




“Doctor Henry Morgan,” he told the vampire. “I was born September nineteenth, seventeen seventy-nine—”




Olivia goggled in amazement before she caught herself. Scheherazade listened with the genuine interest of someone being introduced to a person who was a fellow fan of a niche interest.




“I died for the first time on April seventh, eighteen-fourteen,” he continued. “I was reborn in water, naked, moments later, and since that date, I have not aged, though I have died innumerable times. I currently work as a coroner with the New York coroner’s Manhattan office. This,”




And here he indicated Abraham.




“Is my son, Abraham, a survivor of the Bergen-Belsen concentration camp, whom my late wife, Abigail, and I adopted. We arrived with the Red Cross shortly after the camp was liberated.”




Abraham smiled and nodded at her.




“And, this is Detective Olivia Benson of the Manhattan Special Victims Unit of the New York Police Department,” he said, indicating Liv. “I am here because the detective related to me your recognition of my condition and invitation. Detective Benson demanded that she accompany me, and my son followed us.”




“You are my welcome guests this night,” Scheherazade told them. “Please, enter, sit, and enjoy the refreshments.”




She led them onto the platform proper, and even Olivia couldn’t keep herself from glancing up at the arches and graceful tilework. She even caught Morgan doing it. She tapped his arm, and he looked over at her. With an inclination of her head followed by a nod first in the vampires’ direction and then at the stairs, she communicated her thoughts.




“Oh, no,” he murmured. “Her word has been given. With the exception of a coup by one of her henchmen or a natural disaster, we’re as safe as houses. Safer, I’d hazard, if she’s as dangerous as you believe. No host will allow a guest to come to harm. We are sacrosanct.”




Scheherazade brought them to a group of divans and a low coffee table. She took one of the divans, gracefully reclining against a pile of pillows. They sat on the other, across the table from her. A servant, human for all Olivia could tell, leaned over with a tray of baklava. Morgan took a piece without hesitation, holding the fragile porcelain on fingertips as he delicately took a bite without dislodging a single crumb. Abe took a cup of coffee. Olivia felt her stomach growl, and it built into an audible rumble.




“A Slayer’s metabolism is a force of nature,” Scheherazade noted. “Please, Olivia, sate your hunger.”




Another servant, this one definitely vampire but looking wholesomely human, offered her a plate with a steaming roast beef sandwich and a cup of au jus. 




“Now this is something else,” Abe said, unabashedly looking around and enjoying himself. “You know, this station was closed down before Mom and Dad brought me to New York. Right after the end of the war, it was. Dad and I own an antique store, you see, and I mostly run it, so I’ve always got my eye out.”




Olivia took the plate after glancing at Dr. Morgan and seeing he was at ease. Her mouth watered.




“And tell me, Abraham Morgan,” the lady said, “what are your intentions towards me?”




“Well,” Abe answered without any deception at all, “it’s kind of a mix. I want to make sure my pop’s okay, and I wanted to meet you. Both him and this lady—” he waved vaguely at Olivia, “—were both awfully worried about dealing with you. Which, to me, means you must be pretty spectacular. Which you are.”




A smile curved her lips.




“Then why, Mr. Morgan, do you carry what you think is a weapon into my presence?”




Olivia tensed, her sandwich under her teeth. Sure, she was carrying multiple stakes as well as flashbangs, but she was under no illusions whether Scheherazade was able to kill her at will. 




“That?” Abe asked. “Consider it an exercise in applied folklore. Not that I thought you would pull anything, but better safe than sorry.”




“May I?” She held out her hand.




Abe took the shaker of garlic powder out of his jacket and put it in her hand. She unscrewed the cap, inhaled deeply, then wet a finger, and sprinkled some garlic powder on it, and placed it on her tongue, savoring the taste. After a moment, she withdrew the finger.




“Your instincts are correct, Abraham, son of Henry,” she said. “For most vampires, this would not destroy except in overwhelming amounts, but it would be enough to inflict significant pain.”




“You just ate some,” Abe pointed out.




“I did,” she agreed. “As humans often enjoy capsicum, though it can be deployed as a weapon against them.”




The roast beef was tender, well seasoned, and melted in her mouth. There was provolone cheese, some sort of tangy condiment that wasn’t mayonnaise or mustard but somewhere between, and the flaky bread smelled heavenly. 




“Capsicum?” Abe asked.




“Peppers,” Morgan added. “The difference, I imagine, between a sprinkle of Tabasco sauce and a face full of bear spray. You are exceptional in more than one way, then, Lady.”




“My breed of vampires is less vulnerable to such measures,” she said. “And I am among the eldest of my kind. As we age, we become more resistant.”




“Holy water,” Dr. Morgan said in a musing tone. “Hawthorn, mayflower, silver, crosses.”




“You are proficient, doctor,” she said, indicating nothing either way.




“There was a great deal more folklore when I was a young man,” he answered. “Strange that I’ve not only never encountered a vampire but never encountered a vampire’s victim before tonight.”




“Many vampires—most, even—are destroyed less than a year after their siring,” she answered. “The ones who survive are those who understand that to draw human attention is to bring the destruction of our kind. Vampire masters do not tolerate foolhardy fledglings.”




The sandwich was gone, and she hadn’t even been aware of chewing after the first bite. The vampire behind her held out a cloth napkin, and once she’d taken it, offered her a mug of coffee.




“Tell me,” she said, “have you met any of the other Lazari?”




“One,” Dr. Morgan replied. “He was, apparently, a bodyguard of Julius Caesar, and he died on the fifteenth of March, forty-four BC, under those same knives.”




Sipping her coffee and warming her hands on the mug, as it was still cold in that tunnel, Olivia kept her shock to herself, but Scheherazade inclined her head in recognition.




“Flavius Bellius Septimus,” she confirmed. “I have encountered him more than once. I found him…obsessed and not very interesting beyond his original story.”




“He told me his name was Adam,” Morgan confessed.




“He believed he was, if not the only, then the oldest human of his condition,” Scheherazade said. “And I am not surprised to hear of his rank blasphemy. Those whom the gods would destroy, first they drive mad. I wish only that the gods would finally find it wise to destroy him. I cannot imagine he dealt gently with you and yours.”




“He drove my beloved wife to abandon me for fear of leading him to our home,” Morgan told her. “And when he managed to find her, she killed herself to protect me.” 




Olivia held as still as she could. There was real pain, tightly controlled, in his face and his voice.




“Dad.” Abe reached over and squeezed Morgan’s hand. Morgan squeezed it back.




“And Adam?” the lady asked. “How did you deal with him?”




“Well, after he shot me with the pistol that had caused my first death,” Morgan explained, “I managed to stab him with a syringe and inject an air embolus into his brainstem.”




Scheherazade considered this for a moment. So did Olivia. If this Adam was a Lazarus man like Dr. Morgan, killing him would just cause him to show up a few minutes or hours later wet, naked, and pissed off. Besides, the brainstem was very specific.




“What effect does this have?” the vampire asked, curious and inhuman as a raven. 




“It created a condition known as locked-in syndrome,” Morgan answered her. “Total paralysis with the exception of voluntary eye movement. He’s currently in long term care at a nursing home upstate. With excellent care, which I pay for, he may live in that condition for as long as ten years. Perhaps longer. He’s a very hearty man and not at all at risk for any further ischemia.”




Scheherazade laughed, another peal of delight. 




“I promise you, Doctor, that if you ever feel the slightest scruple at your actions, rest assured that he suffers less than the tiniest fraction of the torments awaiting him when he dies the final death. In fact, if you wish it, I will kill him myself at the next opportunity.”




“You know how to kill a Lazarus?” Morgan asked in what Olivia thought was an astonishingly conversational tone.




“I have met one other Lazarus,” she told him. “A woman. We encountered each other across several centuries, and at one point, she came to me and asked me to bestow upon her the gift of vampirism. After some thought, I granted her wish, and to my surprise, it was her final death.”




“What did she think?” Abe asked, caught up in the story.




“I imagine she was surprised as well,” Scheherazade said, “but as she never rose as a vampire, I never learned.”




“How many people have you killed?” Olivia asked. 




Morgan glanced at her, frowning either at the interruption or her lack of taste in directly asking.




“Fewer, I’d hazard, than Adam,” Scheherazade answered without enmity. “Far fewer than live in this city, but more perhaps than die in a single battle or even a small war.”




Olivia felt her muscles tense. Morgan put a hand on her arm, but Scheherazade held up a finger before he spoke.




“She is correct, Dr. Morgan,” she told him. “I am a predator. I devour human life. But as the deer need the wolf, so does humanity need my kind. I do not cull the sick or the elderly, at least, not without their consent. My chief prey are those who in turn prey on other humans—the murderers, the rapists, the enslavers. I think if you knew their sins, you would not trouble yourself with my existence.”




“Humans take care of their own,” Olivia said. “We don’t need any help.”




The vampire in front of them smiled, knowing and cynical.




“You are a member of a group riddled with systemic racism, deployed by the rich to oppress the poor, which still struggles to treat all those in your so-called protection with the dignity afforded the peasantry of the twelfth century. I do not speak idly but with the experience of centuries of watching mortal affairs. Humanity is, at best, poorly managed and self-destructive.”




Scheherazade’s direct gaze challenged her to argue, and Olivia wanted to, but Morgan squeezed her hand in warning. She looked away.




“You are wise, Watcher,” Scheherazade said. “Now, this has been a most entertaining and educational diversion, but the night wanes, and I will retire.”




“We thank you for your gracious hospitality,” Morgan said, getting to his feet. “And Lady Scheherazade, while I cannot say I look forward to meeting you again, as you are both wise and terrible, I am grateful for your kindness this evening.”




She inclined her head to him. Olivia got to her feet along with Abe, and they turned toward the exit. For all Morgan’s assurances that a host would suffer no harm to their guest, she could feel all her nerves on edge. 




“Olivia?” Scheherazade called just as they reached the stairs to the surface. 




She turned to look up the vampire.




“We are not enemies, Slayer,” Scheherazade told her. “Opponents, usually. Allies, occasionally. Strangers, inevitably. But we are not enemies. You would do well to remember.”




Without a word, Olivia climbed the stairs.




None of them spoke a word until they were in the car. Once seatbelts were buckled, the engine started, and the heater running, Morgan turned to Abe.




“Your thoughts, Abraham?” he asked.




“That is one scary lady, Dad,” he said. “You notice her genteel little power flex? Eating garlic powder like an Eye-Tie, and offering to kill someone for you. Practically a capo herself.”




“It’s Italian, Abraham,” his father corrected. “And, yes, I did notice. It’s hardly surprising that the underworlds of the undead and crime syndicates claim parallels in structure or attitude. Olivia, how are you?”




She had leaned her head back against the seat and had to rouse herself.




“Very, very tired,” she said. “And I think I’m going to call in sick tomorrow.”




“Today,” Abe said. “It’s nearly three. Probably a good idea.”




“I agree,” Dr. Morgan said. “It’s definitely time for you to get some sleep, detective.”




She didn’t answer, as she’d fallen asleep.






“Watcher?” the quiet woman with ocean deep eyes asked. 




“Yeah,” Liv confirmed. “What’s a Watcher?”




“They’re a sort of secret society that finds and trains potential Slayers,” the woman explained. 




“So how come I don’t have one?” Liv demanded.




The woman frowned.




“I doubt they know to look for you, Olivia,” she finally said. “There are no old Slayers.”




“I’m not that old,” Liv snapped.




And woke.




And groaned.




“Ah, good,” Dr. Morgan said. “You’re awake.”




Abe steered the car over to the curb, right at her apartment building.




“Do you require an escort up to your apartment?” Morgan asked, the soul of chivalry.




“I think I can manage,” she replied.




She almost regretted it. The elevator did not come, even though she’d nodded off, waiting for it. She was left to climb four flights dragging her stuff with her. After getting in, stowing her belongings, calling Cragen’s desk phone to leave him a message saying she’d had a bad bout of insomnia and would be in after lunch, and then texting the same message to his cellphone, she took off her boots, pants, and sweater, and laid down on the cold bed, and was asleep before the sheets had warmed up.




6. The Brown One and His Mother


Mid-March



“Ow! Dammit, Doc,” Olivia complained, “if you could stop stepping on my foot, that would be great.”




“I am sorry,” he slurred. “My feet simply don’t want to cooperate.”




Henry had been killed by the not-a-vampire they’d run into late on their patrol, and with Olivia’s broken foot, it had taken her a while to find him. He was still shivering from hypothermia, as the ride home had been too short for the heater to really warm him up.




“I can take him,” Abe offered.




“Can it, Abe,” Olivia answered, a little harshly. She was tired, and the adrenaline masking the pain of the broken metatarsal had worn off a long time ago. “You manage the duffel bag and the doors. Henry, I’m going to pick you up in a fireman’s hold. It’ll be easier and go faster.”




“If you insist.”




Abe got the door into the shop opened—really, Olivia had never been into antiques, but Abe’s collection had won her over, and she’d gone home with a matched pair of Art Deco lamps that made her happy every time she looked at them—and then locked up behind them while Olivia bent Henry over her shoulders and then stood up straight. The new distribution of weight made it much easier, though she did have to turn through the doorway at the back of the store to the stairs that led up to his and Abe’s apartment above. 




“Don’t worry, Dad,” Abe said, “we’ll get you a snifter of cognac, a bowl of chicken soup, and a hot shower. You’ll be right as rain in—oops.”




He’d gotten far enough in that Olivia could go around him. There were several lights on, including over the kitchen island where they’d sat hashing out patrols, logistics, and tactics. At the kitchen island, just past one o’clock in the morning, sat Detective Jo Martinez.




“Jo,” Henry said, upside down and somewhere around Olivia’s elbow. “How delightful. We weren’t expecting you.”




Liv knew that if she’d looked down, Henry’s expression would be filled with genuine delight, just as Detective Martinez’s face was a mask of tightly controlled emotion. It was the kind of mask a lot of cops, herself included, wore when a witness they’d liked turned out to be the perp or a partner was taking bribes. Or when a woman in love with a man she respected and admired found out he was cheating on her. 




“I could have sworn I locked all the doors,” Abe said faintly, turning as if he would go back and check.




“Henry gave me a key,” Detective Martinez said, “in case he ever needed help with his particular problem.”




“This is not what you think it is, Detective,” Liv said.




“You have no idea what I think this is,” Martinez answered.




“Jo?”




It was a measure of Henry’s disability that he had only just twigged to the tension in the room.




Liv took a deep breath. This could go bad in so many ways, but Henry had told her that Jo knew about his condition, only the third woman and seventh person since his original death to do so.




“Abe, I’m going to put Henry down,” she told him. “I want you to get him into the shower to warm up while I talk to Detective Martinez.”




“I’m not about t—” Martinez started and then cut off as Liv lifted Henry off her shoulders with minimal effort and gently set him on his feet.




Henry was not a small man. Six feet tall in his bare feet and easily 170 pounds. She was four inches shorter than him and forty pounds lighter. Any other woman her size might have been able to carry him with some difficulty, if she’d been training for years, but Liv had simply lifted him over her head and then held him up while he got his feet under him.




“Jo, I can explain,” Henry started.




“Doc,” Liv cut him off. “I got this. Go get in the shower and warm up. Once Abraham’s convinced you won’t die again, he can get your cognac and chicken soup.”




“C’mon, Pop,” Abraham said, putting an arm around Henry’s shoulders.




Liv limped over to the kitchen island. Once Henry was out of the shower, she would need the bone set, so she’d probably need a cognac as well. Jo got to her feet as Liv came over and watched, warily, as Liv peeled her coat off, gingerly working it off her right arm where the not-a-vampire they’d run into had sliced right through the leather, sweater, and undershirt she’d worn. 




“First aid box is under the counter there,” she said, “if you wouldn’t mind.”




Not taking her eyes off Liv, Martinez pulled out the red toolbox in which Henry kept his first aid supplies.




“Tactical error,” Liv said as she pulled out her weapons and tools and set them on the island as she spoke. “We were in this alley off of Eighth Avenue in Hell’s Kitchen, thought we’d cornered a vampire, only it turns out, it wasn’t a vampire, as none of the vampires I’ve slain so far can crawl twenty feet up a brick wall without wires.”




Jo’s eyebrows flew up and her eyes widened, but she said nothing.




“I’m not big on ranged weapons,” Liv continued, fishing the last of her holdouts—a set of pencil-sized hickory stakes—out of her blouse, “so, I was caught flat footed. Tried to hem it in by jumping up to one of the fire escapes, but maintenance on that building was crap, and it broke away from the wall. I landed badly, felt a bone in my foot snap. Threw me off balance right as that thing rushed me. Henry jumped in, which I told him not to do, and it broke his neck.”




“It?” Jo repeated.




Liv nodded.




“Problem being, if it’s not a vampire, staking it doesn’t do anything. Took me a few tries. I had to switch over to a knife and cut its…appendage off. And then I had to dig out a traffic flare and use that, because a couple of new appendages started growing in place of the first. That was new.”




She took her sweater by the waist and pulled it over her head, flinching when it broke the scabs on her arm. Once she had her head pulled out of the neck, Jo pulled it off her arms and set it aside. Liv tugged her shirt back into place and tried to bring her arm around to look at the claw marks.




“Sit,” Jo ordered. “I just had my first aid refresher. You talk and I’ll patch you up.”




She did, first sitting on the island counter and propping her foot up.




“Henry spotted some inconsistencies in my story when I reported the exsanguinated vic,” she explained. 




“Such as?” Jo prompted.




“The fact that the girl I followed into the basement never left it,” Liv explained. “She was a vampire. I staked her. The gritty dust he noted, that’s what they leave behind when they’re destroyed.”




She eased her boot off her foot, hissing, knowing that it was likely to swell, and she wouldn’t get her boot back on, but wanted relief anyways. Jo watched her, crossing her arms.




“I don’t believe you,” Jo said.




Liv looked up, a little surprised, and then shrugged.




“That’s fair,” she admitted. “After all, it’s one thing to find out your ME is more than two hundred years old, and every time he dies, he disappears and is reborn in the closest untamed water. It’s another thing altogether to find out that vampires are real.”




Abe returned, drying his hands on a towel.




“He’s under the shower,” he told them. “Probably going to fall asleep in there until his core body temp is back where it should be. Jo, she tell you what’s going on?”




“Vampires?” Jo asked, incredulous.




“And how,” Abe answered. “I even got to meet one. Scary, but classy. Classy, but scary. Name of Scheherazade, literally the lady that told a thousand and one stories.”




Jo turned the kitchen faucet on, wet down some paper towels, and brought them back to clean Liv’s injury. She fussed with the cut edges of Liv’s blouse until Liv reached up and ripped the sleeve off with appalling ease. Jo stared at three parallel gashes that crossed the meat of Liv’s tricep and then looked up and met Liv’s gaze.




“You’re going to need stitches,” she told her.




“Henry’s good for it,” Liv responded as Jo pressed several squares of gauze to the injury and wrapped a bandage around it. “He’s stitched me up before.”




Jo leaned against the counter.




“Maybe you two should start at the beginning,” she said.






“You ready?” Jo asked.




“As I’ll ever be,” Liv answered, stretching her fingers before she wrapped them around the barbell. “How much did you add?”




“Never you mind, Olivia,” Henry told her. “I would rather eliminate any over or under-confidence on your part from the equation. Whether you succeed or fail, it will be on your own merits.”




“Uh huh.”




They were working on finding the limits of her strength, and it was a challenge. Not because she wasn’t strong, but because she was. It took both Doctor Morgan and Detective Martinez to spot her. The weight she could press was more than a normal person could lift unaided, and Morgan insisted that their testing be safe. 




Olivia braced herself, inhaled, held for a moment, and as she exhaled, she lifted the barbell from its resting place and pushed until her arms held it above her at full extension. Jo’s eyes widened, but she said nothing. A cool customer, as it were. Both she and Morgan kept their hands on the ends of the barbell the entire time. 




“Very good, Olivia,” Morgan said. “Now, can you bring it down to your chest?”




If this had been a workout a year before, she would have been pressing around 140 pounds, a very respectable number for a woman her age who wasn’t in competition. Morgan had stopped telling her how much she was lifting when they crossed the 300 pound mark and Henry had paused their work until he could bolt the bench to the floor.




She slowly brought the barbell down to her chest, feeling the strain but managing it with some effort. It was the kind of work she knew she could do for a while, say three sets of ten, and feel the strain the next day, but if necessary, she could lift far more. 




“In your own time,” Morgan said.




She began pushing the weight up, handling it without too much trouble, and keeping an eye on both Morgan and Martinez, who watched her very, very closely. After ten reps, she put the barbell back on its seat and let go. Both her spotters relaxed.




“Okay, how much was that?” she asked.




“I tell you only because we shall go no further until I can determine how to proceed safely,” Morgan said. “That weight was at the upper limit of what I felt safe splitting between myself and Jo, should you encounter difficulty.”




“And?” Olivia prompted.




“That was five hundred pounds,” Jo told her, cutting to the chase as Henry appeared unwilling or unable to. 




Olivia blinked.




“Five hundred? What’s the world record?”




“For women, it’s a skosh over six hundred,” Abe answered from his seat a few feet away, “but I’m pretty sure she didn’t do a full set.”




Jo handed her a towel, which Olivia used to blot her face.




“World record,” Abe continued, “is eight hundred eighty-five pounds and two ounces. How they got the two ounces, they didn’t say. Maybe they put a couple of those little Babybel cheeses on the weights.”




“Actually, if you let me eat them afterwards, I’m all for it,” Olivia said. 




Her stomach growled in agreement.




“Shall we adjourn to upstairs?” Morgan asked.




“Do you have any idea how many women would kill for your metabolism?” Jo asked her on the way up the stairs. 




One of the benefits of having a doctor, even a forensic pathologist, for a Watcher, was his insistence that she track her diet, eat regularly, and supplement whenever she fell short. For the last week, she’d been putting away four thousand calories a day, and she felt better than she had in years. 




“Do you have any idea what my grocery bill looks like?” Olivia responded. 




Jo’s disbelief three weeks previously had evaporated when Liv had taken her on patrol and stopped a vampire from eating a street busker.




“You think you can handle more?” Jo asked her.




“Set ’em up,” Liv answered. “If I can’t do three sets of the women’s world record, it’s because I didn’t eat my Wheaties.”




“Later,” Henry admonished them. “I need to determine how best to augment the equipment so that we can continue spotting you safely. I’m beginning to think we need to build something.”




“Or weld,” Jo said. “I know a guy.”




They were starting to get into a rhythm, where Liv patrolled three or four nights a week, Jo pulled numbers from Missing Persons and Homicide, Henry kept an eye on all the bodies coming into the morgue, and Abe was in charge of the map, showing patterns of disappearances, random murders, and dumping grounds for bodies. Her previous social life had gone to hell, and she’d given up entirely on dating, but Cragen seemed happy with her new willingness to go to therapy and even take an occasional day off. 




“Anything new in the meatpacking district, Abe?” she asked, as they reached the kitchen.




“I hung out there yesterday and today,” Abe answered, shuffling between the refrigerator and the large butcher’s block island, pulling things that made Liv’s stomach growl louder and setting them next to the stove. “The daytime people don’t have a clue, bunch of schlemiels, if you ask me. The night time folk, though, they’re looking over their shoulder.”




“Any concrete information?” Henry asked.




They’d been out that afternoon, or Henry would have already heard Abe’s stories.




“What, you think they saw a guy with perfect hair ordering beef chow mein?” Abe asked. “Nah, they don’t know what’s wrong. Just a bad feeling, got the creeps, somebody stepped on their grave kind of thing. Except they all pointed to International Foods, sometimes on the High Line side, other times, over by West. And Pier 53, pfew, does nobody want to go down to Pier 53.”




“And the homeless guys?” Liv prompted.




“What homeless guys?” Abe answered. “You’d think the flatfoots—present company excluded—had chased them all out. I talked to one of the security guards, and even she said they’d been scarce. Hadn’t had to roust a single wino, junkie, or guy who thinks he was Cleopatra in another life. She was the one who told me not to go anywhere near the docks, though, and the espresso cart guy, he sets up by six a.m., says sometimes he catches a real bad smell, like worse than anything even a slaughterhouse has any business putting out. Also, I asked my friend, Ernie, who likes to fish off Pier 53, and he says he won’t go there anymore. No more fish. He wouldn’t say more, but I got the feeling he was a little spooked.”




“Well, I guess that’s where I’m going tonight,” Liv said. 




“Your foot—” Morgan started.




“Is fine,” she reminded him. “You looked at the x-ray yourself. The fracture’s completely healed.”




“I would still rather you limit your activities until I’ve had a chance to ascertain if there’s any residual damage,” he said.




“Fine, I will do a single walkaround just to check things out,” Liv told him. “You can come with me, keep me out of trouble.”




“You can both eat first,” Abe said.




“I’m with Abe,” Jo said, snagging a slice of bell pepper from the cutting board.




“See her?” Abe asked. “She’s sensible. One of these nights, vampires gotta stay home, right? Maybe it’s tonight.”




“It’s not,” Liv answered. “Besides, whatever’s going on out there, it’s not vampires. Their nests may stink, but it’s not ‘worse than a slaughterhouse’ stink.”




“Also, there’s no indication from either bodies found or persons gone missing that the Meatpacking District is the hunting ground for a vampire,” Henry added.




“We’ll be fine,” Liv told him.




They were not fine.






It was raining, which complicated things. Ten degrees colder, and it would be sleeting. In the meantime, the shade held pockets of snow and ice. International Foods, one of the last meatpacking companies in a district that had been named for the industry, was a 24-hour a day business, but all the incoming and outgoing deliveries for the day had been made. There wouldn’t be another truck pulling up to the loading dock until at least four a.m.




“I don’t smell anything unusual,” Liv said, scanning the area.




“The cold keeps the smell down, certainly,” Morgan agreed with her. 




She still felt all the hairs on the back of her neck stand, and she was sure that if she pulled back her sleeve, her arm would be covered with goosebumps. She just didn’t know what was twanging her nerves like a steel guitar.




“Is it just me,” she started.




“No, it is not just you,” Morgan answered.




“Okay, hand me the axe.”




He reached into the large duffel he carried and pulled out a proper axe, the kind a plaid flannel wearing lumberjack could use to dismantle a tree. The handle was nearly three feet long, and the blade was wickedly sharp. They had run into a handful of things that could not be called vampire, but all of them responded correctly to an axe wielding woman. The next weapon would be a sword, Olivia thought, but where she might be able to come up with a story explaining why she had an axe (off to visit a cousin in Vermont, perhaps?), she hadn’t thought of anything that would cover running through a Manhattan neighborhood with a sword.




At least there were no security guards around. 




They came up on the backside of the meatpacker building, where the loading docks stood empty save for several large dumpsters of offal and meat gone bad. A shift in the wind brought a horrific smell. It was a foulness she’d only encountered when she’d had to deal with a body left for a week in the middle of summer, a stew of ammonia, shit, and blood. It was the kind of stench it took an hour long hot shower to get off one’s skin and another week to get out of one’s sinuses.




“Detective,” Morgan said, one hand pressed to his nose while the other pointed towards the poured concrete of the loading dock. 




It took her a moment to see what he pointed towards. There was a frozen trail leading across the asphalt to the stairs up to the loading dock and from there to the first and then the second dumpster. In the chancy light, she couldn’t tell what might have spilled to make the surface of the road and the dock appear glazed, but it had to have been dragged across the ground a full forty yards, and it looked like it came from the direction of the river.




What was five feet across, wet, and climbed into dumpsters filled with guts and rotten meat?




Whatever it was, it was in the second dumpster, bumping around inside, and growling. Which reminded her that she hadn’t seen a single cat, dog, raccoon, or coyote print since they’d gotten there, and all of them loved the meatpacking plants.




“Stay here, Doc,” she told Morgan.




“Be careful,” he warned her.




She climbed the stairs and took her flashlight out with her left hand, clicking it on. Ever so slowly, silently, and carefully, she edged closer until she could put the edge of the axe blade under the lid of the dumpster and lift. The smell that escaped was at least five times worse than what they’d already smelled, and she started to heave. As she turned her face away to be sick, the dumpster shifted.




“Olivia!”




The warning, while timely, was no help. The thing in the dumpster, an insane, articulated pile of rotten meat and dangling bits hoisted itself out, screaming at her in rage. She stepped back as fast as she could, vomiting, and the thing bellowed, tipping the dumpster over to claw after her. It had to be more than eight feet tall and was made of nothing but rotting meat, bones, intestines, hooves, and all the other horrifying debris of a slaughterhouse floor.




It swung at her, and she blocked it with the axe handle. Its claws, made of broken ribs and a horn, gouged three deep lines out of the hardened ash and very nearly knocked it out of her hands. Something bounced off its…head, and it looked in the direction of the projectile’s origin and bellowed again.




“Olivia, get out of there!” Morgan yelled, throwing something else from the duffel bag.




It jumped from the loading dock down to the road, landing just a few feet from Morgan. Olivia dropped her flashlight, jumped after it, and landed on its back. She grabbed something protruding from its shoulder and hauled herself further up before bringing the axe down on its head. It continued bellowing and backhanded Morgan with a fist as large as his torso, knocking him across the parking lot. Morgan landed in a heap and didn’t move.




She wrenched the axe out of its shoulder and struck again, trying only to disable it long enough to get out of there. Morgan had probably been killed outright by that hit, which meant that he wasn’t in any further da—




It reached behind itself with far more flexibility and joint range than it had any business possessing and grabbed her with impossible strength. She felt ribs break, felt things stab her stomach and her back. Then, it threw her into the truck parked across the lot.




She didn’t even feel the impact, just the sensation of flying, a moment of black silence, and she was rolling down the back of the truck. She hit the bumper, rolled a quarter turn, and hit the ground. 




The thing dragged itself across the ground towards her, and it occurred rather distantly to her that she should probably get up, as it was going to kill her. Flickers of light and sound passed by, and still rather distant, she thought that she wasn’t going to be getting up on her own, not for a while, if ever. However much she could bench press under normal circumstances, she’d just taken a nearly fatal, or perhaps entirely fatal, injury.




There was blood in her mouth. At some point, she’d pressed her one working hand against her stomach, and even though she was wearing gloves, her hand was wet with blood. That was probably a bad sign.




Why hadn’t it killed her yet?




There was a lot of noise, and it hurt her ears. She’d apparently hit her head on the way down or maybe when she’d been thrown into the truck. The flashlight she’d dropped had rolled until its light pointed towards the truck she’d hit. Silhouetted against it was the meat sludge monster, and like a sequel to the latest Godzilla movie, it was fighting something. Henry? No, if he wasn’t up by now, he wasn’t going to be. Besides, Henry was somewhere around six feet tall, and this thing was taller than the meat monster.




There was a roar, different from the monster, and the second thing tore into the first. She could just make out a set of proper claws, each longer than her hand, and the thing was standing on its hind legs—at least it had legs, unlike some monsters—and battering the first.




Things got strangely flat, and the flickering grew worse, each frame of darkness lasting longer and going deeper. She was bleeding far too much, and Henry was either dead or would be dead soon, and even if he was able to haul himself out of the Hudson river less than 100 yards away as soon as he respawned, he was not going to be able to get her to a hospital in time. So, she was going to die. She hoped Henry had enough sense to leave her here, though it bothered her that Cragen and Amaro and the others would never understand exactly what happened. They’d figure she’d stumbled onto a crime scene on one of her late night walkabouts.




The second monster apparently hit the first one hard enough to knock all the nasty bits apart. It collapsed, and there was no more movement. The smell abated to something that rated only disgusting, not insta-vomit. She was aware that her breathing had slowed and was very noisy. 




Another flicker, and there was a pair of extremely worn brown leather boots directly in her vision. Definitely not Henry. Henry wore custom made Italian loafers, of which he owned a dozen pairs, and each of which were older than she was. A face, upside down, came into view. It was male, adult, covered with a dark, unruly beard, thick, unruly brows, and a mop of unruly hair that had been badly trimmed. He frowned at her with concern.




“Mama,” he called. “The lady is hurt.”




His accent was first generation Slav, direct from the homeland. Munch would have been able to tell her if it was Russian, Polish, Ukrainian, or any of the other myriad tongues. On her own, she had no idea.




“What do I care if she is hurt?” an old woman answered.




Well, somebody was cranky.




“She hit the polterfleischeusal,” the man told her. “She probably made it easier for me to kill.”




Things flickered again, and when she opened her eyes, a woman with a face like a baked apple stared down at her. She had warts and several hairs any Manhattan socialite would have had lasered off years ago. When she spoke, she was missing several teeth. She had a handkerchief tied under her chin. 




“Hmm, my boy, Medved, he likes you,” she said. “But, you are dying. You wish to die? No. You don’t wish to die. Hmmm.”




She did something, and Olivia would have screamed in pain if she’d had the breath. 




“Eh, too much for here,” the woman said. “I take you home. Fix you up there.”




She patted Liv’s cheek.




Liv tried to say something, that she should go to a hospital, that there was no taking her anywhere without an ambulance, that her friend was out there. 




“Your friend, he go for a swim, yes?” the old woman told her. “Men like him always do. Medved, pick her up and bring her.”




“Mama,” Medved said, “I don’t think she’ll live through me picking her up.”




He scratched audibly at his head.




His mother leaned back over and glared at her.




“Yes, I see that,” she agreed. “Belly, chest, head, all broken. Some Slayer, huh? How long you been killing for, you get yourself killed?”




She patted Olivia’s cheek again and then took her by the chin and held her, hard, fingers digging in painfully.




“You don’t die,” the old woman said, and her words rang with the kind of absolute truth that burned down cities. “You don’t die unless I say you can die.”




Then, she leaned forward and made a spitting noise three times before grunting in satisfaction. Except, it hadn’t been just a spitting noise. Olivia could feel warm spittle sliding down her forehead.




“Huh,” she grunted. “I’d like to see Death take you now. Medved, bring her. I will get the heart of the polterfleischscheusal.”




“Mama has a strong dislike for the polterfleischscheusal,” Medved explained, bringing Olivia’s arms to her chest and her knees together before effortlessly picking her up. “But the heart makes a very good stew, among other things.”




Medved was extremely tall and very, very wide. And hairy. Also, he had a strong, though not entirely unpleasant, smell to him, musty and musky. He walked, carrying her as though she were a very small child. His coat smelled like woodsmoke and tobacco. His beard tickled her face. She could hear his heartbeat, slow and powerful, like a horse or something equally as large. When she blacked out, she was still worrying about how Henry would make it home without her there to fish him out of the Hudson.






She stood on a rough floor of black granite, surrounded by a wall of the same stone, curving round her as though she were at the bottom of a well. There was only the faintest suggestion of light at the top. She could barely see the outline of her hand when she waved it in front of her eyes. She hurt all over—hips, shoulders, wrists—and shivered with the cold. It took her a moment to realize that she was naked.




“Hello?” she called.




Not only was there no answer, but her voice was swallowed by the darkness with no sense of an echo.






Waking was pain. Pain in her head, pain in her bones, pain in her belly and her chest, pain in her limbs. There was nothing that didn’t hurt. She’d read someplace that the brain couldn’t process more than one strong pain signal at a time, that the worst injury took precedence over all the others, and that was as bad as any perceived pain could be. She decided she needed to find whomever wrote that and make them understand just how very wrong they were.




“Mama,” Medved called, “the lady is awake.”




“Yes, yes,” the old woman said. “I come.”




Something small and metal struck her forehead, and she opened her eyes. Medved’s mother had hit her with a spoon.




“Hmmm, not dead,” the woman grumbled. “At least you listen. Now, let us see.”




She checked Olivia’s eyes, thumbing back her eyelids painfully, while making a noise halfway between a hum and a grumble. Then she picked up each of Liv’s hands and shook her arms.




“Stop. Hurting. Me.” Liv ground out.




The old woman laughed once. “Pain means you’re alive. You want to be without pain? Die. No pain, all the peace and quiet you want, Slayer. Give her this to drink, my son. I go get my stick.”




She handed a coffee cup to Medved. In his enormous hand, it looked about as large as a baby food jar. Very gently, Medved cradled her and brought the mug to her mouth. She took a sip and nearly spat it out. She’d never tasted anything so ghastly. If poison had a taste, this was it. Bitter, astringent, and alien. 




“You make the face,” Medved said. “That is good, but you must swallow. Mama’s food tastes better than any other food, but her medicine tastes worse than any other medicine. That is because it is better medicine than any other medicine.”




She got the sip he’d given her down, and before she could say a word of complaint, he tipped the cup against her lips and nearly drowned her.




“Is better to get it over with,” he assured her.




She dug her fingernails into his wrist and even managed to kick one of her feet as she struggled to swallow that distilled awfulness down. By the time she’d done it, she felt half drowned. Medved set her down on the oldest, most broken down sofa she’d ever seen. 




The sofa was covered in layers of knitted and crocheted throws. Next to it was a small table with an old black and white cathode ray tube television, turned on and tuned to a channel filled with static. The antenna leaned over until it was propped against the wall. The room was no wider than those two pieces of furniture. Past the end table, there were shelves that covered the wall from floor to ceiling. They were filled with things Liv had only ever seen in movies or Alfred Hitchcock Presents. Books, yes, and scrolls, calendars with pictures of Slavic saints with black skin and staring eyes, candles, intricately carved boxes, jars filled with tiny bones or large feathers, a tortoise’s shell, a series of mortars and pestles ranked by size, a matryoshka doll, a skull that was too big to belong to a monkey and too small to belong a person, and a three foot long, preserved crocodile.




Beyond the shelves was a door with more locks than Liv could count, and beyond that a kitchen containing an iron stove the size of a commercial refrigerator, a sink with a bucket beneath it, a tiny seventy year old icebox, a pantry, a door barely wider than her shoulders that must have opened into a bathroom, and a table that might be large enough to hold two plates, with two matching wooden chairs. Between the table and where her feet rested on the far end of the sofa, was a small bed, little more than a cot, piled high with quilts and furs. The entire room was perhaps a hundred square feet, maybe less. There wasn’t a single window in it. Liv had heard of older buildings where apartments had been subdivided into illegally small rooms sublet out, but that practice had ended decades ago, when the building inspection department had been cleaned out of bribe takers and grifters.




“Who are you?” she managed to ask as the old woman walked the few steps from the kitchen, carrying a walking stick of stout, knobby wood.




“He is called Medved,” the woman said. “I am his mother. I have many names, none of which I share with you. Call me what you like, Slayer. I care not.”




The stick she held was ruinously old, twisted, bent, and the top, where it was gripped by her claw of a hand, was polished by use into a mirror smooth surface. There were, Liv thought, symbols carved long ago into the length of the stick, worn smooth with use and age. 




“Now,” the old woman said, “I keep you alive because my son tells me your little ax damaged the polterfleischeusal and made his work easier, but no one needs a Slayer so damaged she cannot fight, so I fix you too. First the medicine, then the stick.”




“Thank you,” Liv said, confused. 




The medicine—whatever it was, and it tasted like it had been scraped off the floor of a taxicab—must have started to work. She still hurt, but it felt more distant, and she could feel each distinct injury. She could feel her life knit into her bones so strongly that even her current injuries would not kill her, not unless the old woman decided they should.




The old woman frowned at her. “I want no thanks from you, Slayer. I heal you, and it bends the weave of many lives beyond what was planned. That is no good. So, I take my payment in pain, and I give you something to keep you from changing the warp and weft for long enough that you would have healed on your own, had you lived.”




“What does that m—” Liv started to ask, when the crone raised her crooked stick above her head and brought it down with all her strength on Olivia’s belly.




The blow caused her mind to blank out and her body to jolt with shock before curling itself into fetal position. Before she could gasp for air, the old woman hit her again and again. Her chest, her back, her head, her right knee, and more. Medved’s mother moved faster than any doddering elderly woman had any right to, and she struck with such precision and force, it was like being squeezed by the polterfleischeusal and thrown into a truck all over again. Blow after blow rained down on her while she cowered, trying to protect her head with her hands, until finally, her anger took over.




She jumped to her feet and caught the heavy stick as it came down. Snarling, she glared down at the shrunken woman, who stared back at her, unsurprised and unruffled.




“Stop. Hitting. Me,” Liv ground out.




The old woman chuckled, her voice rough and broken.




“You think healing is easy, Slayer?” she asked. “Without pain? I tell you, only the dead feel no pain. You, you would be dead and have no pain, except that I healed you. Was that really so bad?”




It took a moment to sink in, and then Liv checked her belly and chest, where she knew the claws of that thing had pierced her skin or raked it an inch or more deep. The marks were there, but they had become the puckerings of old scars, healed for a decade or more.




“Yes, it really was that bad,” Liz said, angry.




The woman chuckled. “Maybe you are not so dumb. Pain teaches, and you, Slayer, have a lot to learn. Next time you meet a polterfleischeusal, maybe you don’t poke your head into its business.”




She knew when she was bested and dropped the argument. She was, after all, still alive, which was no small thing. She sighed.




“Thank you, ma’am,” she said.




The lady raised one side of her upper lip in a shadow of a snarl.




“Do not thank me,” the crone said. “The dead have no more trouble. You? You have more trouble now. Medved, you take your maiden home. Make sure she doesn’t die on the way.”




Not arguing, Liv checked her clothes. Her coat, sweater, blouse, and t-shirt were shredded from the bottom of her ribs to their hems and stiff with dried blood. How long had she been out?




Henry.




He had no idea what had happened to her. He’d have found what remained of the polterfleischeusal and whatever blood she’d left behind, plus the truck she’d been thrown into. She frantically checked her pockets. She had to call hi—




The old woman made a noise and waved Olivia’s phone at her.




“Hey, that’s—” she started.




The woman touched the screen of her phone with her crooked finger, and it dialed. After a moment of ringing, the outgoing message for Cragen’s desk phone started. Liv’s mouth fell open.




“Captain Cragen of the Special Victims Unit. Please leave a brief message with your name and the number I can reach you at.”




“Cap,” the old woman said, using Liv’s voice and coughing, “I’m down with something, running a fever and feeling wretched. I won’t be in tomorrow, maybe not for a few days. I’ll keep you posted.”




It was her voice, sounding the way it always did when she listened to a recording of it. The old woman ended the call and handed Liv the phone. Unnerved, Liv took it, turned slightly to tuck it into her back pocket, and looked back up just in time for the old woman to blow a puff of dust in her face just as she was inhaling. Liv fell back a step, waving her hand in front of her face, and coughing to no avail.




“What the hell?!”




The old woman waved her off.




“Take her home, my son,” she said, turned her back, and walked as far away as the tiny apartment would allow her.




“Come, little Slayer,” Medved said, putting his enormous hand on her upper back and guiding her to the door. “I will walk you home.”




She went with him, following or stepping in front of him when he held a door open, trying to figure out what kind of building they were in, since she didn’t remember the trip there. A brownstone? An old federal style building? The hallways were narrow, tall, and dark, and she had the impression of rows of doors, all poorly lit, and a floor that was either incredibly dirty linoleum or maybe some sort of stone tile. The stairwell had one light, and Liv stared at it, trying to figure out if it was a candle, a gaslight, or some kind of decorative incandescent bulb. Medved gently guided her down the stairs.




“Is best you don’t think about it too much,” he told her. “This place is old, and most of the mortals who find their way here don’t leave.”




“But…it’s an apartment building,” Liv said, trying to make her brain work better. “Right?”




Medved made a noise that indicated, not exactly agreement, but more capitulation.




“Is what you see,” he said. “Is better than what some see.”




The entrance was a pair of the oldest glass double doors she’d ever seen, and the glint of the reflected street lights outside made them look like they were stained glass from one angle, warped and dotted with tiny bubbles from another. Outside, they looked like solid wood with bronze fittings, and the knocker was an enormous bird claw holding a bronze ring. A chicken leg?




On the walk home, she kept trying to check for cross streets so she could place herself. They hadn’t gone too far, she knew. They certainly hadn’t crossed a river, gone through a tunnel, or walked far enough to leave Manhattan. Somehow, though, every time she remembered to look, they were halfway down the block, and she couldn’t find a sign to save her life.




“You have slain many vampires?” Medved asked, companionably.




“More than thirty since January,” she answered.




He made an impressed face and nodded. “I dislike the smell of vampires. It makes me happy to know there is a Slayer here. Also, Slayers are sturdier than most mortal women, which also makes me happy. And, Mama does not hate you.”




She glanced up at him, craning her neck.




“Could have fooled me,” she grumbled.




He laughed, and it was like a fault slipping, sending hundreds of house-sized boulders rolling down a steep slope.




Finally, across the street, she saw the first pedestrians since leaving Medved’s strange home. For a late night, the couple seemed far more determined to just get where they were going than even the most jaded New Yorker. A block later, she realized they were not far from her own apartment building, but she’d be damned if she could figure out how they’d gotten there.




Her head hurt, and she shivered, where a moment previously, even in her ventilated clothes, she’d felt overheated. She looked at her hand and saw that it trembled no matter how still she tried to hold it. She frowned at it.




A moment later, she stumbled.




“Am I sick?” she asked Medved, after trying to feel her own forehead and being unable to tell if her hands were frozen or she was running a very high fever or both.




He raised his eyebrows in polite surprise that she hadn’t figured it out yet.




“Mama said, keeping you from dying tangles the weave, changes the journeys of other threads,” he reminded her. “So, to keep you from running around and saving those due to die or killing those who would live, she gave you an illness that will run its course. Also, between the pain and illnesses, you pay back much of what your death would have been. Not all of it, you understand, as you are still alive and will be well again, but much. Of course, you pay back the rest another time.”




She grimaced. Whatever it was that old woman had given her, it was already as bad as the worst flu she’d ever had. Medved studied her and made a grumbling noise under his breath.




“Maybe you stay in all the time you are sick, yes?” he advised. “Last time Mama do this, the boy ran about and gave it to many people. It spread, and many died.”




“When was that?” Liv asked, worried.




“Nineteen eighteen,” he said. “But, maybe Mama used something else. Even she was disturbed by the number of dead.”




Nineteen eighteen? Wasn’t that the big flu epidemic? Hadn’t that killed a lot of people?




He noticed her fear and shrugged, uncomfortable.




“You be fine,” he told her. “Slayers don’t die of germs. Stay inside, drink vodka, eat soup with ham and dark bread, watch show with dogs. Is good show.”




He walked her to the front door of her apartment building, which she opened by putting her hand in her pocket and grasping the handle through the fabric. She also held her collar up across her mouth and tried her best not to exhale. Inside her apartment, she stood as Medved investigated the layout, poking his head into each room and nodding and grumbling at what he found. He occasionally shook his large head in thought, and while he was large enough to count as a bull in a china shop, not once did he brush against a wall or door frame.




She had started shivering again and stared dully around her apartment. Had she ever been this sick? She wasn’t sure what to do.




“Slayer,” Medved said, getting her attention.




She stared up at him.




“I like you, Slayer,” he said, putting his hand on her shoulder.




Her knees almost buckled from the weight.




“When you are better, go kill more vampires but stay away from the polterfleischeusal.”




“You got it,” she managed. 




Her teeth chattered when she spoke.




“Take this,” he said, and held out to her a small object.




It was a bear, carved from some dark wood, worn to smoothness. She accepted it and ran her thumb over it. It fit very nicely in the palm of her hand, and she could feel the regular, shaggy coat, the long claws, and the eyes, tiny jet beads. 




“If you wish to see me again or need my help,” he said, “hold this in your fighting hand and say my name.”




“Medved?” she asked.




He chuckled. “No, little Slayer. That is what I am called by those who wish to speak around my name without saying it for fear I appear. You, I give permission to speak my name.”




“Okay,” she managed, unable to grasp what he was saying, but committing it to memory as best she could. 




“My name, little Slayer, is,” and here he leaned over, put his lips next to her ear and spoke a word she’d never heard before. It was guttural and growling, like the noise an inquisitive bear might make after standing on its hind legs. When she tried to write it down, she found no way to reproduce the quality of those sounds. The closest she could come was ‘Arkso,’ which didn’t do it justice, but gave her a chance to remember it.




“Speak my name,” he said, giving her a toothy grin, “and I come. If you like, I even find your honey and devour every bit, sturdy little Slayer.”




She had a moment’s impression of what that would be like, spread under his growling, fleshy bulk, and had to sit down. By the time she’d regathered her wits, he had left and closed the door behind her. She sat there for a while longer, neither thinking nor doing any particular thing, only aware that she was very, very sick.




Finally, she pulled her cellphone out, found that she’d missed eight calls from Henry and three from Jo. She called Henry first. He answered before the first ring was done.




“Olivia? Olivia! Where are you? Are you all right?” he demanded.




“I’m home,” she managed. “I’m not injured, not anymore, but I’m really sick, and it has been a very strange night.”




Her back hurt. Her joints hurt. Her muscles ached. She felt like she radiated enough heat to beat the radiator at its job. Her head was killing her, and the few lights in the apartment hurt her eyes. Her mouth felt odd, papery and dry.




Whatever Henry was saying, and it was a lot, she couldn’t follow it.




“I have got to lie down, Doc,” she managed. “Maybe you could check on me.”




And she laid down on the couch without taking her shoes or coat off and was out without ending the call.




7. Dreaming True



She woke to the sound of familiar voices.




“Elliot?” she asked.




“It’s Doctor Morgan, Detective Benson,” the nearest voice said.




Well, she and El had been partners for ten years. Not surprising she reverted to him under the circumstances.




“How bad is she?” That was Detective Jo Martinez.




“Very ill,” Henry answered. “Her fever is extremely high. Olivia, can you tell me what happened?”




He wore what Liv thought of as his rescue clothes—sweatpants, t-shirt, a jacket, and athletic shoes—indicating that he had indeed died, been reborn in the Hudson, and come ashore, only to find that Olivia was gone. No wonder he’d been frantic on the phone.




“Pole tear fly soy sell.”




“I’m sorry, Olivia,” Henry said, “I didn’t quite get that.”




“The thing,” she tried again, “in the dumpster. It was a polter fly soy sell.”




“Polterfleischeusal?” Abe asked.




“What the hell is that?” Jo asked, baffled. 




“Noisy meat devil ghost,” Abe supplied. “Or at least, it was in the stories Mrs. Kleinman told me when I was a kid. According to her, they haunt places where kids leave their toys out for people to trip on.”




“That woman,” Henry sighed, “was a superstitious, gossip ridden old hag, and I’m sorry we ever let her babysit you, Abraham.”




“Says the man treating a vampire slayer,” Abe responded with a grin. “I guess I owe her an apology about leaving my bike out near the stairs. Of course, she’s been dead for sixty years, so maybe not.”




“Perhaps you two could check Olivia’s kitchen and bathroom for acetaminophen or another febrifuge,” Henry said. “Failing that, find some rubbing alcohol and mix it with water, one part to ten and bring it out in a bowl with a cloth, so I can bring her fever down with a bath.”




Liv squinted against the light he shone in her eyes and turned her face. 




“You left enough blood there in the parking lot, I was sure you’d been killed,” Henry said. “But there’s no sign of injury on you.”




“Someone else,” she worked to speak. “Found me. Healed me. Made me sick to keep me from doing anything for a while.”




“Open your mouth,” he said, and when she did, he put a tongue depressor on her tongue and pointed his little flashlight into her mouth. “Healed your injuries and then made you sick. Seems a rather strange approach.”




She agreed with an inarticulate sound.




He went very, very still. 




“Olivia,” he said in a soft, calm voice, “does your back hurt?”




She nodded. He ran his thumbs over her forehead, finding something he didn’t like. He checked the palms of her hands and pushed her sleeve further up her arm. When she opened her eyes again, he was shaking his head and murmuring under his breath.




“No, no, no. It can’t be,” he said. “There hasn’t been an outbreak in the United States since 1949.”




“What is it?” Liv asked.




He came back to himself, meeting her eyes for a long moment, and then turning decisively.




“Abraham!” he snapped.




The soft conversation in the kitchen stopped.




“Yeah, Pop?” Abraham called, stepping out, drying his hands with a dishtowel.




“Take Jo and get her out of here immediately,” Henry ordered. “Both of you are to shower and wash your clothes, scrub everything. Call me when you’re done, and I’ll send you a list of supplies to leave outside the door. I’ll need you to disinfect the path from Detective Benson’s door to the elevator and from the elevator to the front door before any of the other residents start their day.”




“Wait, what?” Jo protested as Abe tossed the dishtowel back into the kitchen.




“You got it,” Abraham answered. “Come on, Jo. Let’s go.”




He took her arm and guided her towards the door.




“What?” she demanded.




“Doesn’t matter,” Abe said. “Pop talks like that, we move. He’ll explain as soon as he can. Until then, we do what he says.”




He turned back for only a second and wagged a finger at Henry.




“Pop, don’t you take any chances,” he said. “I’ll call you as soon as we’re done.”




“Thank you, Abraham,” Henry said, clearly relieved.




Jo left with Abe, baffled but without a fight.




“What’s going on?” Liv asked when Henry turned back to her.




He studied her for a moment. “Olivia, I must ask you to do everything I say without question. First and foremost, you must quarantine yourself—both of us, really—in this apartment until your illness has run its course. If you were to go outside and interact with people…the consequences could be, well, the only appropriate term I can think of is ‘Apocalyptic’.”




Sick as she was, she recognized he was absolutely serious. 




“What do I have?” she asked.




“Smallpox,” he answered. “You have smallpox, Olivia, and I’ll be damned if I understand how you were exposed and infected, but I cannot take any chances of it being passed on. I was inoculated as a child and have lifelong immunity. Abraham was vaccinated as an infant, but that doesn’t necessarily confer lifelong immunity. Regular vaccination stopped before you or Jo were born. We cannot risk her being exposed.”




She closed her eyes and groaned. At least Medved had said she’d be fine, but maybe he didn’t consider being ground zero for an epidemic of Biblical proportions something to worry about.




“Now, let’s get you comfortable,” Henry said.






“Guy’s got a real hate for these girls,” Liv said, scanning the whiteboard with its photos of victims. “But if he’s got a type, I don’t see it.”




Eleven different girls and women, ranging in age from twelve to twenty-one. Different races, different hair and eye colors, different heights, weights, builds, families, schools, jobs, and hobbies. There was nothing to connect any of the victims to the others except something Liv couldn’t put her finger on. Elliot stepped up next to her, considering the pictures as well.




“No, there’s something,” he said, eyes flicking from one face to another. “None of these girls look like targets.”




The pictures were a mix of school portraits and candid shots. Half of them were smiling. Some of them were laughing, making duck lips for a selfie, or wearing a knowing half-smile, half-smirk of confidence. They were the kind of girls Liv had been drawn to in middle and high school—confident, sassy, and fun. They were the kind of girls predators avoided, since they’d put up a fight and wouldn’t fall for manipulation.




“I tell you,” he continued, “if Kathleen had brought any of these girls home and introduced them as a friend, I’d have been relieved.”




Kathleen, his second oldest, was the most troubled of his children. Recently diagnosed as bipolar and borderline personality disorder, she lived her life in a whirlwind of sparkling charm and screaming resentment. Even though Elliot and Kathy had a rare and unified viewpoint as divorced parents, neither of them could get a handle on Kathleen’s destructive behavior.




“They remind me of you, Liv,” Elliot said.




Startled, she looked over at him. “How so?”




He turned and smiled. “Because I’m going to kill you exactly the same way I killed them, whore.”






She jerked awake, her heart pounding.




Her room was dark, though she could see a thin ribbon of light around the curtains pulled over her window. Her eyes were gummed with something more than sleep. She wore a tank top and panties, and her hair was wet with sweat. A light sheet had been drawn over her, and her hands—she lifted her head to look. Yes, she was wearing mittens over her hands.




“How are you feeling?”




A figure stepped out of the shadows of the bedroom doorway, carrying a tray. He set it down on her nightstand and pulled over a footstool to sit on. In the dim light of the room, it took a moment for her to place him.




“Like crap,” she managed. “Thanks for staying. Are Abe and Jo okay?”




“They’re fine,” he said. “Smallpox is transferred by close contact with an infectious person. Neither of them approached closer than six feet. I’ve no doubt they’ll be fine.”




“Smallpox,” she repeated. “She gave me smallpox.”




She was sicker than she’d been in her entire life. So sick there was no question of her trying to get up or assure Doctor Morgan that she was fine. 




“Variola major, I’m afraid,” Henry confirmed. “Under normal circumstances, it takes almost two weeks after the fever begins for the pox to appear, and you could expect to be sick for another two weeks at minimum. As it’s only been three days, you are cramming all the symptoms into a very truncated period of time.”




Three days? She wanted to get up, find her phone, call Cragen, and explain, but she couldn’t manage the part where she got up.




“I contacted your captain and explained you’d come down with a case of chickenpox,” he explained. “It can be quite serious in adults, it has features very similar to smallpox, and it explains the need for a quarantine until your symptoms abate.”




He brought a cup with a straw to her face and put the straw against her lips.




“Drink as much as you can,” he said. “You’re in danger of dehydration, and I’d rather not have to set up an IV.”




She drank, sipping a little at a time. It reminded her of something, and she had to dig into her memory to find it. When she found it, she grimaced in thought. She’d been in the hospital, and Elliot had brought a cup of water and straw to her mouth shortly after she’d woken from emergency surgery. She hadn’t been sick that time. She and Elliot had gone into a poorly lit sub-basement looking for evidence from a string of murders and maybe a clue as to what their main suspect had been doing. What he’d been doing was hiding in the darkness, and when Elliot had gotten ahead of her, he’d grabbed Liv, thrown her headfirst into a tiled wall, and then stabbed her in the shoulder. Only Elliot’s speed and aim with his service weapon had stopped Derek Harper from killing her. 




He’d been in her nightmare. What had he said? She couldn’t remember. They’d been talking about the murders leading up to her injury, hadn’t they?




Scheherazade had said that the dreams of a Slayer were prophetic, but what good was that if you couldn’t remember them? And then she wondered, had Elliot been in her nightmare or had it been Harper? She couldn’t remember.




Henry gave her two more Tylenol and an antihistamine, another sip of water, and then pulled the blanket over her when she started shivering.




“Why am I wearing mittens?” she finally managed to ask.




“Smallpox pustules itch,” he told her, “though not as badly as chickenpox. I cut your nails short, but you were still scratching. Short of tying your hands down, which I very much doubt would work, the mittens were the best solution. You’re also coated in layers of calamine lotion. I’m afraid, Olivia, you will have some scarring. I’ve done what I can to minimize it.”




She made a dismissive wave with two of her fingers. It really didn’t seem to rate very high on her list of worries. She did want to take a two by four to Medved’s mother though. 




“I don’t suppose there are any medications specific for smallpox?” she asked.




“There’s one approved,” he replied, “but it’s only for smallpox, so if I were to order it, there would be reports fired off in every direction. You must understand that even a single identified case of smallpox would be considered a global health emergency. The CDC, the NIH, the World Health Organization, and quite possibly the CIA, FBI, and NSA, all of them would appear like troops landing on the beaches of Normandy, desperate to determine how anyone could be infected with the only human disease ever to be eradicated.”




“And there’s no way to explain,” she said.




He nodded. “There’s no way to explain. Not how you got it, not the injuries that preceded it, not your abilities or physiognomy, and definitely not your activities for the last two months.”




She sighed.




“I’m going back to sleep.”




“A capital idea,” he agreed.






“So the world is filled with things more impossible than mere vampires,” the First Slayer said as they walked down the bed of a dry creek.




It was hot, and the blazing sun filled the sky. Olivia had been trying to track Elliot’s footsteps along the bank, but they came to a patch of gravel which gave no indication which way he’d gone. She scanned the surrounding dried mud and stones for any sign. While there was a little shade provided by the trees arching over the creek bed from the bank, she was well aware that she needed some sunscreen before she burned. She checked her arm, saw that she had already turned pink, and sighed.




“Yeah, I guess I should have figured that to begin with,” she admitted. “Dracula and the wolfman and the mummy. No one ever said there couldn’t be a crossover. Now where the hell did he go?”




There, on a boulder at the edge of the creekbed, under the twisted and gnarled trunk of a thorny tree with leaves like fern fronds, was a wooden statue the length of her forearm. It was a crooked, crouching man with swollen eyelids, painted in black, white, and red. Black butterflies had gathered round it. Sineya glanced at it and dismissed it in one efficient motion.




Olivia pulled a dangling branch down, plucked a row of leaves. The branch was covered in thorns, and where it had been injured previously, sap had crusted into a translucent, soft crystal. It was, she thought, the same kind of tree that giraffes ate. The land around her smelled different from New York City, a scent that encompassed dry, sandy earth, thorny trees, baked mud, and harsh sun. The insects sounded different as well—louder, harsher, and more constant.




The young woman walking next to her laughed.




“I am the first of our bloodline, and unto me was given the powers of the Lilim,” she said. “Which does not mean there are no other demons or even demon slayers in this world, and if it is not a demon, perhaps it is a spirit or a visitor or a messenger, and because we are drawn to the dark corners of the world, we encounter them.”




“Yeah, I’ll probably bump into the space aliens that built the pyramids,” Liv muttered.




The First Slayer chuckled silently.




“Then learn, oh, sister, from the stories of your elders whether to welcome your space alien with a bag of grain with which to fill their odd storehouse or whether to take up arms against it lest it steal the children of your friends and ride them as a man rides a horse.”




Liv shuddered at the thought, and when a shadow fell across her and the First Slayer, she looked up. Where the sky had been unbroken blue, it was now dotted with clouds like a flock of sheep, running at a determined pace across the expanse. The shadow passed, and after a moment, another rushed over them. Further off, at the edge of the horizon and blue with distance, were towering anvil-headed fortresses, spreading out.




“Weather’s turning,” she said, and even then, she felt the first gust of changing wind whip around her, dropping the temperature by ten degrees.




“A storm comes,” the First Slayer agreed, staring in the same direction as Olivia. “The summers bring such things, and dawn heralds their start. Once it begins, it will be some time before you see the sun once more.”




If—no, when—it rained, it would wipe out all the signs that Elliot had been through here. She wouldn’t be able to find him.




The First Slayer turned at a sound Olivia hadn’t heard, watched for a moment, and then a smile opened on her face, transforming it. Liv could see the beauty of her young bones underneath the scars and dust.




“My words have born unexpected fruit,” she said, and Liv turned to face what she looked at. “Lo, my sister, do you see a pair of visitors or messengers?”




Two men walked towards them, one several yards before the other. Both looked tired, dusty, and footsore. The first man was older than Liv by at least ten years, a little shorter, a bit stocky, and was dressed in a very particular ensemble of brown leather boots, tan trousers, white linen tunic, a wide brown belt with pouches and a knife, and an overall brown woolen robe with wide sleeves and a pointed hood. While he had shaggy brown hair peppered with white and a beard which hadn’t seen a trim in weeks, his eyes were sharp and young. 




His friend was also middle aged, well over six feet tall, bluff, blond, wide shouldered, muscular, and a bit pot bellied. He wore two braids, one on either side of his face, and his beard, while a patchwork of red, brown, blonde, and silver, was more recently trimmed than the first man’s. He wore clothes that to Liv’s uneducated eye looked like they’d wandered out of a Robin Hood movie—tunic, leggings, wide brown belt with a sword, and a sort of hood attached to a short poncho. On his belt, he had a gold buckle in the form of a twisted and knotted horse, dotted with cabochon garnets. The sword at his side was exquisitely made, and he moved like a soldier.




The first man joined them, nodding greetings.




“Sineya,” he said. “ ’Tis good to see you again.”




“And you as well, wanderer,” she answered. “Here is my sister, Olivia the Vampire Slayer. She dreams in fevers and illness, yet dreams true. At least this time.”




“Olivia?” the man asked, surprised. Then he turned and called to his friend. “Ulfbehrt, I think we’re nearly caught up.”




“About fucking time,” his friend complained. “I want a beer and a wench and a bath.”




The wind gusted around them, whipping Liv’s hair in her face. She pushed it away. In doing so, she glanced over at the boulder and saw that the little statue was gone, leaving a pile of cowrie shells in its place.




“Who the hell are you?” she asked, half annoyed and half amused. “Obi Wan Kenobi?”




The man grinned. “Not quite.”




The second man, the one she’d already labeled Little John, joined them, weather beaten, calloused, and squinty. He gave her the once over of a tomcat on the prowl, unbothered by her workout clothes and weapons.




“He,” and the second man pointed his thumb over his shoulder at the first, “has spoken of a mythical food called pee-tzuh. Know you of this food?”




She looked back at the storm, aware it was moving fast and their time was limited. Lightning flashes lit up the dark sky.




“I had some last week,” Liv answered, her face turned to the incoming storm. “Pepperoni, sausage, and black olives.”




Little John’s eyebrows went up.




“And there’s still beer?” he asked.




“About a hundred different kinds,” she said and turned back to them. “Who are you guys?”




The first man began to answer, but the rumble of thunder and crashing of branches in the wind drowned out his voice. A flock of dark spots appeared across the ground as the first wave of rain pelted them.




And just like that, she stood, wet, naked, cold, and alone, in a deep well of black granite. There was no sound of thunder, but lightning flashed several times, starkly illuminating the space she stood in. 




“Your partner is in terrible danger,” a man with a British accent declared.




He sounded like he stood only a few feet away, but there was no one there.




“Detective?” a woman asked. “Stay out of the shadows, okay? That’s where he’s strongest.”




“Where who’s strongest?” Liv demanded, pushing wet hair out of her face.






She woke, hand raised to her face and soaked with sweat. When she realized she was in bed, at home, she groaned with frustration.




Henry, who’d fallen asleep in a chair at her bedside jerked awake when the book he’d been reading slipped off his lap and landed on the floor with a thump. He sat up, wiping his eyes. Seeing her frown at him, he leaned forward and put the back of his fingers against her forehead. Then he smiled.




“Your fever’s broken, Olivia,” he told her. “You’re through the worst of it.”




“Hand me something to write with,” she said, feeling exhaustion carved into her bones. “I have to start keeping track of this stuff.”






“Hey, you’re back,” Nick said, holding his arms wide in declaration.




Olivia dropped her belongings on her desk, stowed her purse, and locked the drawer.




“I’m back,” she agreed. “But there’s no need to—”




“Hey everybody!” Nick bellowed at the top of his lungs. “The leper’s back! Check it out!”




“—make a big deal out of it,” Liv concluded, shaking her head. “Thanks, Amaro. You’re a real peach.”




He grinned at her. “Gotta make sure my partner doesn’t keep escaping her responsibilities, even if she has the best excuses.”




“Hey, Liv!” Munch called.




He reached behind something and pulled out a bunch of helium-filled balloons, most of them plastered with “Get Well Soon” sentiments, though there were a few black ones, a mylar balloon shaped and printed like a gravestone, and one white with red polka dots. Munch had drawn a pair of eyes and lips, slapped a brunette wig on it and attached a sign scrawled “Olivia” so that everyone got the point.




He handed the balloons to her, and she stood there, holding the ribbons in her fist like a five year old child.




“I’m touched,” she said.




“You think you’re touched now,” Munch told her, “just wait until you see what Fin picked up for you.”




Captain Cragen came out of his office, carrying a stainless steel bedpan holding a vase of flowers, and Fin followed from his desk with a box wrapped in plain brown paper.




“Guys, you shouldn’t have,” she said.




“It was our pleasure,” Fin said.




“Yeah, I know,” Liv answered back. “That’s why you really, really shouldn’t have.”




She admired the flowers and set them, bedpan and all, on her desk, and then she tied off the balloons to her chair. It would all have to be put away if they had any vics, witnesses, or suspects come in, but for now they could all enjoy it.




“And what’s this?” she asked Fin when he set the box in front of her.




“Just a little something I picked up,” he shrugged. “Seein’ as how you’ve had more than your fair share of bad luck when it comes to injuries, accidents, and diseases.”




“Ooooooh, I do believe that is fair warning,” she answered, tearing off the paper.




The box was a little bigger than a bottle of wine, which she hoped in vain it was. Instead, inside the box, which was lined with newspaper so old it had turned yellow, was a carved wooden statue of a crouching, crooked man.




Nonplussed, she took it out and set it on her desk. The statue was painted with white and black designs and then covered in red dots, like sores or pustules. There were cowrie shells glued down around its wrists and ankles, and several black butterfly wings had been glued to the base.




“Now that is one ugly customer,” Munch commented.




“He’s the Yoruba god of infectious diseases, specifically skin diseases, and even more specifically—”




“Smallpox,” Olivia said, and controlled the impulse to touch her cheek where she had two new pock mark scars she’d covered up with makeup.




Fin gave her a nod. “You know, they wiped out smallpox a few years ago, so he had to take on more business. AIDS showed up not long after, so he got that one. People call him Omolu, but that’s not really his name. They won’t say his name.”




“Why the hell not?” Cragen asked.




“Because if you speak his true name,” Liv said quietly, “he’ll hear you, and he might just show up.”




“Got some reading done, huh?” Fin asked. “Yeah, I figured he had chickenpox covered, too, and if you wanted to get back at him for a couple of crappy weeks, here’s a target for your wrath.”




Considering the events that led up to her getting sick and the little carved bear she kept in her pocket, there was no way on earth she was going to tamper with that statue. The crooked little man had cowrie shells for eyes, and they were offset the smallest amount, so it looked like he was drunkenly squinting at her. She wondered idly if Elliot knew a priest who’d be willing to do away with an idol this evocative. There were times, she thought, that “Thou Shalt Have No God Before Me” ought to be put to good use.




She took a deep breath and shook it off. 




“This is great, guys,” she said with genuine pleasure. “I’m really glad to be back, and I wish you could have kept me company while I was sick.”




“Hey, we offered,” her partner said, holding his hands up, “but that doctor of yours told us to stay home.”




She looked over at Cragen, confused.




“Adults with chickenpox are at a high risk of pneumonia,” Cap told her. “And you haven’t gotten your pneumococcal vaccination. Neither have any of these plague carriers. Also, it turns out, my next door neighbor, who I help out with some of the honey-dos after her husband passed, is immunocompromised. Fin’s been looking in on his diabetic uncle, and Munch delivers for Meals on Wheels. Didn’t want to pass the pox to anyone else.”




“That leaves you, cowboy,” she said, glancing at Nick.




He shrugged. “My kids’ mom is kind of antivax. I worked a deal out with her that if the kids haven’t gotten chickenpox by the time they’re twelve, she’ll get them the shot. I’d rather they didn’t catch it from me.”




After an early lunch with a cake made to look like the game Operation, Olivia caught up on the status of her two remaining cases and went through new ones to see where she could help out. On half time, she wouldn’t be leading any investigation, which she was surprisingly okay with. Seeing an old case she and Elliot had handled four months before his retirement, she sat and stared at his handwriting for a long moment.




Four months before his retirement and a week before they’d caught the O’Shaugnassy case that led to Derek Harper and ended with her in the hospital with a knife wound that would have killed her if he’d gone half an inch closer to her sternum. After a moment, she pulled her phone out and checked the text messages between her and Elliot. It was mostly the shorthand of old friends tossing things at each other—a new conspiracy theory from Munch, an overheard Cragen quote, a meme from one of the TV shows his kids watched. 




After her injury, the exchange had slowed down. El had only responded with the occasional thumbs up emoji or “yuh huh” to her texts. Then he skipped replies until he showed up every third or fourth post of hers. The longest one in months had been him canceling on her back in February. “Sorry, Liv. Trouble with Kathleen. Catch up with you later.”




Why did seeing Kathleen’s name make something on the inside of her head itch, just where she couldn’t reach it?




“Everything okay?” Fin asked, pausing at her desk.




She frowned, but not at him. 




“Have you heard from Elliot lately?” she asked.




He pulled the corners of his mouth down and shook his head.




“Elliot and I were never that close, Liv,” he said. “You know that. ’Sides, that last stunt of his left a bad taste in my mouth.”




She sighed. Not that she blamed Fin. Elliot had arrested and booked an informant of Fin’s, an older teenage boy who’d been in and out of gangs, drugs, and finally, human trafficking. Fin had been of the opinion that the boy was ready to leave the life and hand over enough inside information to bring down a handful of mid-level players, who could then be made to flip on higher-ups. Elliot had seen a punk who’d profited off the rape and enslavement of girls no older than his youngest daughter, who’d blown his chance at participating in society as a free man, and could cut a deal with the DA or not. There had been words. Cragen had separated them, but before they could work it out, a child with a gun killed Sister Peg in their own precinct office, and Stabler had killed the child. And then he’d retired.




“You’re worried,” Fin remarked, narrowing his eyes in consideration.




She shrugged uncomfortably.




“I haven’t seen him in a few months,” she replied. “He hasn’t responded to my last few texts. I even left him a voicemail three weeks ago, and nothing.”




“I’d say ‘not like him,’ but that wouldn’t be exactly true,” Fin said.




“You’re not wrong,” she sighed.




“Now, I’m not saying your priorities are skewed, Liv,” Fin said, taking a moment to crack his knuckles in thought, “ ’cause you got more than enough on your plate as it is, but you do have a brand new partner who’s been, though no fault of your own, left hanging in the breeze.”




“You’re right,” she agreed, staring at the statue of Omolu and pushing it a few inches back with the very tip of her finger. 




“But if this is really bugging you,” Fin continued, keeping an eye on her, “maybe you need to take a few hours, head out to Queens, and find out for yourself. Take that load off your mind so you can focus a little better here.”




It was exactly what her counselor had said. She had a window of opportunity during her recovery, and whatever Elliot’s reaction was, it would inform her next choice. In the meantime, it would allow her to focus on Nick, who from all the signs was doing the best job he could but still needed a little support from his senior partner.




So, that’s what she did. The next morning, she got up early, and drove out to Queens, against the traffic for once, and went to Elliot’s house, the better to corner him. The yard looked a little run down. It was well into May, and his snow shovel and boots were still in the corner of the porch, waiting for use. Twinges of guilt that she hadn’t checked on him before this tugged at her. She knocked loudly.




After a few minutes, the door opened, and a young woman smiled at her.




“Olivia! How are you?”




“Maureen?” Liv asked. “I was looking for your dad.”




Maureen was Elliot’s oldest child and the only one to successfully launch so far. 




“Come on in,” Maureen said, gesturing. “I’m house sitting while he’s out.”




Envisioning a hospital stay, she scanned the interior of the house. It had literally not changed since Kathy had moved out and filed for divorce, except that there was a layer of dust on everything except his spot in front of the TV and his place at the kitchen table.




“I haven’t heard from your dad in a while,” Liv explained.




Maureen nodded in sympathy. “It’s like pulling teeth, honestly. I threatened to move back in with him if he didn’t start answering my calls, so I’ve got that leverage at least.”




“Is he okay? Where’d he go?”




She hadn’t expected them to live in each others’ pockets the way they had before his retirement, but knowing they hadn’t spoken since before Christmas left her feeling like a universal constant had been deleted.




“Cleveland,” Maureen answered, smiling. “He picked up some sort of consulting job. I don’t know if it’s security or what, but it paid enough for him to take me, Kathleen, and the twins to Vermont for some skiing. Well, we skied. He watched and drank hot chocolate.”




“What’s in Cleveland?” Liv asked.




Maureen shrugged eloquently and held her hands palms up to show she had nothing. “A school of some sort. The most I can get out of him is that they work with ‘challenging students,’ and so he goes in and tells them what they’re doing wrong.”




It felt disloyal to think it, but Liv was pretty sure doing security consulting for a private school populated by challenging students would be exactly what Elliot was not good at. Entitled, privileged kids with attitude problems?




Maureen read her expression correctly.




“I know,” she said. “Dad coaching a bunch of juvie rich kids? Except, he’s always better when he gets back. He’s gone three times now. This is the longest one so far. There’s a thing coming up in August. Since I’ll be off, I’m thinking I’ll go with him. Always wanted to go to the Rock and Roll Museum.”




That was right. Maureen taught science at the local middle school. 




“Everyone else doing okay?” Liv asked.




Maureen sighed. 




“Could be better,” she admitted. “I mean, I’m fine, but…right after Christmas, Mom tried to get Dad to talk about working things out, maybe getting back together. I mean, they’re both Catholic. Even with the divorce, neither of them is willing to start over with a new person, but he turned her down.”




“He what?!”




Olivia stared at Maureen, stunned.




What the hell was going on with him? 




“I know,” Maureen said. “Mom was gutted. Kathleen blew several gaskets and took off. Neither Beth or Richard will speak to him. He wouldn’t say why.”




“When does he get home?”




Liv ran a mental algorithm, sorting through all the things going on—open cases, her new partner, recovering from smallpox, training, research, patrols—and comparing their priority to this. All of those fell away. Elliot had saved her life more times than she could count, and she’d returned the favor. They’d been partners for ten years. There wasn’t a single thing she could think of that if Elliot was willing to ask her for, she would deny him.




“Thursday next week,” Maureen answered. “You want me to text you when his plane lands?”




And here was Maureen looking for reinforcements, but she knew Elliot wouldn’t respond well to an ambush.




“Let me know that he’s gotten in and if he’ll be in the following weekend,” Liv told her. “I’ll come over.”




Maureen nodded.




“I’m glad you’re here, Liv,” she said. “I don’t know what’s going on with Dad, but no one else has reached him. Maybe you might.”






Abe set a plate of lasagna in front of her, redolent with garlic and meat sauce. There was a small salad and three pieces of garlic bread next to it with a glass of red wine. Jo and Henry were out for the evening, enjoying each other’s company. Liv hadn’t wanted to go back to an empty apartment, and Abe had offered dinner, which she accepted.




“You look like a lady with a lot on her mind,” he said. “Spill.”




She liked Abe. It was impossible not to. For a man who looked twice as old as his immortal father, he had one of the most reasonable outlooks on life she’d encountered. Love your people, enjoy what you can while you can, try not to hurt anyone else, find work that matters to you, and let the little stuff slide whenever you could.




“I feel like I’m missing something,” she finally said, picking up her fork.




“What’s to miss?” Abe asked. “You’re out for two weeks, and the fang boys start to creep back in. Jo’s number crunching and Dad’s mental gymnastics all point to a spot off 136th street. Tomorrow, during daylight hours, we go take a look, see what we can see, and if all signs point to vampires, we burn the place down.”




Liv looked up at him, convinced he was pulling her leg.




“Okay, first of all, your dad emphatically vetoed the ‘burn the place down’ option, which I happen to agree with. Second, that’s not what I was talking about.”




“Ooooh, so we’re back to the dreams,” he said, taking a seat and opening his napkin. “Eat your food.”




She picked up her fork and cut a piece of lasagna. Honestly, Abe’s food deserved far more attention than she was giving it, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that what she had thought was the full picture was only a momentary focus, and that the camera would pull back and rotate to show a much more complicated picture with a totally different context. Dreams, prophesies, buried memories, thousands of years of history, more players than she could count, and the feeling that somewhere, a clock was ticking down. To what, she didn’t know. She also didn’t know how many seconds were left on the timer.




As she ruminated, she ate several bites of her lasagna, washing it down with sips of the barolo from Henry’s wine cellar. It was so good, it crowded her worries out of her head and got her to focus on just the food.




“You mentioned to me that the first vampire you slayed said you were old for a Slayer,” Abe pointed out. “And you said that Scheherazade called you a Slayer older than any ever called.”




“And there’s more than just one Slayer now,” Liv added. “That the red witch, whoever she is, cast a great spell.”




“Okay, so, when did that happen?” he asked. “And why? If there are all these other Slayers running around, how come you haven’t run into any of them? There’s more than a million and a half people in Manhattan. That’s three quarters of a million women, probably two-third of whom are between eighteen and sixty-five, so call it half a million other women. How come none of them turned out to be Slayers?”




“How would I know why none of them are Slayers? For that matter, maybe there are a thousand more Slayers running around in Manhattan,” she protested.




“Uh huh.” Abe gave her a very tolerant look. “A thousand insomniac ladies armed with sharpened knitting needles wandering the streets of Manhattan at all hours of the night, stabbing anything that looks a little undead. Pretty sure that would have been noticed by now.”




She ate an entire piece of garlic bread in two bites.




“Abe, Spider-Man could be swinging through mid-town on a thin line of spider silk, and no one here would notice,” she told him. “Nobody in New York ever looks up.”




“Yeah, but you’re stuck running around on your own two feet,” he argued. “Which leads me to believe that any other Slayer probably is also. Again, probably would have been noticed, if only by the TikTok brigade, always looking for the next new craze.”




She had a sudden, horrifying vision of legions of teenage girls running down the streets of Manhattan with stakes in their hands and jumping on perfectly ordinary pedestrians and pretending to slay them while their buddies recorded and posted it to their social media accounts. Bedlam didn’t begin to describe it. 




“I prefer sea shanties,” she said, sipping her wine.




“So do I,” he agreed. “So, when did the whole slaying thing start for you?”




“January,” she said, thinking back to the vampire on the subway. “No, wait. That was my first kill, the first time I went out looking for something. I just didn’t know what.”




“Just, one night, you decided the thing to do was dress up in tactical gear, grab some garlic powder, holy water, and a sharp stick and hunt the night?” he asked, fascinated.




“No,” she said, sinking into her memories. “No, that was when I couldn’t not do it anymore. I’d been having dreams for weeks before that.”




“How many weeks?” he asked.




“I don’t know, Abe,” she answered. “Weeks. Long enough that I had a trunk filled with weapons from all the times I stared at something in the store and then went back and bought it, even though I didn’t know why. Why does it matter?”




“Used to be only one Slayer at a time,” he said, holding up a finger. “Then this red witch casts a spell, and there’s a whole bunch of Slayers.” He held up a second finger. “You start dreaming, start buying weapons, and hey, presto! You’re a Slayer.” A third finger joined the other two. “Maybe, just maybe, those things are connected.”




She paused in her chewing. She had not given Abe enough credit. His father was a mental giant, a combination of native intelligence, two and a half centuries of life experience, and a sense of curiosity that would have killed a platoon of cats and brought them back, satisfied. Abe had played Watson to his father’s Sherlock all his life, but then, in the original Arthur Conan Doyle stories, Watson was no slouch either.




There was a knock on the back door at the bottom of the stairs. Abraham looked over his shoulder.




“Are those guys late!” he said. “Hey! Leave it on the landing!”




It wasn’t the first time a delivery or pick up had been scheduled after the shop closed. Usually not this late, but there had been a snarl on the Washington bridge and intermittent problems in the subway. Whoever it was could have been delayed by traffic.




“And, this is just a guess,” he continued, “but maybe, if there was only one Slayer and now there’s a bunch of Slayers, then maybe there was a time when all those girls might have been the Slayer but ended up not being the Slayer. And maybe you might have been the Slayer when you were younger, but for some reason, you missed your chance, only the red witch cast her spell, and boom! You’re finally a bonafide Slayer. Maybe that’s where all the other Slayers came from too.”




She stared at him, wide eyed. Not even Henry had thought that through.




Abe waved a hand at her. “Eh, it’s just a theory.”




“It’s a good theory,” she said.




Someone banged on the door downstairs, even more loudly than the previous time.




“Oh, for cryin’ out loud,” Abe complained.




He stood, cupped his hands around his mouth and yelled. “Come in. Go up the stairs to the landing. Leave it on the landing and go away!”




The door down below opened, and many feet trooped up the stairs. Liv ran through the idea in her mind.




“All I really need to do is go back through my bank account and find the first purchases I made,” she said. “I got boots at a camping store, and I picked up a baseball bat at a toy store. They weren’t the first things, but—”




She stopped.




The first flight of stairs was twelve steps. They’d gone past the landing. And there were more than the two people needed to deliver even the most unwieldy antique.




“What?” Abe asked, looking around.




She got to her feet.




He’d said “come in.” They hadn’t tested it, because of course, she ended up slaying any vampires they ran into, but one of the big mythological facts about vampires was that they couldn’t enter a home without being invited. The foot of the stairs was in a little vestibule at the back of the building. One door led into the store, and the other door let out to the alley. Half the stuff that was delivered was something Henry had ordered for one of his intellectual pursuits, so they all just defaulted to telling the delivery guy to put it on the landing where it couldn’t be seen. The stairs weren’t considered part of the store. They were part of the apartment above, and Abe had said “come in.”




“Get out onto the terrace, Abe,” she told him. “Hide if you can. If you can’t, take the fire escape and get into the basement. Lock the door behind you.”




“You’ll be o—”




“I’ll be okay,” she told him as the knob on the door to the stairs began to turn. “Go.”




He didn’t argue. He left. She was more grateful than she could say.




She had plenty of weapons at hand. It wasn’t enough. 




There were six of them. They were older vampires, tougher, and they didn’t waste time on banter. She threw a stake at the biggest, a woman the size of a percheron, and the woman batted it away without blinking an eye. She grabbed a longer stake in her off hand and stuck her fighting hand in her trouser pocket. When she had the little wooden bear in her hand, she spoke his name with all the guttural force she could, praying she got it close enough for him to hear.




“Arkso.”




Two of the vampires jumped the sofa and console at the edge of the living room and came for her.






She managed to slay two vampires and damage a third, but the last round, she just couldn’t move fast enough to evade the fourth. He grabbed her by blouse and jacket and threw her over the sofa into the brick pillar between the two large windows overlooking the street below. They weren’t looking to feed or torture. They were there to kill her. One of the Manhattan vampire bosses must have decided she’d cleared out enough of the competition.




One punch to the gut doubled her over before she could get her bearings, and then the punch across her jaw knocked her down. Her arms flopped when she tried to get them under her, and there was a loud, high pitched ringing in her ears. She grabbed the first ankle she saw, braced herself against the armoire she’d landed next to, and hauled as hard as she could, pulling one vampire down, but before she could bury a stake in its chest, the biggest one kicked her clear across the room. She hit the shelves on the other wall, bringing them and their contents down with her.




And then, the ringing in her ears was blotted out by a roar that shook her bones and made small objects dance in sympathetic vibration. She could see the glass in the windows bow out under the pressure of that sound. When it ended, she thought she’d gone deaf, except, the remaining vampires were screaming and scrambling to get away. A huge, shaggy form filled the space above her, and one scream was cut off. Dust fell to the floor. 




“No! No! No no no n— Aaaaaa—”




And another double handful of dust fell.




“Please, no! I’ll go! I’ll leave! I— Aaaaah!”




This time, she saw the vampire she’d managed to damage pinned to the ground under one enormous paw, and then something tore his head off, and he shattered and disintegrated. The last vampire was desperate enough or brave enough to try jumping on the enormous bear’s back, but the bear only reached a back paw up, dragged him off, held him down, and ripped him open with the opposite front paw. The claws left five gouges two feet long and six inches apart across the hardwood floor.




Liv slumped in relief.




After a moment, the bear snuffled about for a moment, exhaling sharply when it caught some of the dust in its nose. Then it stood and was a man.




Medved walked through the wreckage of the Morgans’ apartment, stepping on shards of objets d’art and pushing aside tumbled books with his foot. Then his face with its wild and tangled beard, shaggy hair came into her field of vision, and deep set brown eyes regarded her.




“Little Slayer, did you get killed again?”




“No,” she managed. “Just a little beaten up. Thanks for coming.”




He made a noise, a grumble that was both resigned and inquisitive. Then he reached down, picked up the eight foot long, solid wood shelves, set them aside, and lifted her to her feet.




“At least this time, it was vampires,” he said. 




She leaned on him for a minute. Her belly ached. Her ribs ached. Her left shoulder, right hip, and right calf hurt. Her ears were still ringing, and she could feel the bruise on the left side of her face swelling. She tested her teeth with her tongue and found one that felt wobbly.




“And I was finally back on my feet,” she muttered.




“A good time had by all,” Medved declared, and then shot her a sneaky look. “Except perhaps vampires.”




“Olivia?” Abraham called, stepping over the now wrecked french doors to the terrace. “Olivia, are you okay?”




“I’m good,” she called. “It’s safe. Come on in.”




“Oy gevalt, is Dad gonna lose his mind over this,” Abe said, scanning the wreckage. “There was a bear, Olivia. A bear bigger than an SUV, and it climbed the side of the building and came over the wall. You should have seen this bear. It wa—”




He stopped, staring up at Medved, who took up a significant portion of the room. Medved raised his eyebrows in interest.




“Hello, little man,” Medved said.




Abe stared at him, open mouthed. Then he looked at Olivia.




“Is this the guy?” Abraham asked, pointing surreptitiously to Medved.




“Yes, Abe, this is the guy,” Liv told him, nodding. “Medved, this is Abraham.”




“I am guy?” Medved asked, curious.




“You are guy,” she confirmed. 




“I am guy!” Medved declared.




Abe stared at him, craning his neck a little.




“Do…you…like lasagna?” Abe asked him.




Medved broke into a smile that took up half his face.




“Yes, Abraham, I like lasagna very much!”




“Well, it’s a good thing I made extra,” Abe said. “Grab a seat, I’ll make some more salad and start another loaf of garlic bread. I think I’ve got a second bottle of wine here somewhere. You okay with chianti, Mister Medved?”




“I am okay with chianti, Mister Abraham,” Medved said. Then he grinned down at Olivia. “I have not eaten with little mortals in a very long time.”




“Just so long as you don’t eat the little mortals,” Olivia said, hoping there was enough ice for her poor jaw.




“I never eat your friends, little Slayer,” Medved said, scandalized.




Which, being only a small subset of all little mortals, she still figured she was doing far better than she deserved.




“Liv,” Abe called, pulling his apron back on, “you sit. I’ll break out the first aid kit as soon as I set a plate down in front of this guy.”




“I am guy,” Medved agreed.




“You are guy,” Olivia agreed and stepped carefully over the debris to the chair she’d been sitting in when the whole thing started. “And, yeah, Henry’s going to lose his mind over this. I want a glass of wine too, and I should call Jo, tell her to keep an eye out for trouble.”




8. Pieces of the Puzzle


Late June



“You look tired,” Elliot told her.




“Oh, thanks, pal,” she answered. “Like I didn’t know.”




“Everything going okay?” he asked, blowing on his coffee before sipping it.




They sat in a coffee shop in Queens, enjoying the AC while the region suffered through an ‘unusual heat wave’. The only thing unusual Olivia saw about it was that people were somehow surprised that the hot weather had kicked in before they wanted it to.




“Yeah,” she answered after a moment, turning her own coffee cup in her hands. “Working some angles on a human trafficking case, and then there was the elderly abuse at that assisted living facility. You know how it goes. Story hits the media, and round two, you get five times as many reports. Any of them pan out, round three, you get twenty times. We’ve spent the last two weeks chasing down employment agencies and interlocking boards of trustees trying to figure out if it’s incompetence from the higher ups not clearing out the bad apples or if there’s an actual pattern of malicious noncompliance.”




“You getting enough sleep?” he asked, prodding her.




She gave him a look. “No, I’m not. Still having what my therapist calls ‘sleep disturbances’. But they’re getting better. Not as frequent or as bad as they were a few months ago.”




She did not tell him about patrolling for vampires in the middle of the night. There wasn’t any point.




“So Cragen finally bullied you into going. Good,” he said. “You gotta put yourself first, Liv. Don’t do that, you can’t take care of the stuff that matters to you.”




“Yeah, but what they never tell you is that putting yourself first is a hell of a lot harder than it sounds,” she responded. “Started a new workout routine, been getting out more, made some friends, even started seeing a guy.”




His gaze flicked back to her and then immediately away. They had always been a contrasting pair—Stabler, the devout Catholic husband and father and her, the irreligious single woman with a string of ex-lovers and no interest in settling down. He had never judged her, and she had never questioned him. They also knew each other well enough that his reaction pinged her radar.




“Anyone I know?” he asked.




Cops, especially the detectives of the SVU, tended to stay within their own circles, so it wasn’t an outrageous question. She shook her head.




“Nah, met him while I was out and about in the meatpacking district of all places,” she said. “He’s…refreshingly uncomplicated.”




He was gripping his coffee mug so hard his knuckles were white. Watching, she frowned.




“Tell me about Cleveland,” she prompted him. “Maureen said you’d picked up some work.”




“Yeah,” he said and nodded.




He stared off into the distance, and she waited. Times like this, sometimes he would answer, sometimes he would change the subject, and sometimes he would just stay silent. After a long moment of silent wrangling, he looked back down and sighed.




“It’s a private girls’ school,” he said. “They specialize in adolescent girls with unrealized potential.”




“What does that mean?” Liv asked.




“Most of the time,” Elliot answered while the server refilled his coffee mug, “it means they’ve got some kind of gift—athletic, academic, whatever—but some problem that goes along with it. Learning disability, emotional issues. Some of them come from crappy families, some of them are trouble magnets. The program puts them through some intense physical training and interpersonal skill building.”




“Okay,” she said. “Sounds great. Why do they need you?”




“I got brought in as a security consultant,” he answered. “School’s seeking accreditation, so they have to meet some benchmarks—physical security for the campus, mostly, procedures for going off campus singly and in groups, background checks for all the staff and faculty, that sort of thing. Now we’re talking about me teaching some self-defense classes.”




“How’d you hook up with these guys?” she asked.




Elliot had put in the hours and the years and had a decent retirement package. He could have started a hobby and never worked again, but like a lot of cops, he wasn’t built for leisure. All the way out in Cleveland was a bit of a surprise.




He started to answer and paused. Olivia had the confounding sense that he was evading her. Maybe not outright lying, but doing his best to skirt some truth he didn’t want to give her.




“One of the board members is Rupert Giles,” he finally said. 




She puzzled over that name. It was vaguely familiar, certainly, but she couldn’t recall a face or voice to go with it. 




“He knew Kennedy O’Shaughnessy,” Elliot supplied, stirring sugar and cream into his coffee.




That name took only a moment to hit. The first of Derek Harper’s victims discovered and reported, and the second to last of the girls and women he’d violently murdered. She frowned over barely remembered details, trying to tease out a solid memory.




“His fingerprints were at the murder scene,” she said, looking up. “He was a suspect.”




Elliot nodded, confirming her memory.




“O’Shaughnessy was a student at the school,” he told her. “Over the age of 18, so she was able to withdraw herself after a breakup with a staff member—”




“She was dating a staff member?” Olivia asked, about to raise all sorts of objections.




Stabler nodded again, giving her a little ‘there, there’ gesture with his hand. “Yeah, the whole school got a kind of informal start, so there was a lot of crossover of roles. Kennedy joined as an adult, and her girlfriend was not in a position of authority over her. She left because her girlfriend broke up with her, came out here, and because they’re so tightly knit, Giles came out to check on her and stumbled onto the murder scene. Now the head teacher, Jenny Calendar, is pushing for accreditation, which started up this whole deal.”




Jenny Calendar. That name tickled the back of her mind in a way fit to drive her insane, but she couldn’t attach a single memory or reference to it.




“Anyways,” Elliot continued, “Giles was the one to claim O’Shaughnessy’s body. He kept the card I gave him. Security was one of the first non-academic topics they had to address, he gave me a call and offered me a sweet deal to come out for a week and tell them what to do.”




He had relaxed, which considering how the school he’d described could be a snake pit of legal and ethical issues, was not what she’d expected. She could not figure out what was going on with him.




“You’re going to keep working for them?” she asked.




He nodded. “Looking at splitting my time between here and Cleveland. They can put me up there. You should see the place they’ve got, Liv. It’s like something out of a fairy tale.”




She studied him, trying to piece together enough of what she knew to at least define the areas she didn’t know. It wasn’t so much the job, though that was surprising. It was nice to see him involved in something.




“What about you and Kathy?” she asked.




His expression shut down, and all the tension returned to his shoulders and hands.




“That’s over,” he said flatly.




“When she moved out, you would have done anything—” Liv started.




“Yeah, I would have,” he cut her off. “It didn’t work out that way. Sometimes, there’s no going back. This was one of those times.”




She studied him, trying to get a handle. She was missing some big piece of the puzzle, and its absence meant she couldn’t see the whole picture. He loved Kathy. She had no doubt of that. He loved his kids even more, and his faith demanded that he make his marriage work. She ran through possibilities: Kathy had cheated on him (unlikely bordering on impossible); Kathy had some sort of addiction (Maureen would have said something); Kathy had otherwise betrayed him (just, no); or…holy hell.




“Elliot, have you met someone else?” she asked, dumbfounded.




If looks could kill, she would have been a scorched mark on the ground and a few fluttering bits of soot.




“Drop it,” he snapped.




She raised both her hands to indicate surrender.




“It’s dropped,” she told him. “So, what advice do you have for raising up a junior partner right?”




The hostility ebbed, and he laughed. “I’d have told you that you need an unlimited supply of patience for when your junior drives you nuts, but now that I’ve been in charge of twenty teenage girls, I can tell you there’s no such thing.”




They chatted for another twenty minutes, but the fragile rapport had evaporated. Liv paid the tab and left, feeling more than ever like things didn’t add up.






“You seem a little distracted today, Olivia,” Doctor Parthasarathy said.




She snapped out of her reverie and turned her attention back to him.




“Rough night,” she said.




“Tell me about that,” he invited.




She gave him a jaundiced look before sighing and settling back. More than half of what she talked to him about had to be filtered to remain true but leave out any mentions of vampires, slaying, magically inflicted diseases, functionally immortal doctors, or prophetic dreams. It took time to figure out how to do that.




“Medved stayed over,” she said. “Went just fine.”




She’d had to take a large dose of ibuprofen for her sore muscles, he’d cleaned out her refrigerator while she was in the shower, and her bedroom had smelled like a bronze age seaport brothel on payday, but otherwise, it had gone just fine.




“But,” her therapist said, setting her up to move into whatever had distressed her.




“I got up around two, went into the kitchen for a glass of water,” she continued.




She usually kept all the blinds closed, out of habit, not wanting the people in the next building to keep tabs on her. Except the window in her dining nook had been uncovered, and with the light on in the kitchen, it was a dark mirror to her apartment. 




She’d walked from the kitchen to the dining table with its stacks of mail and books and her laptop, sipping water. She’d worn a tattered Metallica tour t-shirt, one that went past her hips, and paused in thought, staring out the window, her eyes focused on the building thirty yards away. She had been counting back through the days and weeks, trying to figure out when she had officially become a Slayer, because it hadn’t been the first time she’d gone out looking for what she didn’t believe existed. It hadn’t been the first time she’d bought a pair of knitting needles and turned them into stakes. It must have been when she’d started having the dreams, and she wasn’t sure when those had begun.




Before the undercover assignment at the prison that had landed her in head shrinking territory. Before Elliot had retired. Before…?




The hairs on the back of her neck and her arms had stood straight up when she’d smelled him. Her heart rate had instantly doubled without her knowing why, but she’d felt the change in air currents, heard the creak of someone’s weight shifting on the floor, and felt the subtle movement of the floorboards underneath the linoleum of her kitchen. Her eyes stopped focusing on the building across the alley and focused instead on the window, where the kitchen behind her was reflected.




There was a man standing behind her, in the shadows. Medium height and build, very dark hair and light blue eyes. He was smiling.




“What did you do?” Parthasarathy asked.




His body language had gone still, and his gaze didn’t waver.




She had responded with a whirl into an extended kick that should have hit the intruder across the side of his head hard enough to cave in his skull.




“Turned around, ready to fight,” she said, shrugging a little. “And…there was no one there.”




“And then?” he prompted.




She had knocked a glass off the counter, and it shattered on the floor. That had summoned Medved—enormous, hairy, and naked. Seeing her in a defensive pose, shaking, he had raised his head and inhaled through his nose several times, scenting the air.




“Little Slayer,” he’d said. “There is no one here but us.”




He had stood by, concerned, while she turned on all the lights, checked the door and all the windows, and searched her entire apartment.




“So, no sign of an intruder,” Parthasarathy said, and scribbled something in his notes. 




“The door was locked,” she said, nodding in agreement. “The windows were all closed and locked, and anyways, I’m on the sixteenth floor. Nobody’s climbing that high. There was nobody. I sat down on the couch, tried to calm down, but I still got up and checked the whole apartment two more times. I finally had to down a couple of shots of vodka so I could get to sleep.”




Doctor Parthasarathy studied her without saying anything.




“Didn’t figure myself for the kind of person who hallucinates,” she finally admitted.




He shook his head, unimpressed.




“That was not a hallucination, Olivia,” he said.




She looked up, horrified that he was about to tell her there actually had been someone in her apartment.




“Hallucinations,” he continued, “occur with one, maybe two senses. From what you’ve described, you experienced something involving smell, sight, sound, and touch.”




“He didn’t touch me,” she said, watching him.




“No, but you felt the floorboards shift,” he reminded her. “That counts. With the exception of conditions like delirium tremens, where people feel insects on or under their skin, most hallucinations do not include the sense of touch. In fact, people who regularly experience hallucinations learn to identify them with a tactile check.”




“Are you saying he really was there?”




Why did she keep expecting the answer to be even worse than what she already feared?




“No,” he answered, shaking his head. “Not at all. You proved to yourself that there was no actual physical intruder, even if you had trouble down-regulating your response afterwards. No, I think you had a flashback.”




That brought her up short.




“Did you recognize the man?” he asked. “Was it the guard at Sealview?”




“No,” she said, softly. “No, it wasn’t him.”




No, it hadn’t been Lowell Harris. Lowell Harris was not a person who concerned her or occupied her thoughts. Between his conviction for assaulting a police officer, raping a teenage girl, and murdering her mother combined with his multi-drug resistant tuberculosis, he would never be a free man again. 




She paused, running through her memory of perps and suspects who fit the description. Those eyes, an uncanny light blue, and the way he’d stared at her, filled with hate spilling over into violence. Her head shot up, and she felt the same wash of superheated adrenaline spill over her.




“Olivia?” Dr. Parthasarathy called. “Olivia, are you all right?”




It took her a moment to unclench her jaw and fists. She felt the dread and horror from the previous night, the certainty that she was losing her mind, seeing things that weren’t there, trying to wish that it wasn’t so, and failing.




“Derek Harper,” she said. “It was Derek Harper.”




“The serial killer who attacked you?” Parthasarathy asked. “He’s the one you saw?”




She nodded and then looked away.




“The thing is,” she admitted, “I never saw him face to face, not even after the attack. The evidence of his crimes was so overwhelming and his psych eval so terrifying that even his lawyer didn’t try to argue. He conceded that Harper was a clear and present danger to society and needed to be in a maximum security mental health facility.”




“You had a closed head injury from the attack, didn’t you?” he asked.




“I did,” she agreed. “A moderate concussion. The stab wound was far more serious. Lacerated, punctured, and collapsed lung, severe bleeding. After the surgery and by the time I could get on my feet again, the concussion was pretty much healed. I have no memory of the attack or even of the day it happened. How can I have a flashback of something I don’t remember?”




Parthasarathy considered this for a long moment.




“We still have a lot of questions about how memory works,” he began. “And there are several types of memory. Capgras Syndrome is a neurological deficit some long term alcoholics experience. They can’t make memories anymore. So, if you introduce yourself and talk to one for ten minutes, at the end of that time, they don’t remember meeting you. If you, for instance, shake their hand while holding a pin, and stab them in the hand, ten minutes later, they still won’t remember meeting you, but they won’t ever shake your hand again.”




“So whether I have conscious memories or not,” Olivia said, working it out, “somewhere, my brain remembers what he looks like and that he’s a threat. But how do I get a flashback out of that?”




“Those memories still exist in your brain, but the neural pathways used to consciously access them were severed by your concussion. There may be other pathways. The way we currently understand it, flashbacks are triggered by some contextual element in your environment or your mind. Your emotional state, the darkened apartment, what you were wearing…”




“Doc, seriously, I do not work barefo—”




And she stopped, suddenly overwhelmed by the sense memory of standing barefoot on cold rough stone, naked and afraid. 




“Don’t fight it,” Parthasarathy said softly. “Observe it and let it move past you. It’s not real. It is temporary.”




Cold, naked, and scared out of her mind. Her palms had throbbed with pain from falling onto them. 




And then it was gone, leaving her dizzy with vertigo. She pressed her knuckles against her mouth.




“Touch the arms of the chair, Olivia,” the doctor told her, “and feel the texture of the upholstery. Move your feet against the carpet, get a sense of your body’s position.”




She followed his instructions.




“Now, focus on a sound.”




She listened for a moment.




“That construction project over on Sixth is really not going well,” she managed.




“You’re right about that,” he agreed. “Now, open your eyes and find three things to look at. Tell me what they are.”




She inhaled and exhaled.




“The clock,” she said. “The framed art print behind your head. The potted plant on the floor.”




She began to feel like part of the here and now again.




“How are you?” he asked gently.




It took her a moment, and she had to clear her throat.




“I really don’t understand what’s going on,” she admitted.




“Well, Olivia, you suffered two severe traumas in a span of months,” Parthasarathy told her. “Either one was sufficient to give a person post traumatic disorder. You probably wouldn’t have gotten it from the last event—Harris’s attack—except there was some neurological trauma left from the one before that—Harper’s attack. You don’t have explicit memories of that, but you have enough implicit memories that context clues are triggering flashbacks.”




Which made sense and didn’t make sense. How had she managed months of patrolling and fighting and slaying vampires without any flashbacks or other symptoms?




“Context is everything, Olivia,” Parthasarathy told her, apparently reading her mind. “My guess is that something has changed recently that has brought potential triggers to light. I am going to set you up with some reading material and techniques you can use to help identify those triggers, deal with flashbacks as they happen, and recover from them.”




“You are not taking me off the job,” she told him, exhausted.




“I am not taking you off the job,” he agreed. “Unless your symptoms interfere to the extent that you can no longer perform your job duties safely. If I have reason to believe that the job has become a trigger for you, we’ll talk about options. I am going to prescribe you an anxiolytic in case the flashbacks become more severe or you experience a panic attack. The two are often linked, and one can exacerbate the other.”




“Yeah, sure,” she said, waving it off with no intention of filling the prescription.




“Olivia,” and Parthasarathy’s voice turned a bit stern, “you don’t have to take them, that’s your call, but you do need to get them and keep them with you. Understand?”




She sighed and nodded. “I’ll get them and keep them, Doc, but I am not taking them.”




“You are allowed to change your mind,” he told her. “If you do, take the pill and don’t beat yourself up over it. The psychiatric community does not hand these things out without a good reason.”




“Yeah, okay,” she said.






“Why are we here?” Amaro asked.




He leaned against the car with every indication of unconcerned patience indulging his senior partner.




“You remember Martinez out of the 28th?” Liv asked back. “We were talking about some of the algorithms the bright boys at HQ use to find hot spots, and she thinks they might have missed one. She showed me the numbers, and I think she might be right. So I figured I’d do her a favor and take a look.”




“Well, you did drop a body on her,” he said, looking around. “I can see why you might want to get back on her good side.”




“Be the change you want to see,” she answered. “I’d like to think if some other detective dropped a body on me, they’d take a little time to make my life better down the line.”




One Hundred Thirty-Sixth Street ended at a community garden on Riverside. The Manhattan bus terminal was two blocks southwest, and PS 192 stood two blocks away to the southeast. There were apartment buildings, public housing, brownstones, City College, and St. Nicholas Park. The numbers Jo had run pointed less to an unusual number of bodies and more to the place being an ideal hunting ground. 




“What exactly are you looking for?” Amaro asked.




“Nothing specifically,” Liv answered. “Just trying to get a feel for the neighborhood. Let’s go walkabout.”




So they went walking up and down the streets, stopped at the diner, looked in at the bus depot, chatted up the crossing guard in front of the elementary school, and explored the community garden.




“What’s your take?” Liv asked him as they sat on a bench at Montefiore Square.




He made a nonchalant shrug and gestured with his takeout soda.




“This is one of the few vaguely affordable neighborhoods left in Manhattan,” he said. “Bus station means a lot of people moving in and out every day, that in turn draws the chickenhawks and other predators. Parents keep an eye on their kids, but from the amount of graffiti, the style, and the lack of gang symbols, I’d say some of the kids don’t want an eye kept on them.”




“Uh huh,” Liv agreed. “Keep going.”




“Garden’s well run,” he said after a moment. “Not as many problems with the homeless breaking in as some of the other gardens.”




“Animals?” she prompted him.




He paused, his brow furrowing.




“Yeah, a lot of missing cat flyers up, and I don’t think I’ve seen a single stray cat,” he said, glancing around. “For that matter, the rats are awfully shy, and even the pigeon population looks like it took a hit.”




“Notice anything about the kids?” she asked.




“They do not like the north side of the street,” he answered immediately. “Every single one of them crossed over at the intersection.”




“And if you watched them all the way down, half of them crossed back once they were at the end of that block.”




“Yeah, and it was habit,” he noted. “No one complained or talked about it.”




“Kids are smart,” Liv told him. “They might not be able to tell you why they avoid that side of the street, but I promise you there’s something there. Maybe a registered sex offender, maybe a really racist old woman.”




He considered this.




“You know, I checked, and the crime stats in this area aren’t any worse than any place else,” he said. “Sure, there’s more missing persons, but the bus depot is right over there. A rider gets reported missing, that’s bound to be the last spot anyone else noticed them. In fact, if you discount the number of missing persons, the crime rate’s actually lower than the surrounding precincts.”




“Uh huh,” Liv said, “and of those missing persons, how many of them turn up in three days?”




“Yeah, that was the weird thing,” Amaro said, studying the buildings around them. “Practically no foul play. Almost zero of those ‘posed for a selfie and fell off a wall’ accidents. Even the lost weekenders were about half of what I would expect. The biggest category by far was the walkers, and nobody’s got any sign of them.”




Even the individuals who walked away from their lives never to return usually got word back to friends they’d left behind. Of the ones who didn’t, there was usually enough of a trail—ATM withdrawals, gym memberships moved, and requests for medical records—that they could at least close the case as “doesn’t want to be found”. She’d checked the stats too, and it was those stats that worried her.




They walked the north side of the street, where gates between two buildings led to a shared atrium, also accessible from the building and the alleyway behind the row. Only the buildings at the end of the block had businesses on the first floor. The rest of them had first floors set far above the street and basement apartments below. One of the buildings was in the middle of a renovation, with plywood covering all the windows.




“You know, usually when they’re renovating,” Amaro said, scratching at his lower lip with his thumbnail, “a lot of the condo owners bail when they realize how much they’re going to have to pony up. There’s a lot of turnover in the market, and the gentrification folk get a chance to crowbar their way in.”




“You’re right about that,” she said, sipping her soda. “And there’s usually a sign for which realtor to contact.”




“And they at least try to get the job done in weeks,” he added. “How long has this stuff been here?”




He’d spotted what she’d been pushing him towards. The chainlink fence around the building had rust spots. The collection of leaves in the windblown corners had been there since fall. Even the plywood, unmarked by graffiti, had little chips and splits at the edges, testament to months in direct sunlight and weather.




The backside of the building was the same, everything boarded up and only the most unhelpful, indecipherable construction company sign to indicate there was a renovation going on. The dumpsters for the building were nearly empty, and what trash there was had been dumped by passersby, not residents.




“What kind of renovation doesn’t have trucks or fill their dumpsters?” Amaro asked, scanning the loading dock and freight entrance.




“One that isn’t actually doing a renovation,” Liv replied.




There were a lot of possibilities. The building owner had gone bankrupt, and it was all being fought over by lawyers, none of whom were concerned with what happened to the building in the meantime. Or the building owner had plenty of money, but was waiting on something to start the work—a delayed permit or a preferred construction company. Or the residents had tried to buy out the building and create a coop, but it had fallen through. Or the landlord was a piece of shit and had forced the residents out in order to void rent controls. Hell, she could even recall a couple of tales where what looked like an abandoned building had actually been used by a government agency for anything from file storage to surveillance to a black ops prison facility.




She made a mental note of the layout and the type of padlock on the freight entrance. There were security cameras, but she couldn’t tell if they were active. All in all, if she were a vampire, this was exactly the kind of set up she would want. Quiet and productive. She needed to come back at night.






Jo looked up from her salad the moment Henry and Abraham left the table to return to the buffet.




“Are you doing okay?” Jo asked Liv. “You were moving awfully carefully when you sat down.”




Liv swallowed her last bite of salad and took a sip, considering how to frame her answer.




“Medved stayed over again last night,” she confessed. “My leg muscles are trashed.”




Jo’s eyebrows went up.




“Not to pry or anything, but seriously, how’re you doing?” and here she tilted her head and angled her gaze to imply the obviousness of her next statement. “I mean, he’s a big guy.”




“I have to buy a new bed,” Liv said, taking a sip of her iced tea. 




“No!” Jo cried, keeping the volume of her voice low.




Liv smiled ruefully.




“Well, like you said, he’s a big guy. At one point he put his foot on the edge of the bed, leaned, and…crack-kaboom. My downstairs neighbor took her broom handle to the ceiling and screamed for about eight minutes. Medved thought it was applause, which he completely enjoyed.”




Jo stifled a laugh.




“Could have been worse, I guess,” she said. “At least he hasn’t stepped on you.”




Liv snorted. “There’s been a couple times I’ve caught him really working to figure out how not to crush me like a bug. It’s endearing.”




“I know what you’re talking about,” Abraham said, taking his seat again yet bringing back no tray.




“Where’s the food?” Jo asked.




“They’re restocking,” Abe answered. “Pizza will be out in five minutes.”




“What are they talking about?” Henry asked, putting a dessert plate of cheesecake in front of Jo and taking his seat.




“Girl talk,” Liv said firmly.




“And, I will be honest,” Abe continued, “I had the same worry.”




Jo and Olivia exchanged a glance, horrified and amused at the same time.




“I must stop you right there, Abraham,” Henry declared. “In all my years of life, one of the few constants I’ve discovered is that girl talk is far more ribald and indiscreet than any locker room talk I’ve ever heard.”




“That’s because you’ve never hung out in a locker room,” Jo pointed out.




“So, you know what I did?” Abe asked rhetorically. “I cornered him, and I told him that whatever happened, he better not hurt our Olivia.”




“Our?” Olivia asked. “I’m community property?”




“It’s a term of affection,” Henry replied. “And Abraham, I must insist—”




“And do you know what he said?” Abe asked, leaning forward.




“I have to hear this,” Jo said. “My apologies, Henry. Feel free to plug your ears.”




“ ‘Abraham, my favorite lasagna maker,’ ” Abe repeated, capturing Medved’s words and cadence, “ ‘Once, I fuck mosquito. Was for bet. Patience and spit, little mortal, both of which I have. Mosquito was fine. In fact, she never stopped bothering me.’ ”




Jo choked on her soda. Olivia closed her eyes. And here she thought her coworkers played rough.




“Humanity is doomed,” Henry sighed, “and I am betrayed by my own son.”




“I’m going to have to go out and kill a bunch of stuff just to change the subject, aren’t I?” Liv asked no one.




“I’m going to join the Foreign Legion,” Henry muttered.




“And I’m telling you, Liv,” Abe continued, “you better not break that guy’s heart. There will be no forgiveness.”




“None at all,” Jo agreed. “He’s adorable.”




“He’s a seven foot tall man-bear, and he ate everything in my refrigerator and my freezer in under an hour,” Olivia protested. “Twice! The last time we met up, he was about to tear the door off a minivan to get at the groceries inside.”




“In his defense,” Abraham said, “he only came out of hibernation a couple of months ago. He’s got a lot of eating to do before November.”




She looked at Henry for support. He made a gesture of equivocation.




“Considering his mother’s likely identity,” he said, “when you’re ready to move on, you may wish to break up with him while he’s hibernating. And leave the continent.”




“We’re not dating,” Olivia declared. “Or haven’t you noticed that bears aren’t real big on the romance end of things? Not only did he not put the seat back down, he didn’t even use the toilet!”




“What’d he use?” Abraham asked.




“The sink,” Liv replied. “I’ve scrubbed it three times.”




Henry pinched the bridge of his nose and murmured, “people are listening.”




“I didn’t start this,” she complained. “Jo did!”




Jo had been laughing silently the entire time and started hitting the table with her fist.




“And then,” Abraham concluded, “after the mosquito bit, he asked me if I knew where he could get some fresh salmon.”






She stood at the edge of an arroyo. That was putting it mildly. In front of her, the land fell away into roughly eroded ravines and gullies, dotted by hoodoos and other formations. Above and not so far off as the last time, the storm gathered. She’d seen pictures like it, systems that stretched from one end of the horizon to the other and went so high, their tops couldn’t be seen anymore. Those pictures usually preceded evacuations and broadcast warnings followed by grim footage of destroyed towns. The wind blew fitfully, changing direction every few seconds.




There, at the edge of the arroyo, the scuffs and divots of a man’s purposeful stride led down into arid, hostile wilderness.




“He has gone where you cannot follow,” Sineya told her.




“He’s my partner,” Olivia said. “There’s no such thing.”




The First Slayer shrugged eloquently. She, of course, had never had a partner and had no understanding of the bond.




“If you follow,” Sineya said, “he will only lead you to darkness. You cannot help him.”




She stared at the woman less than half her age. 




“How do you know that?” Liv asked.




“Because of what he is following,” Sineya replied.




She pointed, and Olivia looked. There was another set of tracks weaving back and forth beneath Elliot’s footprints. Liv squatted down and looked them over. She didn’t know anything about tracking, but she knew whatever had left these tracks was four footed and enormous.




“What is it?” she asked.




“I know not,” Sineya replied. “I would say it was a jackal, but it is larger than any jackal I have ever seen.”




Curious, she leaned over to see the prints from an angle. In the coarse sand on bare rock, with Elliot’s footprints (what the hell was he doing out here barefoot?) imposed over them, there wasn’t a single whole print, but she found one a little more than half complete that allowed her to extrapolate its full size. It was bigger than both her hands put together, a monster.




“This is not good,” she sighed.




And realized she was awake.




Oh, goodie. 




With a groan, she sat up and pulled her hair out of her face. Two o’clock in the morning was a time she had grown familiar with.




Medved’s snore was a low rumble. He slept sprawled half on the mattress and half on the floor, completely unbothered. She had gotten the thin slice of mattress left over. She still hadn’t decided if she wanted to get a twin bed that she had all to herself while Medved took the floor or a king-sized bed that might just hold the both of them but would fill her bedroom from wall to wall. At the moment, she felt like she was back in college, with a mattress on the floor and a guy she would have to kick out before her roommate returned.




She groped for the lamp and turned it on. Then she found the small spiral notebook and pencil where she kept a record of her dreams. She drew the paw prints she’d seen, wrote down all the words she and Sineya had said. She sketched, as best she could, the storm clouds, the badlands, and anything else she could remember.




She flipped to the back pages.




There, she had written out a list of days and next to them, anything she thought might connect to her becoming a Slayer. The obvious things, like going on patrol or buying a pair of knitting needles and turning them into stakes, and the less obvious things, like the dreams and the physical changes she’d experienced.




She’d noticed, a little over a year ago, that she was starting to have trouble reading fine print, even though her eyesight was very close to 20/20. Munch had gently teased her about needing reading glasses. That had stopped being a problem at some point, though she wasn’t sure when.




Back in July the previous year, a perp had come into a hallway between her and John, with a machete swinging at John’s head. Unable to clear her shot, she’d grabbed him by collar and waistband and thrown him into the wall behind her with all her strength. All her strength should have meant that he’d hit the wall, and she’d have time to clear her weapon and be ready to shoot. Instead, he’d gone through the drywall, broke two studs, two vertebrae, three ribs, and ruptured his spleen. IAB thought she’d thrown him down a flight of stairs until they’d seen the security camera footage.




She added all that, placing dates by context. She had already added Lowell’s attack on her, since breaking the links of her handcuffs was outside of normal human strength as well. She flipped to August, which was blank. Kennedy O’Shaughnessy’s body had been found on a Sunday morning, she remembered that much. Elliot had gotten there before her, which meant he’d already been in Manhattan, which meant it had been the second Sunday, since he always went to services at his parish church in Queens on the first and third Sundays, as that was when Kathy sang in the choir. The rest of the details of the case were fuzzy.




Harper had disappeared into the criminal justice system’s mental health branch, which was as impenetrable as any government agency she’d ever encountered. The powers that be didn’t want anyone getting ideas from Harper or those like him. No fame, no fascination, no recognition.




Harper kept showing up. Her flashback, the dreams, and now even Elliot’s second job referencing back to the case.




Medved grumbled in his sleep and turned over, causing her small share of the mattress to lurch like a ship in heavy seas. His hand, as large as a bear’s paw, sought her out.




“Hrmmm, come be little spoon, Slayer,” he mumbled sleepily. “I will be your pillow.”




She wrapped her hand around his. She had a thousand clamoring thoughts and no way to order them.




“Medved, do you know what a Hellmouth is?” she asked him, thinking of what Scheherazade had said.




He frowned and rubbed his face with his free hand.




“Is what it sounds like,” he said. “Mouth of hell. A place that opens from this world into a hell.”




“A hell?” she repeated. 




“Is thousands of hells,” he grumbled. “Some, is where Old Ones went after humans claimed this world. Some, is demons home. Some, is fallen angels and damned souls.”




“Do you know where the nearest Hellmouth is?” she asked.




He frowned and sat up a bit. Then he smoothed her hair and stroked her back. 




“Why you ask these things, Olivia?”




“A couple of months ago, before we met,” she told him, “a vampire told me that when I was ready, I should find my way to the nearest Hellmouth and my sisters there, and that I need to do it before the winter solstice.”




“Vampires, ppbpbpbft,” he scoffed, lying back down. “Little tiny demons driving dead bodies. They don’t even taste good.”




“This vampire’s name was Scheherazade,” Liv responded. “She was different.”




One of his eyes popped open. 




“Scheherazade?” he asked. “Small woman, tells stories, little—” and here he twirled his index finger next to his head, “cuckoo, deadly as poison?”




It was a fair description. She nodded.




He groaned and sat up.




“Ffffffuuuuuuuuuuuuck,” he said, scrubbing his head. “Little Slayer, you could have told me this earlier.”




“Bear-man, I’m still trying to figure out what exactly I know,” she replied.




He grinned at her and then his face fell into solemn lines.




“I must tell Baba,” he said. 




“Do you know where the nearest Hellmouth is?” she asked.




“I know is not here,” he answered, stretching for his pile of clothes. “Other than that? Hmmm, sometimes new Hellmouths open. Sometimes old Hellmouths closed. That happened last year.”




“What?” Olivia sat up. “Where? When?”




He shrugged. “In May. Not here. Everyone felt it. Baba, she complained for weeks as it spoiled some of her work.”




“Does your mother know where the nearest Hellmouth is?” Olivia asked. “Or where the one that closed was? Would you ask her for me?”




He pulled his pants up, lifting his hips. His frame, large as it was, made Olivia think of Abe’s comment that he’d only just come out of hibernation and needed to eat a lot. He wasn’t skinny, not by a long shot. He had the kind of frame that carried a whole lot of muscle under a layer of fat. Except, he did look like he needed to put on some weight to recapture his sleekness. The impression disappeared once he had clothes on.




“Olivia,” he said, looking down at her, “my mother does nothing for free. You bargain with her or defeat her. My debt was almost paid when I ask her to save you. Do not be in debt to her. Is no good.”




“You’re her son,” Olivia protested.




“Adopted son,” he corrected her. “My sire was north wind, and my dam was great northern forest that stretched from sea to ice to mountains to sea. Baba owed debt to her, so she raised me. Does not mean I get family discount.”




She got up and went out to the living room. There, in her bookshelves, was the statue Fin had given her, the Yoruba god of smallpox. Munch had mentioned that Fin had done more than a little searching for it. It wasn’t a new statue, but had been carved more than a hundred years ago and passed from one houngan to another until at some point, there wasn’t another houngan to give it to, and it ended up in someone’s collection.




“Will she take a trade?” Liv asked Medved.




He considered the statue. “She take trade,” he said, nodding. “This? This get you one, maybe two answers. You want answers to Hellmouth questions? I take it, offer, and if she say yes, I ask. I tell you answer when I get back.”




She found the box it went in, packed it, and handed it to him.




“I come back when I come back,” he told her. “Keep token, remember name, but do not call name until after I come back. Some things should not be interrupted.”




“Any idea how long you’ll be?” Olivia asked.




He shrugged, a tectonic movement.




“Less than a month, more than a day,” he answered. “Probably.”




He took the box from her, cupped her face in one enormous hand, and kissed her. Then he lumbered out of her apartment and closed the door behind him. After a moment, she relocked the door, went back to bed and sat there for several long minutes.




“Fuck,” she muttered.




9. The Glamour, the Wolf, and the Third Answer


Mid-July



“Hey, Cap,” Liv said, knocking on the door jamb to Cragen’s office.




“Yeah, Liv,” he answered, waving her in while he talked on the phone. “No. Yes. No. Not that again. And no. Anything else?”




Liv waited while he listened to his caller.




“And that would be ‘hell, no,’ Andre. Feel free to quote me on that.”




He ended the call and set his cell phone down.




“It was so much more satisfying to slam the receiver down back in the day,” he told her.




“I hear you,” she answered. 




“What can I do for you, detective?” he asked.




“I’d like permission to pull the book on the O’Shaughnessy case,” she said.




He leaned back in his chair and laced his fingers over his stomach, regarding her with a quizzical frown.




“That case is over and done with, Liv,” he reminded her. “Harper’s never going to see the light of day again. Munch went over his MO and compared it to every cold case from the last ten years we’ve got. He even added it to VICAP, in case Harper went walkabout. Hasn’t been a peep.”




She nodded.




“Yeah, it’s less about Harper or O’Shaughnessy than it is me,” she said.




He watched her for a second before leaning forward.




“Come on in and close the door,” he told her. “Tell me what’s going on.”




She closed the door and took a seat. 




“I had an…event,” she said, “late at night last week. Saw Harper standing in my apartment, clear as day. Told the doc about it, and had another event. Different but similar.”




“Are you okay?” Cragen asked.




She held her hand out and waggled it a little bit.




“Doc says it may have been a flashback,” she told him, “except, of course, I don’t have any memory of seeing Harper because of the concussion.”




“So, you have no idea what triggers the flashbacks,” Cragen filled in for her. 




“Gee, Cap, it’s like you’ve done this before,” she said wryly.




“Don’t get me started,” he answered. “So, you look in the case book, see if anything triggers you, and if it does, maybe that gives you your context to figure out what the trigger is. If not, at least you can rule some stuff out. That it?”




“The general idea,” she agreed. “I wanted to run it past you and get your okay, since I don’t want to do it here. I’ll need to take the case book home.”




“One condition,” he said, lifting a finger. “You have to be supervised. Doesn’t have to be your shrink, but it should be someone who knows how to deal with PTSD and flashbacks.”




“Yeah, I actually know a guy,” she told him. “Have you talked to Morgan down in the coroner’s office? He’s filling in for Warner.”




“Couple of times,” Cragen said. “Bit of a stuffed shirt, but he knows his stuff inside and out.”




“That’s the guy,” she confirmed. “He offered to help.”




“And if you figure out your trigger, you’ll work with your shrink, right?” Cragen asked.




“I will do that,” she confirmed, nodding.




“And you’ll tell me if there’s anything I can do, right?” he asked.




“I will.”




“Then we’re good,” he said. “Keep me posted.”




She stood and went to the door.




“You know, I don’t know why everyone keeps calling you the Boss From Hell,” she told him, deadpan. “You seem okay to me.”




“Ah, get outta here before I take my boot off and throw it at you,” he told her, and mimed doing so.






As Olivia had predicted, the media coverage of their original elder abuse case at a care home had caused a surge of reports of other cases. She and Amaro took preliminary reports on more than half of them separately and then went together for the follow up interviews about ten percent of the reports required.




“I think we should take a second look at Green Acres,” Amaro said, flipping through pages of a PDF on his tablet.




“Why’s that?” she asked, sipping her shake.




“Because they’re counting maintenance and janitorial staff in their ratio,” he said. “Either that or they crosstrain their nurses something amazing.”




“HVAC and gerontology,” she mused. “You could get a job anywhere in the world with a combination like that.”




“That’s why I’m adding appliance repair to my qualifications for the next sergeant’s exam,” he responded.




“Makes you a shoe-in,” she said.




“Hey, any reason for Tutuola to be hanging out down here?” he asked, changing the subject.




“What?”




“He’s right there,” Amaro replied, pointing almost directly ahead.




She looked up. Sure enough, there was Fin, hanging out on the stoop of the brownstone opposite and two down from the one she had picked out as a possible vampire nest.




“Maybe there’s a care home in the vicinity,” she said, not believing it for an instant.




Fin was definitely watching the building, just like she was. At least she had the excuse that they needed some lunch and half an hour to review paperwork before hitting the next spot, so they might as well camp out at the spot Jo had pointed to as a possible nest. Why on Earth was Fin here?




“You want me to say hi?” Amaro asked.




She shook her head.




“Nah, he’s got his reasons,” she said. “Hell, maybe his grandma lives around here.”




She went back to her paperwork and filed Fin’s appearance in the back of her mind for later.






“I’ve read the autopsy reports,” Henry said, gazing at the casebook. “The pictures from the scene were…”




“Pretty bad,” Olivia finished for him. “I remember that part.”




“I was going to say ‘horrific’,” he told her. 




He had, she remembered, been working for the British Red Cross when they arrived at Bergen-Belsen after it was liberated. He had some basis for comparison.




Jo was on the clock, having been called out to a murder in South Harlem. Abe was downstairs, brokering a deal on an estate sale.




Not wanting to turn it into a big deal, Liv opened the cover and flipped past the first several pages. The casebooks were a tool for researching old cases. They were three-ring binders filled with the details of the case—timelines, background on victim, suspects, and perpetrator, interviews, warrants and subpoenas, forensic reports. Liv had also pulled the box where her and Stabler’s notes had been stored, including all the scribbles and doodles from phone calls and pictures of the whiteboard where they tracked the investigation.




As with most of her past cases, there were details her memory had preserved perfectly, a lot more details that had faded almost to oblivion, and a handful of details she remembered wrong. The first thing that didn’t match was the condition of the victim. Kennedy O’Shaughnessy had been violated in multiple ways—tortured, gutted, raped, and had her throat cut—but why was Olivia surprised to find that she looked like a normal, healthy young woman at the time of her death.




“She’s not emaciated,” Liv murmured, frowning.




“What do you mean?” Henry asked, glancing at the headshot of O’Shaughnessy on the autopsy table.




“She was…there was a discrepancy we couldn’t figure out,” Liv said, puzzled and uneasy. “She was starved, skeletal. There was no fat left on her, almost no meat. But she’d been seen only a couple of days before, and she’d been a normal weight. Warner said it didn’t match up, because the markers of starvation weren’t there.”




“There would have been ketoacidosis, rhabdomyolysis, and organ damage,” Henry said. “There’s no sign of that in the lab work.”




“Yeah, but the blood work showed that she would have seized and died of low blood sugar in another hour if she hadn’t been killed,” Liv told him, pulling long ago facts she didn’t know she knew. “All of her electrolytes were tanked. Everything. It was like all the things her body needed to live were sucked out of her.”




“Olivia, that’s not what the autopsy report says,” Henry said.




“But that’s what Warner said,” Liv insisted. “And there was a symbol on the vic’s back, except we couldn’t figure out how it got there.”




Henry flipped a few pages forward.




“It appears to have been incised before he killed her,” he said, tapping the relevant autopsy photo. “It appears to be a poorly executed, generic pentacle, albeit upside down. Either Harper was a Satanist or…no, it was on purpose. He started the cut at her right shoulder.”




In the photo, O’Shaughnessy’s body lay prone on the table, her head turned to the left, the skin of her back nearly white under the lights. There, on her back, Harper had cut a crude upside down star surrounded by a circle. And yes, he’d clearly done it that way on purpose, starting at the right shoulder and coming down to her spine before cutting the line to her left shoulder, then her right ribs, then her left ribs, and then closing the star at her right shoulder.




“No, that’s not what happened,” she said, stepping back and turning away from the book. “The symbol was twisted and intricate. There were eleven points, not five. It was like her skin was stained. He did the same thing to Holly Alphonse.”




“Your memories sound very specific,” Henry said.




He was clearly taking care with his tone of voice and responses.




“They are!” Olivia replied. “This is not the way it happened.”




“I don’t see how it could be possible that all this documentation is false,” he said gently.




She stepped over to the file box and opened it. Her notes. She had drawn it multiple times on her notes, because the symbol had bothered her so much. Munch had tried to find it, checking all the resources he could find, even consulting a research librarian and a symbologist at Cambridge and turning up nothing. Except…




“I’d seen it before,” she said, looking up. “I knew that symbol because I’d seen it before.”




“Where?” Henry asked.




She’d seen the symbol on O’Shaughnessy’s back and had to leave the autopsy lab and go sit on the concrete steps outside. Elliot had followed five minutes later and checked on her, and she’d told him.




“I dreamt it,” she finally said. “I saw it in a dream.”




Frustrated, she lifted the box and upended it, spilling the contents onto the breakfast bar.




“Where is it?” she demanded.




She pushed photos and maps aside until she found the narrow spiral notebooks, bound at the top, and checked each one. Elliot’s, Elliot’s, there.




She flipped through the first few pages until she found the first time she’d drawn the symbol.




She went absolutely still for a moment, staring at it.




“Olivia?” Henry asked, concerned.




She started to hyperventilate, and the notebook slipped through her fingers. Concerned, he stepped towards her.




“Olivia, what’s wrong?” he asked.




She looked at him, and her expression changed several times over a bare second—terror, horror, agony, and finally rage.




“Nooooooooo!”




If she hadn’t telegraphed her punch, she would have killed him. He was able to dodge, just barely.




“Olivia, it’s Henry Morgan!” he shouted at her. “Olivia!”




She grabbed the smallest corner of his jacket and yanked hard enough to send him spinning into and over the back of the sofa. He hit the floor, grabbed the lap blanket Abe left there and threw it at Olivia’s head.




“Olivia, you’re having a flashback!” he yelled as she knocked the blanket away.




There was a glass of wine on the coffee table. He grabbed it and threw the contents in her face and backpedaled as fast as he could. She reeled back, hands coming up to her face.




“Olivia, it’s Henry!” he yelled again. “You’re in my apartment, and you’re safe!”




She brought her hands a few inches from her face, pausing motionless, getting hold of herself. After a long moment, she turned, stumbled over to the kitchen sink, and vomited.




“Olivia?” he called, getting painfully to his feet. “Olivia, are you alright?”




It took her a moment.




“I’m okay,” she answered in a voice that was very far from okay.




“Dad?” Abraham called. “Dad, is everything okay?”




“We’re fine, Abraham,” he answered. “Stay downstairs for a moment, please.”




He approached her carefully, taking care to make enough noise that she knew exactly where he was.




“Olivia, is the flashback over?” he asked.




“Yeah,” she said, exhausted. “It’s over.”




She turned the water on and let it run, clearing out the sink. Then she cupped her hands and brought water to her mouth, swishing and spitting it out. Finally, she stood straight and turned off the water.




“I really don’t want to go through that again,” she said, her voice breaking.




“I’d really rather you didn’t either,” he told her. “What happened?”




She found a hand towel and wiped her face down. Then she looked at him for the first time.




“I could have killed you,” she said. “Henry, I’m so sorry.”




“Well, let’s look at some precautions next time,” he answered. “And you are entirely forgiven. That was not your fault.”




The sofa had broken his fall, though he might have sprained a finger and would almost certainly have some bruises on his hip and ribs.




“Come and sit,” he said, gesturing to the sofa. “Let me take a look at you.”




She moved, slow and small, exhausted, and she didn’t argue, which worried him.




He checked her purse and found the bottle of alprazolam she’d been prescribed. Then he filled a glass of water and brought it to her.




“I think it’s best if you take one of these,” he said.




She took it without arguing.




When her hands were free, she gripped one of the decorative pillows, twisting it. 




“Can you tell me what happened?” he asked.




“He killed me,” she said, her voice hollow.




“Who killed you?”




“Harper,” she said. 




“How?”




“He…he reached inside me, and he tore my life out,” she said. “I don’t understand. He killed me, but I’m still alive.”




“Olivia, you’re safe,” he told her. “Whatever happened, you’re still alive, and he can never hurt you again.”




“I don’t understand,” she repeated. “Harper killed me, but Elliot was there, and…Elliot tried to rape me, and then Harper killed me.”






“You look like you need this,” Abe told his father, holding out a snifter of cognac.




“I very much do,” Henry replied, taking the glass and downing it in one gulp. “Thank you.”




“What’s the verdict?” Abe asked.




They both glanced over at the sofa, where Olivia now slept, shattered.




“What have I told you about the faults of deductive logic?” Henry asked.




“It’s only as good as the information you have,” Abe responded, thinking back to discussions that had happened sixty years previously. “You have bad info, you make bad deductions.”




“Exactly,” Henry agreed. “And here we are in an unprecedented situation, where it is just as likely that there is a different explanation for the mismatch between Olivia’s memories and the record of the investigation than it is that Olivia’s memories are entirely false, invented, or altered.”




“Pop, neither of us have met this guy, her old partner, but from what she’s said, there’s no chance he would have hurt her like that or allowed this Harper guy to hurt her.”




Henry nodded and began chewing on a hangnail, entirely absorbed in his thoughts.




“I agree,” he said. “Now, we know that there are vampires, more than one kind, yes?”




“Yeah, we’re pretty clear on that,” Abe agreed.




“And that there are other things, not just vampires,” Henry continued. “Medved, for instance, is not simply a man who turns into a bear—”




“He’s a bear who turns into a man.” Abe corrected him. “And actually, he’s the bear, like the Platonic ideal of a bear, or maybe the ur-bear.”




“Noted. And his mother. And that thing that killed me and injured Olivia.”




“The polterfleischeusal?” Abe asked.




Henry shook his head. “No, the one before that.”




“We need to start naming these things,” Abe said.




“What I’m trying to get at, Abraham,” Henry continued, “is that what we understood to be the rules for how the universe works are very much not the whole of it. Vampires, demons, ur-bears, Baba Yaga…they all violate laws that govern biology, chemistry, and physics. How are we to understand what is going on if we can’t determine what the rules really are?”




“Dad, there are a lot of ways of learning about the universe that don’t come in a science book,” Abe reminded him. “You of all people should know that, since you violate so many of those laws yourself.”




“And what ways are those?” Henry asked, ignoring the dig.




“Stories, meditation, prayer, revelation.” Abe ticked off his fingers while he spoke. “Somewhere out there, there’s got to be people who’ve dealt with this stuff.”




“There are,” Henry answered. “The Watchers Olivia’s heard mention of in her dreams and from Scheherazade. Where on Earth can we find them?”




“Maybe we need to start asking,” Abe told him.




Henry frowned at him.




“I’m just saying,” Abe protested.






Sunday was a busy day for Abe’s shop after the bruncheon crowd got their shopping mojo on, and Henry was needed below. That left Jo to sit with Olivia.




“This symbol doesn’t show up anywhere but your notes,” Jo told her.




“Don’t,” Olivia said, holding up her hand to block the view of her old notebook. “Don’t show it to me. It’s a trigger.”




Jo turned the notebook away from her.




“Do you have any idea why your memories don’t match up with the documentation of the case?” she asked.




Liv shook her head.




“It’s not suggestion or confusion or the head injury,” she said. “What I know, I know. It’s clear, rock solid. There’s only one thing I can think of doing.”




“Are you going to talk to Stabler?” Jo asked, hoping that was it.




Liv shook her head again.




“No, I don’t understand what I…experienced,” she said. “It was so real, but I know that Elliot is incapable of that. I can’t talk to Elliot until I understand what’s going on. I have to see Derek Harper.”




Jo let out a slow breath.




“Liv, that guy is as good as gone,” she said. “He’s in the system. They locked him in a room, locked the room in a box, and shipped the box to the same government warehouse that holds the Maltese Falcon and the Ark of the Covenant. At best, he’s a lab rat for the forensic psychiatry crowd to study. You, especially, are not going to be able to get to him.”




“No,” Liv agreed, “but you and Henry might be able to.”




Jo exhaled slowly. “I really don’t think that’s a good idea.”




“I really don’t think there’s any alternative,” Liv answered.






August



She stuck to work and patrolling. They were all convinced that the vampires which had attacked the previous month had come from a well established nest, one with a well established master and a small, stable population of fledglings. From Jo’s calculations, there were three or four possibilities, but the one that kept coming up was the one on 136th street.




She ordered floor plans for the building from the city’s housing department. She plotted patrols with Henry and argued tactics with all three of them. She started to think of them as her team, though they about drove her nuts. The city was unusually quiet, and her rate of slaying dropped by nearly half. 




She missed Medved, especially the sex. The previous year had been the longest dry spell of her adult life, and while Medved wasn’t exactly what one might call a skilled lover, he was enthusiastic and energetic. It had been three weeks. He’d said ‘less than a month,’ and she really hoped he knew what he’d been talking about.




At Abraham’s advice, she prowled antiquarian book stores, looking for volumes that might shed some light on what they were dealing with. She asked the book sellers for volumes on folklore, myths, legends, bestiaries, and cults. The problem being that as the printing press had been in use for nearly sixty years before the New World was discovered, holographic manuscripts of any age were exceedingly rare, and even the tomes Henry referred to as incunabula were highly sought and well outside her price range, regardless of their subject matter. The best she could expect, Abe explained to her, was mention of a volume they might be able to secure through other resources (and Abe put a finger against the side of his nose) or a later printing of a handwritten manuscript. He and Henry had contacted some buyers they knew on the other side of the Atlantic, but so far, nothing had come of it.




She dealt with several rapes of young women and one young man. There was a particularly nasty child porn case that ended with the perp blockading himself in his apartment and killing himself, which didn’t bother her but did mean that they’d lost the opportunity to use the perp’s connections to bring in others like him. She consulted with bar managers and restaurant staff about the Ask For Angela campaign and similar efforts to prevent predators from drugging victims’ drinks or stalking their targets. Green Acres Assisted Living did end up getting their license yanked for falsifying their records. Her junior partner, Nick Amaro, got to walk the director out in handcuffs for skimming so much money off payroll that the facility had never been adequately staffed.




Then, one afternoon, having finished up paperwork on a couple of cases and not having any leads she could follow up on, she called an early day and went over to Abe’s shop. There she found Abe, Henry, and Jo in conference.




“Okay, what gives?” she asked.




All three of them looked up at her, not guilty but definitely solemn and worried.




“What?” she repeated.




“We’ve located Derek Harper,” Henry told her without preamble, “and I was able to gain access to speak to him tomorrow night.”




“I’m going with you,” Liv told him.




“I really don’t think that’s advi—”




“Henry,” Jo interrupted him, “save your breath. There’s no way you’re going to argue Liv out of this, so you might as well put your focus into keeping us safe.”






The facility that held Derek Harper along with a dozen other criminally insane men held in lieu of prison sentences did not look like what Olivia expected it to look like. It was in Salem Center, an upstate town about an hour’s drive from Manhattan, and the building was a hundred fifty year old mansion that had been used as a private school for the first hundred years. The original estate had nearly five square miles of land, but the vast majority had been donated to the nearby state park, leaving approximately five hundred acres of land for the mansion.




There were no signs of any sort. No “Keep Out” or “No Trespassing” or even “WARNING,” though when they passed the fence, Liv could count five different layers of defense—razor wire, barbed wire, a dry moat, video cameras, and a path worn by both guards and guard dogs. The gate opened for them before they were close enough for Jo to lean out the driver’s window and speak to the intercom grill.




What really bothered her, though, was the lack of lights.




“So, not only do they know we’re coming,” Liv said, “they know what we’re driving and what we look like. Who runs this place?”




“Good question,” Jo responded. “And I don’t actually have an answer. I looked up the phone number Henry was given, and it’s listed with the Department of Agriculture. This is supposed to be a research station.”




Liv looked over at Henry, who looked both grim and very wary.




“What gives?” she asked him. 




“Only that there have always been places like this,” he answered. “There have always been individuals so deranged they could not be allowed to move freely through society, and there have always been men happy to create secret fiefdoms with the promise that they would deal with those horrible things we cannot bear and keep the rest of us safe.”




“Makes you wonder,” Jo said, “if they can run their little programs with all this secrecy, why not just kill the ones like Harper, the ones who can’t be rehabilitated and will always pose a threat.”




“Because then,” Olivia answered, “they don’t have access to the ones like Harper as tools.”




“I read that guy’s initial psych eval,” Jo protested. “He’s as crazy as a box of rabid honey badgers. There’s no controlling him. There’s only containing him.”




“And that is their great and inevitable flaw,” Henry said, his eyes constantly moving over the building as they drove towards it. “The arrogance to believe they can control not just Harper, but others like him. Unfortunately, the ones who suffer when they are inevitably proven wrong are the innocents who trusted them all along.”




They parked the car in front of the steps leading into the mansion, where a young woman in a tailored suit waited for them. She had very dark skin, and her hair was pulled back in a french braid. She wore bespoke pumps. She must have been wearing contacts, as her irises were nearly silver in color.




“Doctor Morgan, Detective Martinez, Detective Benson, my name is Lydia Moreau,” she told them. “I hope your drive was pleasant.”




“Thank you,” Henry answered. “It was fine.”




“If you have time after your visit, you might wish to take a walk down to the boathouse,” she indicated. “The view overlooking Breakstone Lake is lovely and restful, and as the lake is completely natural and has been preserved both by the original estate and the later state park, it’s entirely undisturbed. Won’t you come this way?”




Olivia spared a glance for Henry, who stood ramrod straight and nearly vibrating with tension. Jo caught her eye and gave the tiniest shake of her head, and Liv let her questions go for another time.




“There are some rules to be aware of,” Moreau explained as she walked them inside. “The first is that you may not take any weapons with you onto the ward. The second is that you may not go into any of the cells. The third is that you may not do anything any of the inmates ask you to do. Not a glass of water, not a message given to a loved one, not the Heimlich maneuver if they’re choking.”




They entered through a Jacobean facade with carved oak doors flanked by stained glass windows. Inside, the circular foyer had a series of niches, each holding some well-lit object. Olivia saw a full length portrait, executed in oils in a florid Victorian style, and almost stopped, as the subject was stamped with every vice and character flaw she’d seen in her work. There were other works of art—a marble bust here, a small bronze there, a landscape of some impossible place—and the last one they passed was a holograph, which she did pause a fraction of a second to gaze at.





Two vast and trunkless legs of stone

Stand in the desert…Near them, on the sand,

Half sunk, a shattered visage lies…







There were tiny figures moving across the miniature sand dunes, and she realized she was watching a recording of some sort.




“Department of Agriculture research station, huh?” she asked Moreau.




Moreau gave her a look over her shoulder and winked as she pressed the button for the elevator.




“Desertification is one of the chief dangers of global climate change,” Moreau said, in a voice like a tour guide. 




The elevator arrived with a ping, and they stepped in. With four people, it was a fairly tight fit.




Olivia realized on the ride down that she was so worried about Henry, she’d forgotten to prepare herself for meeting the man who’d nearly killed her and regularly showed up in her nightmares and flashbacks. She closed her eyes and drew a breath, slowly releasing it. The elevator came to a stop with a small jerk, and the door opened onto a subterranean level. Moreau indicated with a smooth gesture that they should disembark.




“Does everyone understand the rules as I explained them?” Moreau asked them.




“No weapons, no going into a cell, and no doing anything the inmate asks,” Jo repeated. “Yeah, I think we got it.”




“And you’ll abide by them?” she asked.




All three of them agreed.




Moreau indicated a rank of small lockers, each with a key attached to a coiled wristband, and they each took a moment to divest themselves of weapons. Henry simply put everything in his pockets in the locker, Jo removed her service weapon and backup as well as several small items that could conceivably be used as a weapon—a pen, a lighter, a compact mirror, and a small cologne spritzer. Liv put her service weapon and backup in the locker, followed by her badge, two pens, a penlight, her keyring, a multi-tool, and her two holdout stakes. 




When she turned to rejoin them, Moreau cocked her head a bit to the side.




“Detective?” she asked in the voice of a kindergarten teacher about to correct one of her charges.




For a moment, Liv went blank. Then she remembered and sighed.




“Give me a minute,” she said, and turned back to the locker.




She took off the ball chain bolo necklace she wore with the two one-ounce weights on the ends, and then removed the hideout knife from her shoe. She turned back, paused, and slipped her jacket off. Henry took it from her without asking. She wore a silk shell underneath and had to lift her left arm to reach the three four inch long steel hat pin shafts tucked into her bra along her ribs.




“It’s like that scene from Mad Max,” Jo murmured. “I mean, seriously.”




“Comes with the territory,” Liv answered. 




“It really doesn’t,” Jo replied, “unless you’ve taken up secret agent work on top of everything else.”




Henry looked a bit harassed but held her jacket for her so she could slip it back on. Moreau looked amused. The silver key and its coiled lanyard went around her wrist.




“If you’d like to leave a copy of your resume with us, Detective,” she said, “we’ve got some positions open. Great benefits, vacation and sick time, dental, and you can’t beat our pension.”




“I imagine that’s because so few of you live long enough to retire,” Henry responded.




Moreau flashed him a toothy smile. 




The ward was set up like a panopticon. Every cell was visible from a central console, manned at all times. The console was set well above the floor with stairs leading down. There were no chairs. An inmate could only sit down on their bed or on the floor. Each cell contained a narrow bed, a table at the end of the bed, and a flat screen tv well out of reach. The floor, the cell walls, and the ceiling were all stone. The fronts of the cells were some sort of thick, clear acrylic, possibly the same kind of laminate bullet proof glass was made of. 




“I’ll stand back far enough for you to have a private discussion,” Moreau told them, “but close enough I can use negative reinforcement measures. Try not to get into my line of sight.”




She wasn’t, Liv realized, at all afraid. Not that she’d expected obvious fear, but every prison guard Liv had ever met who’d lasted longer than a week was completely aware that their charges could—and in some cases would—hurt or kill them given the opportunity. A guard who didn’t own their fear and listen to it got sloppy, and when you got sloppy around violent men, you didn’t last long. Moreau wasn’t sloppy, but she also wasn’t afraid.




She couldn’t tell if Moreau’s lack of fear was more of the arrogance Henry had mentioned or if there was something else going on, along with all the other things going on. It was, she thought, all too similar to Silence of the Lambs. Of course, that hadn’t ended well for any of the guards either. 




You see this shit in Silence of the Lambs, not real life.




She heard the words, clear as a bell, knowing they were a memory, a memory she couldn’t for the life of her place. A memory of what? From when? In what context? Her heart rate had sped up.




“This way,” Moreau said.




There were twenty cells in the ward, and all but four were occupied. Harper’s was the fifth from the left, with the fourth cell empty and the sixth cell occupied by a tall man of slender build and middle years with brown hair going gray and the most cynical brown eyes she’d ever seen. He watched them without moving a muscle. Liv turned away from him to face Harper’s cell and immediately looked up.




“Is there a problem with the lights?” she asked.




Moreau shook her head. “We’ve had them checked multiple times. We’ve moved him to three different cells. Doesn’t matter. It’s always like this.”




Harper’s cell was filled with shadows with no discernible source. He squatted against the back wall, preoccupied with his thoughts.




“Hey, Derek,” Moreau said, tapping on the acrylic wall, “you’ve got visitors.”




Harper, she knew, was twenty-two years old. He’d been a poor student with behavioral issues that amounted to the hallmark traits of an antisocial personality—a sociopath in layperson’s parlance. He was just under six feet tall, skinny yet flabby at the same time. His black hair had been cropped like someone had put a bowl on his head and used it as a guide. He should have looked ridiculous. He didn’t.




When he looked up, she saw a flash of light in his eyes, which then resolved into the cold blue of her nightmares. She felt both Henry and Jo go on guard, drawing themselves up.




“Derek, my name is Detective Olivia Benson,” she said. “Do you know who I am?”




He stared at her for a long moment, not a single movement betraying his thoughts.




“I killed you,” he said. “I ate your life.”




He stood and stepped up to the transparent wall, less than three feet from where she stood.




“Did you?” she asked, keeping her voice level and unconcerned. “How’d that work out for you?”




“They stole it from me!” he howled, bringing his fists down on acrylic. “You were the last, bitch, the one whose blood would open the portal. You were mine!”




“Derek,” Moreau called, “mind your manners, or I’ll correct them.”




He paused, trembling with fury, and turned his attention to Moreau.




“I’m going to eat you, whore,” he spat.




“What portal, Derek?” Olivia asked before Moreau could use whatever her ‘negative reinforcement methods’ were.




“Hell, you pathetic bitch,” he answered. “You think you’re so great, Slayer? I devoured twelve of your sisters, and they were fucking delicious. You are—”




“Which hell, Derek,” she interrupted him. “I hear there are a lot of them.”




He snarled and backed up a step.




“Yeah, you probably don’t want to tell me,” she agreed. “Guys like you, you’re all talk. I could set you down in Dante’s Inferno, on what, the sixth?”




“The ninth,” Henry said. “With Cain, as Mr. Harper murdered his little sister.”




His voice sounded colder than Olivia had ever heard it. Harper growled in response.




“She deserved it!”




“What makes you think opening a portal into Hell is going to do you any good, Derek?” Liv asked him. “Sounds like frying pan into the fire to me.”




“I serve Setebos,” Harper said, “and when I bring him the blood of thirteen Slayers, he will reward me. I will rule this world with blood and pain, I will swallow the sun and the moon, and—”




Moreau barely moved, but Harper arched in agony and fell to the floor.




“What did I tell you about prophesying?” Moreau asked. 




She stepped forward, and they stepped back. 




“I will eat you!” Harper howled, snapping his jaws at her.




She raised something in her hand, and he screamed in pain.




“You won’t get anything else out of him,” a new voice said. “You might as well come over here and have a chat.”




Liv turned and saw the man with the cynical eyes stand and consider them.




“And you are?” she asked.




“Neither insane nor being tortured,” he replied, “and therefore much more likely to be a pleasant conversationalist.”




From his accent, he was British and well educated.




“Your name,” she insisted.




He pursed his lips and gave her a little smile.




“Ah, ah, must be careful asking for those, mustn’t we, Slayer,” he said. “There’s a lot of power in names. For now, call me Ethan.”




“And what is it you’d like to tell me, Ethan?” she asked.




Harper still screamed in rage, but it was muffled.




“It’s what I can do for you,” he said. “Do you know what this place is? With its three rules and its sadistic guards? Do you know why it doesn’t exist under any actual government jurisdiction, just the thinnest facade? Why, you might even call it a glamour.”




“Olivia,” Henry said softly.




“Tell me,” Liv said.




“Take a look at the floor in my cell,” Ethan told her, “and tell me what you make of it.”




She glanced down and stopped.




The stones of the floor should have been random flagstones, no visible pattern to them, but the moment she looked, she saw a particular pattern. A pentacle? No, more than that. There were smaller stones set among the larger flagstones, and they also picked out patterns. It was a pentacle with symbols between each point of the star. She didn’t recognize the symbols but committed them to memory as best she could.




“This is a prison in more ways than one,” she said.




He nodded.




“Now, I’ve been stuck here for years,” he said. “And I want out.”




“I don’t think so,” she told him. 




“Not you, Slayer,” he said, bringing his chin down. “Ripper needs to know that if he wants my help in the next round—and he will—he’d better come and get me.”




“Who the hell is Ripper?” Liv demanded.




“Olivia,” Henry said, insistently.




Ethan chuckled.




“Oh, you’ve got his smell all over you, Slayer,” he told her. “Him and his little red witch. What, memories don’t match? Little Derek there wasn’t lying, my dear. He ripped your life out of your chest and gobbled it up. He’s only angry because he didn’t get you to make the killing cut yourself, so he never got to meet his Hell god. Stupid git won’t shut up about it. And for all that darling Ripper forswore chaos magic decades ago, I think that’s the only way he managed to save your life.”




He had stepped up to the acrylic wall and spread his fingers out on the surface.




“You reek of magic, Slayer,” he said. “They must have wanted you alive very badly to go to such lengths. You can’t imagine how curious I am to see how it ends. I’ll bet Rupert is as well.”




She felt a hand take her upper arm and pull her back.




“That’s enough,” Henry said. “We need to go.”




“Why, Doctor Morgan,” Ethan purred. “How nice to see you again. What did you promise our hosts to get her in here and back out again? I hope it wasn’t blood. They’ve got a nasty habit of putting it to good use.”




“We’re leaving,” Henry said. “Now.”




Liv glanced back and saw Harper lying on the floor of his cell, panting and weeping with pain. Moreau looked up from her work.




“Leaving so soon, Doctor?” she asked. “Very well. Let’s go upstairs and settle up.”




“Settle up?” Liv asked, realizing she was behind in more than one way.




“Upstairs, Olivia,” Jo said. “And let’s get our stuff.”




They nearly ran to the room on the other side of the guard’s station. Moreau followed without any hurry.




“You had to promise something to get us in here?” Olivia demanded as she pulled her locker open and pulled her belongings out.




Henry looked ill.




“On the promise of safe conduct and the opportunity to speak with Harper,” he said, “I promised them one of my deaths.”




“You what?!”




“Abraham was right,” he continued. “Once you start asking around, it turns out that somebody does know something.”




“I got a number to the facility,” Jo explained, “but could never get through. They answered the phone when Henry called and cut him a deal.”




“We heard tell there was a Lazarus man around,” Moreau said, joining them and looking very pleased. “And my liege is interested in how that works.”




“Henry, I don’t care what you had to say to get us in here, they don’t get to kill you,” Liv told him.




“We actually do,” Moreau said. “A deal’s a deal, and it’s not like it’s forever. There’s even a handy lake right outside.”




She got between Henry and Moreau.




“Nobody’s killing anyone,” she said.




Moreau laughed. “Really? Okay, Slayer. Here’s the thing, though: people don’t get to break their promises to us.”




“Or what?” Liv asked.




“There’s no ‘or what,’ ” Moreau told her. “If you don’t keep your promise voluntarily, you’ll do it involuntarily. Oscura! Madilim!”




Two more guards joined them, and they both had the incredibly dark skin and silver eyes Moreau did.




“Bring ’em on,” Olivia said, “I’ve slain a whole lot of vampires. No reason I can’t slay some more.”




Moreau frowned at her. “There’s no need to be insulting, Detective.”




“They’re not vampires,” Henry said.




“Thank you,” Moreau responded.




“No,” Jo agreed, “not vampires, but I’m guessing you’re not crazy about fire.”




And she used her cologne and lighter to create a miniature flamethrower with one spritz. To Olivia’s astonishment, Moreau fell back, covering her eyes and crying out in pain.




“I just got this bottle last week,” Jo said, stepping forward. “I’m not saying I can win against a bunch of you, but I am saying that I’m going to make it as painful as possible, starting with you.”




She flicked the lighter and spritzed again. Moreau and her two new additions both took a step back.




“THE LIGHT! IT BURNS!” one of them screamed.




“The light?” Olivia asked. “You mean, like this?”




She brought her penlight out, clicked it on, and swept it across their faces. They reeled back, screaming.




Liv, Jo, and Henry made their way out that way, Liv taking point with her penlight, Henry in the middle, and Jo making little flames that smelled like jasmine and cloves with notes of citrus.




“Any idea what the hell these guys are?” Olivia asked as they pushed themselves through the foyer and out to the driveway where they’d parked.




There were, of course, no lights on the outside of the building.




“You got me!” Jo answered, spritzing a flame towards one guard who came too close on her side.




“You can run,” Moreau yelled at them, “but we will find you, and we will claim our death! His or yours!”




“I really think—” Henry began.




“Shut up!” both Liv and Jo shouted.




Liv heard someone or something coming up behind them, and the guards all froze, horrified looks on their faces. She turned and saw an enormous shape blotting out the night sky. It made an inquisitive noise.




“Medved?” she asked.




“Little Slayer, why you pick fight with dark elves?” Medved asked. 




“What the hell’s a dark elf?” Liv asked.




Medved stepped forward, and the guards—the dark elves—skittered back, leaving a large amount of room around them.




“You don’t stay out of trouble very well,” he told her.




“Yeah, well, I thought you’d be back by now,” she answered. “Did your mom like the gift?”




“Very much,” Medved said. “Maybe you don’t know, Mama not fond of Omolu. Tacky, she says. So, she eat him. Very happy. Gave me answers to both your questions and said you get a third answer when you wish.”




“I get a third answer?” Olivia asked. “Wait. Hang on a second.”




She gestured for Medved to come closer. He took a step and leaned over her.




“Medved, can I trade an answer from your mother for something from the elves?”




It occurred to her that double-crossing an elf on a deal made in good faith was not a good idea, no matter how much of a bad idea the original deal was.




“Why you trade with dark elves?” Medved asked, frowning. “What do they have you could want?”




“Well, Henry kind of promised them one of his deaths so we could talk to someone in their custody,” she explained.




He blinked in surprise.




“Yah,” he said. “You can trade, if they want. You should trade. Dark elves make messy deaths. You don’t want messy death for Henry.”




“Moreau?” Liv called, turning.




“Of course,” Medved added, “you could let them start on him and then finish him off before they get creative. That way you get to keep your answer.”




“Maybe next time,” Liv said. “Moreau, come over here and talk to me.”




“No lights!” Moreau called.




“No lights,” Liv agreed. “Jo, put your flamethrower away. We’re calling a truce.”




“And the bear won’t kill us?” Moreau called.




“I’m not in charge of the bear,” Liv said. “But you can ask him nicely.”




“I not eat dark elves,” Medved announced. “Too bitter. I give you to Baba if you make me angry.”




Wasn’t there something about elves not liking iron? And about Baba Yaga having iron teeth? Liv shuddered.




Moreau walked over, glancing all around.




“So,” Olivia began, “not going to go into all the weirdness of why a bunch of dark elves are running a high security facility for the criminally insane—”




“Probably shouldn’t,” Moreau agreed. 




“But, I’m going to offer you a trade,” Liv continued. “About a month ago, I sent a gift to Medved’s mother, Baba Yaga, in exchange for a couple of answers to questions I had. Turns out, she liked the gift so much, she granted me a third answer to an as yet unasked question. I’m willing to trade that for the death Henry owes you.”




Moreau stared at her for a moment, looked over at Henry and then up at Medved.




“Baba Yaga owes you an answer to any question you want to ask,” she repeated, “and you want to trade it to us so we don’t kill your buddy, even though he’s guaranteed not to stay dead.”




“I don’t know how good the guarantee is, and I’m a little worried you guys are going to get creative.”




Moreau looked over at Henry, who was sitting on the bumper, looking around anxiously.




“Yeah, we really would have,” she admitted. “But only the one time. So, yes, totally willing to trade you the death he owes us for the answer Baba Yaga owes you.”




“It’s yours,” Liv said, offering her hand.




Moreau shook it and then pointed a finger at Medved.




“You tell your mom first chance you get, right?” she said. “I don’t want anyone getting the old cold iron chompies when they’re sent over.”




“I tell her,” Medved grumbled. “And I say, Lazarus Man is my friend, and I am his guy. I am guy for Jo and Abraham. I am big guy for Olivia. Fuck with them, I get angry. Understand.”




Moreau gave them all a quick glance and laughed nervously.




“You got it, honey eater,” she said. 




“You want treat, trade Abraham for lasagna,” Medved told her. “Is good.”




Moreau considered that. “I’ll keep it in mind. Haven’t had a good lasagna in ages. Okay, well, why don’t you guys take off before things get awkward.”




“Moreau,” Liv said, getting her attention again.




When Moreau faced her, she waited a moment.




“You know Slayers have prophetic dreams, right?” Liv asked.




“I’ve heard that,” Moreau said.




“I don’t have any details I can give you, but there’s bad stuff coming,” she said. “I’m guessing by winter solstice. And it’s going to involve Harper.”




Moreau sighed. “Yeah, probably should have seen that coming. Okay, thanks for the heads up. I’ll get the word out.”




Moreau left and took her fellow guards with her.




“You know, dark elves not allies,” Medved pointed out.




“Are they evil?” Liv asked him.




“No, not exactly,” Medved said, frowning. “Hard to keep track which side they’re on, but not evil. Just…picky.”




“I can live with picky,” she told him. “Henry, we’re going to Cleveland.”




“That is site of nearest Hellmouth,” Medved said, surprised. “If you know, why send me?”




“Because I didn’t know,” Olivia told him. “Not until Ethan down there said Rupert’s name.”




“Are you sure?” Henry asked, joining them. “Hello, Medved. I’m very glad to see you.”




Medved grinned at him.




“You know anyone else on the North American continent named Rupert?” Jo asked. “Rupert Giles was a suspect in O’Shaughnessy’s murder. Hi, Medved. Have a good trip?”




“And Elliot’s been working with him at a school for girls with potential,” Liv added.




“On Hellmouth,” Medved said. “Trip was okay. Mama was very happy with gift, so got better.”




“Okay, you do know that was a statue of Omolu, right?” Liv asked.




“Was statue, yes,” he agreed. “But had spirit of Omolu inside. So, mama ate him. No more Omolu.”




“Geez, first you lose the disease you’re in charge of, then you get stuck in a statue, and then you’re eaten,” Jo said. “I guess some gods get all the bad luck.”




“It’s an eight hour drive to Cleveland,” Henry pointed out, “and we only packed for tonight.”




“Yeah, well, we’ve got a full tank of gas, half a pack of cigarettes, it’s after dark, and we’re wearing shades,” Olivia said. “Let’s hit it.”




10. Crazy Day for Conversations



“I suppose this would have worked better if any of us had thought to secure a street address,” Henry said.




It had been a ten hour drive. On a very late Sunday/very early Monday, it should have been about seven, but that had been before Henry had insisted on calling home to explain to his son, Abraham, that they would be gone at least two days, and Abraham had insisted on coming with them. That had meant an hour drive back to Manhattan to pick up Abraham, and then a 470-mile road trip with stops for the bathroom and snacks, interrupted by two accidents. 




One had been cleared by the time they got up to the location, while the other was still being dealt with by police and fire and had occurred in a construction zone which had already closed one of the three lanes. The accident had occupied both remaining lanes and, from Henry’s estimation, had almost certainly included a fatality, so not only was traffic completely stopped for nearly twenty minutes while Highway Patrol worked out a rough detour, what remained once at least one lane was restored was enough to delay them by another full hour. They reached Cleveland just about the time the sun rose.




Henry, Jo, and Liv had taken turns driving, napping in the backseat or riding shotgun and helping the driver stay awake and alert. Abraham slept most of the way, occasionally snoring. No one was in a good mood, and the coffee she’d gotten at the last stop was burning a hole in Liv’s stomach. There had been talk of stopping for breakfast, but it hadn’t happened yet.




Medved had declined the ride, saying he would meet them there, but he hadn’t shown yet. Liv had a sneaking suspicion that he’d known exactly where to go and didn’t understand why they were running so late.




“We’re in the right neighborhood,” Liv said, as she’d said three times previously.




How she knew, she didn’t know. There was just something about the layout of the streets, the architecture of the homes around them, and the trees that felt familiar, a sense of deja vu that had grown stronger every time they’d stopped the car and gotten out. There was no saying, though, whether what she was experiencing was an actual subconscious understanding of where she needed to be or that her brain was simply making things up, picking up on things she half-recognized from home or from a television show or from a book on houses from the first half of the 20th century.




She’d sent emails from her phone to school accreditation organizations to see if any of them were the ones Jenny Calendar was working with, but it wasn’t even nine a.m. yet, and she didn’t expect to get an answer until after lunch at the earliest. Jo had gone through every permutation of school name they could think of, searching online for a website, social media, or other hint, and found nothing. She’d even gone through the casebook, looking at the details for Kennedy O’Shaughnessy to see if there were an address for the school, but the one listed was a house being rented by a bunch of college students too hung over to make much sense. One of them realized Jo and Liv were cops, pulled his buddy back in, and they’d barricaded the door, screaming ‘we’re Mormons! We don’t smoke weed! We don’t even drink coffee!’, which Olivia found to be a very specific, unasked for denial.




“Perhaps we should walk around instead of drive,” Henry suggested. 




“Won’t be able to cover much ground,” Jo said, looking around.




The neighborhood they were in was a mix of large houses, everything from Italianate to Victorian to Craftsman to other types she could guess at their age, and that was about it. The streets needed some repairs but weren’t too badly off. The sidewalks were set back from the edge of the street. The trees that grew between the sidewalks and streets were old enough their roots buckled the sidewalk and curb, and their branches arched over the street to create a green and restful tunnel. Some of the houses were rundown with unkempt yards. Others showed great pride on their owners’ behalf. 




“I don’t think we’ll even have to do that,” Abe said. “Hey, Liv.”




Liv snapped out of her reverie.




“Yeah, Abe?”




“This place, which direction is it in?” he asked. “Don’t think, just point.”




“Abraham,” Henry began, “I hardly think—”




Without thinking, Liv pointed north by northeast.




“Should we drive or walk?” Abe asked.




“Walk,” Liv said without hesitation.




“Okay, yeah,” Jo began, “but even the best gut feeling can mislead a person.”




“Jo, the first time Olivia here slayed a vampire, she got up in the middle of the night, strapped on a bunch of pointy sticks and went looking for something that had no right to exist,” Abe said. “I think maybe we should go on faith for a little while.”




Jo looked over at Liv, who shrugged, and then at Henry, who considered it.




“He has a point,” Henry said. “But I’d like to suggest that if we haven’t found what we’re looking for in another half an hour, we take a break of several hours to get hotel rooms and food.”




“Works for me,” Jo sighed. “Liv, lead the way.”




The streets were laid out on a north-south-east-west grid, so going north-northeast required three blocks north and one block east. In less than ten minutes, they stood on the sidewalk, between the ends of a semi-circular driveway, in front of a wrought iron pedestrian gate. Looking past the gate to the dappled lawn, brick walkway, flagstone driveway, and rambling monstrosity of a house, she felt her scalp tighten and tingle.




“How is this even here?” Henry asked, aggrieved. “That house is at least three centuries old or I’ll eat my hat. Look at that tower! It must be from the fifteenth century. The only pre-Columbian stone architecture in the New World is Meso-American! This makes no sense.”




“Well, not in a world without vampires and Lazarus men and Baba Yaga, no,” Jo replied, “but since we’ve got those, maybe it’s okay that this house is the way it is.”




“Look at this gate, would you?” Abraham said, running his hands over it.




It was the kind of gate that ought to have graced a French chateau. Taller than them by several feet, with twining shapes of branches and leaves. On the left side was a stylized bronze sun as large as Liv’s head, and on the left, hidden among the leaves, a silver crescent moon. The gate was split into two doors, each with a graceful silver handle, and on either side was half of an oval representing a pool. To the right of the pool, between its edge and the trunk of the tree, was the figure of a fox, drawn in three strands of wrought iron.




Haven.




She knew the name of this place, and she knew it was old. Olivia looked up and around at the trees on the other side of the fence. They were significantly older and larger than the trees lining the streets. In fact, they looked like they belonged in a primordial forest.




“I know this place,” she said. “There’s a tree, a tree bigger than a house. And a fountain. I think I’ve been here.”




“When?” Jo asked. 




She shook her head. She hadn’t been out of New York for anything other than work in over two years, and never to Cleveland. She’d never even considered going to Cleveland.




“ ’Allo,” Medved said, joining them.




He looked as fresh as a mountain wildflower, if mountain wildflowers had large, bushy beards, copious arm hair, and incisors the size of Scrabble tiles.




“Medved, is this the Hellmouth?” Liv asked him.




He looked surprised.




“No, is soft place,” he said. “Not many left. Hellmouth is hard, defined, but nobody touch. Is crazy making. This is old soft place, kept safe. Pulled here by Hellmouth, maybe, but not Hellmouth.”




“How could it be pulled here by the Hellmouth?” Henry asked, fascinated.




Medved shrugged. “Is soft place. Sometime, soft place move. Is Hellmouth. Sometime Hellmouth pull.”




“I think we should go in,” Abe said.




Tired and feeling like she’d stuck her finger in a light socket, Liv reached out to the gate and opened it. For all that it was nine feet tall and probably weighed a couple hundred pounds, it swung open smoothly, without a single creak or hitch. She stepped across the boundary, and it felt like a curtain of cold water passing over her, taking at least some of her fatigue with her.




She walked to the edge of the driveway and waited for the others. One by one, they joined her. Medved inhaled hugely and exhaled like a wind coming off a glacier. 




“Smells good!” he declared.




Liv considered, taking a moment to inhale through her nose. It did smell good, an intangible kind of shade, water, and trees sort of smell with notes of sunlight. 




“I…haven’t smelled air this clean since I was a boy,” Henry said softly. “And even then, only out in the country, in a forest, away from people.”




“Yes,” Medved agreed, “is smell of world without humans. No shit, no cars or smokestacks, no piss…”




“No maggot-blown, half-eaten deer corpses littering the forest floor,” Jo said. “Right next to a big pile of bear poo.”




“I always eat all my deer,” Medved said, grinning at her. “And I don’t shit where I eat. First lesson bear learns.”




“Maybe there aren’t any people here,” Liv said, looking around.




The house had been built by people, clearly, and the grounds were certainly designed for people. 




“There’s one,” Abe said, pointing towards the front door.




A girl popped out of the front door and waved at them. Redheaded, wearing khaki shorts, an emerald green polo shirt, and sandals, she bounced up to them with an energy Liv didn’t remember ever owning, even at that age. She had a clipboard and a pen, and she looked ready to use them.




“Hi!” the girl declared. “I’m Lucy Sinclair. Wow, you guys are really early. Nothing starts until lunch. Hey, did you park on the street? Only we had to cut a deal with the neighbors, because they don’t want the street filled with cars. I can ask Xander to follow you to the parking lot we rented, and then he can bring you here with your luggage.”




She looked at each of them, up at Medved, towering over the rest of them, and then down at their feet.




“You didn’t bring any luggage?” she asked, confused.




“Miss Sinclair,” Henry said, taking over, as Liv found herself unable to put a sentence together. “My deepest apologies for the disruption. I don’t believe we’re expected—”




Her eyes lit up.




“You’re English!” she said, sounding thrilled. “That means you must be Doctor Donald Mallard. Is he…Gibbs?”




She looked up at Medved, unsure.




“I am guy,” Medved told her.




She stared at him for a long moment, unable to make heads or tails of his statement. After a moment, she looked over at Liz, clearly hoping for a more sensible answer.




Liv steeled herself.




“Miss Sinclair,” Henry took over again. “I’m afraid there’s a misunderstanding. My name is Doctor Henry Morgan. I’m a forensic pathologist with the New York City medical examiner’s office. This is my…this is Abraham Morgan,” and here he indicated Abe, who smiled and nodded, “and Detectives Jo Martinez and Olivia Benson. Behind us is Medved.”




All of Lucy’s good cheer disappeared from her face.




“Did something happen?” she asked. “Is someone hurt? Should I get Jenny? Or Giles?”




“Everyone’s fine,” Henry assured her. “We’re helping our friend, Detective Benson, find some information, and—”




“Henry,” Liv finally interrupted, “you’re going to give her a panic attack. Lucy, we’re not here about a police matter. We’re here because I’m a vampire slayer.”




Lucy’s eyes went wide, and her jaw dropped open.




“But you’re so old!” she gasped.




Liv blinked in surprise. She heard Henry smother a laugh by coughing. Jo looked away, pressing the back of her hand to her mouth. Lucy flushed bright pink.




“Not like that!” she said, agonized. “I mean, it’s just that you’re the oldest Slayer I’ve ever met, ever even heard about, by, like, a lot!”




Henry and Jo were having trouble keeping their composure. Abe had already started laughing.




“Boy, Liv, if she thinks you’re old, wait’ll she gets a hold of me!”




It was, she knew, the leftovers of the long drive, the caffeine and sugar, and the lack of food, but she was equally divided between giggling hysterically and snapping at everyone. Instead, she held still, pressing her lips together to stop any sound from escaping.




Lucy looked at each of them, even Medved, though she had to tilt her head well back to get him in her field of vision. She turned back to Liv.




“You’re really a Slayer?” she asked.




“Well, I slayed my first vampire in January,” Liv replied, “and I’ve got thirty-seven kills under my belt so far. Every non-human person I’ve run into has called me a Slayer. I have dreams about the First Slayer, and people keep trying to tell me about prophecies, so, yeah, I’m pretty sure I really am a Slayer.”




“Thirty-seven?” and Lucy went agog again. “In seven months? I was at Sunnydale in May of last year, and I’ve only got twenty-three.”




She stared at Liv for a long moment and then did a little bounce on her toes and smiled.




“Well, I guess you guys better follow me,” she said. “I’ll take you to see Jenny and Giles. Giles is the Head Watcher.”




She led them up to the front door, which opened into a marble foyer, and through it into a wide corridor with classrooms on either side. There was a staircase of glossy, honey colored wood, gleaming in the morning light, and well above them, clerestory windows. Across from the staircase was a smaller hall, still larger than anything that should be found in a private residence, with a flagstone floor, plaster walls, and tapestries larger than her bedroom square footage. The ceiling above was painted blue and gilded with stars. The rafters were carved and painted in vibrant reds, blues, and greens.




“You keeping track of the dates here, Dad?” Abe asked. “Entrance was 18th century neoclassical, that bit back there was mid-Victorian, except those Art Nouveau stained glass, and this is late medieval.”




“I am, Abraham,” Henry replied, looking around. “I don’t know of a single house in England or in Europe with this kind of hodgepodge architecture.”




The smaller hall opened into a Norman great hall, the floor covered with patterned tiles of yellow, green, and black. The tall, narrow windows looked out onto the lawn. There was a kitchen entrance directly in front of them, the great expanse of the floor, and then at the other end of the hall, another staircase, this one stone, wide, and only a few steps up. 




And here were some of the other Slayers moving around, walking, talking, and arranging things on the multitude of tables. Each of the tables had a banner above: registration, orientation packet, seminars, room assignment, scheduling, day trips, night trips, and networking. There was a very large whiteboard at the end, with what looked like a class schedule. 




Then she started noticing the other things. The stranger things. There were animals in the great hall. Not just a dog or a cat, but several of them. Plus, what looked like a very large hawk perched on the rail of a balcony overlooking the hall, what had to be a red wolf sitting in repose next to the enormous hearth, and a scattering of people who were not teenage girls but looked like nothing so much as mercenaries. She found herself clenching her teeth.




“It’s just really wild you showed up this morning,” Lucy chattered. “I mean, everyone is going to be here, so you’ll get to meet more than just Watchers and Slayers. There’s werewolves, NCIS, the Jeffersonian’s forensic anthropology lab, the Jedi Council…”




The wolf looked over at them and performed what could only be called a double-take, its mouth falling a little open in shock. It got to its feet, or rather, paws, and trotted over to them, just as one of the mercenary men broke off from his conversation and walked over to them as well.




“Mornin’, folks,” the man said. “Slayer Sinclair, a word with you, please? Folks, I’ll be right back. Enjoy the view and don’t go anywhere.”




Lucy went wide eyed and wilted, but followed him without protest. The wolf began sniffing all around them, the air, the floor, and as close as just a few inches, never touching, but very intently smelling them. Liv noticed it didn’t approach Medved at all, but stayed facing him no matter what it was doing.




“Did she say Jedi Council?” Abe asked.




“She did,” Henry answered.




Liv looked over at Lucy, who was clearly getting a talking to from the man. He was a little shorter than average, built like an oak barrel, with sparring injuries up and down his forearms. He had one of the most aggressive mustaches she’d ever seen, and he stood there with his arms folded and his feet planted shoulder width apart and looked to be skinning Lucy alive with only a series of very reasonable questions. 




“Hallo, little wolfman,” Medved said. “How is your pack?”




The wolf stepped a handful of paces back, alert and very cautious, but not hostile. Just as it took off at a run for the far end of the hall, the man who’d spoken to Lucy put a hand on her shoulder, gave it a squeeze, and sent her off after the wolf. Then he returned.




“I’m Beauregard Boudreaux,” he told them, “master at arms for the Slayers Council. Mind telling me what a handful of New York’s Finest are doing all the way out here?”




Oh, she and Jo had both run into men like him on the job. Wily, hostile, and utterly unconcerned with law enforcement priorities. If you wanted him to talk, you had to convince him that not only had he ended up, by sheer chance, on the same side as the local police, but that you wouldn’t fuck things up any worse than they already were. Anything short of that, and he’d flip you the bird before slamming the door in your face. God forbid he was the perp, because he’d be smart enough to foul up their investigation, and the only word out of his mouth during interrogation would be “lawyer.” 




“I’m Doctor Henry Morgan with the New York City’s medical examiner office,” Henry began.




“Doc,” Boudreaux cut him off with no particular animus, “I was talking to the lady.”




He indicated Liv with a tilt of his head.




Henry shut his mouth, mortified.




“Olivia Benson,” she said. “I’m a Slayer. I’d like to speak to Rupert Giles, Head Watcher.”




Boudreaux gave her a calculated once over—her own scabbed over knuckles, her clothes, her stance, and her steady, extremely irritated gaze. He ran a thumb and forefinger down his mustaches.




“Not that I’m doubting your story, Slayer Benson,” he said, “but to the best of our knowledge, there are no Slayers older than our senior Slayer. Just doesn’t work that way, if you take my meaning.”




“Then you need a rethink,” Liv answered, “because I’ve been slaying vampires since January.”




“Yeah, Loose mentioned that,” he said, unfazed by her glare. “Not my call to verify things, so I sent her off to notify the people who can. Would you like anything while we wait?”




“I’m fine,” Liv replied.




“I could use a bathroom,” Abe said, raising a finger.




“That door right there, Mister Morgan,” Boudreaux replied. “If you get lost, yell for help. Detective Martinez? Doctor Morgan? Mister Medved?”




He had their names down, which irritated Olivia out of all proportion. 




Both Jo and Henry shook their heads. 




“I am very hungry,” Medved declared. 




“I can get you a couple of pieces of dry toast, a Viking feast, or anything in between,” Boudreaux said. “What are your druthers, pal?”




Medved blinked.




“I am pal?” he asked, raising eyebrows in delight.




“Sure thing, buddy,” Boudreaux answered, eyeing Medved’s height and breadth with caution.




“I am pal and buddy?” Medved asked, eyes going very wide.




“Viking feast is your best bet,” Liv interrupted, not wanting to hear a litany of pal, buddy, mac, chum, et cetera.




She could hear multiple people walking fast for the great hall from different directions. In fact, a group came in from a set of French doors to the right of the enormous fireplace, six people, though she was too distracted to take closer note.




“You’ll need a minimum of ten thousand calories, perhaps as many as thirty,” Henry added. “Think brown bear preparing for hibernation.”




Boudreaux blinked. Not, Liz observed, because he thought Henry was kidding him, but because he thought Henry was being completely honest. Then he turned and hollered towards the kitchen in a voice that rang off the stone walls.




“Mistress Winky!”




As Olivia blinked, stretched her jaw, and tilted her head to try to get her hearing back, she saw the group that had just come in—two women and two men of college age, one young man a smidgen older, and a fourth man, who could have been thirty or fifty. It was the last one, the oldest man, who looked over, saw Medved, and stopped in his tracks, open-mouthed with shock. One of the young women, the blonde, walked right into him with a loud squawk and was promptly caught and set back on her feet by the third man.




“Master Bo?” a high pitched, squeaky voice piped up.




Liv looked down, and saw a tiny girl—no, not a girl, but she had no other idea how to describe her—no bigger than a toddler, wearing two spotless white linen tea towels embroidered in chestnut brown, green, and gold like a chiton. There was a chime of fairy bells, and Liv saw the small spherical pendant on a thin silver chain over the…person’s shoulder, like the strap of a messenger bag.




“Winky, have I got a challenge for you,” Boudreaux said, grinning with relish. “This guy—”




“I am guy,” Medved confirmed.




“—needs one of your smorgasbord specialties,” he finished, pointing his thumb over his shoulder at Medved. “And while the rest of our guests say they don’t need anything, from their caffeine nerves and lack of breakfast crumbs, I think they’re in need of a full American breakfast, heavy on the everything.”




Winky looked up at them, as if measuring their capacity for food.




“Do Master Bo’s guests have any food allergies?” she asked in her piping voice.




No, no, they didn’t have any. Each of them shook their head. Winky nodded and took off in a flash, fairy bells ringing just on the edge of audibility.




And then, Rupert Giles appeared at the far end of the hall. There were two women with him. Giles was in his late forties or early fifties, brown hair going gray without any particular grace or fuss. He bore the marks of years of worry, determination, and humor on his face. Just now worry predominated. He was dressed in a conservative English three-piece suit, his tie knotted in a way she’d only noticed in BBC dramas. She recognized him from the photos of the investigation. He clearly recognized her. 




Of the women with him, one was a slender, dark haired, dark eyed woman the same age as Liv, showing many of the same signs of authority that Giles wore. She dressed in a way that Liv had never been able to master—modest without being frumpy, feminine without being flowery, individual without being eccentric. She wore light makeup, subdued jewelry, and had the kind of calm, compassionate, slightly amused expression that spoke of years of dealing with teenagers whose worlds were always ending. 




The other was a redheaded woman in her mid-twenties with a bright, humorous glance, a ready smile, and curiosity without fear. She wore a skillfully tie-dyed tunic in blues and greens, white leggings, and ankle boots. Other than that, Liv couldn’t get a read on her. The night had taken its toll, and she was more tired than she’d realized.




Coming after them in second place was Lucy and a short, redheaded man wearing t-shirt and sweatpants but no shoes.




“Where’s Buffy?” the second woman asked.




“She’ll be here directly,” Giles responded.




When the group of three reached them, Boudreaux stepped aside a bit.




“Rupe, this is Detective Olivia Benson of the New York Police Department,” he told Giles. “With her is Detective Jo Martinez, Doctor Henry Morgan, and Medved. Abraham Morgan is visiting the facilities.”




“You told him to call for help if he gets lost?” the second woman asked.




“Wills,” Boudreaux intoned, “this ain’t my first time at the rodeo.”




With a head tilt and a quirky smile, she allowed that this was true.




“Detective Benson,” Giles said, extending his hand. “We’ve met. I’m so glad to see you again.”




She shook his hand. They would have met in the interrogation room, after he’d been picked up at the scene of Holly Alphonse’s murder, but as that was the day before Harper had attacked her, it fell in the blind spot of her memory loss. As she considered him, she saw one thing: he wasn’t surprised. He already knew she was a Slayer. He just hadn’t expected her to show up.




That knowledge squeezed a place just below her heart brutally. He knew. How did he know?




“Olivia?”




She turned at the sound of Elliot’s voice. He stood there, astonished and a little horrified, and she read it in his face.




He knew.




Just like Giles, he knew she was a Slayer. They’d been partners for more than ten years, and he’d walked away, knowing she was a Slayer and never saying a word. Something in her mind crumbled like rotten leather.




“Oh, shit!”




“Olivia!”




“Liv, no!”




She wasn’t even aware of slipping or pushing past anyone or of people grabbing for her and missing or even the one person who got a solid grip on her upper arm that she broke by twisting against the thumb, locking their arm in return, and pushing back hard enough to send whoever it was sprawling.




She was across the space in three strides, grabbed him by his shirt, and without effort, lifted him off his feet and pushed him back into the sturdy table where one of the girls had lined up an assortment of gift bags to welcome people.




“Why the hell didn’t you tell me?!”




She had him bent backwards against the table edge, ignoring the clamor of shouts and scramble of people. The only thing she was focused on was Elliot. He met her eyes, and she saw things there she’d never seen before—shock, fear, and shame. He put his hands on her wrists, not fighting back, just trying to steady himself.




Then, there was an impact, the world spun, and there was a lot of weight applied to one spot between and below her shoulder blades, holding her against the cool flagstone floor. The room fell silent.




“Generally speaking,” a woman’s pleasant voice said, “my default position regarding cops is ‘don’t mess with them,’ but that’s one of my Watchers you’re mishandling. So, let me know when you’re ready to get up without attacking anyone.”




For about three seconds, Liv didn’t exactly struggle but did check to see how well restrained she was, and it was very. She was prone on the floor with a knee in her back, and her right arm had been twisted behind her, held at the wrist. There was another hand at the back of her neck, gripping but not squeezing. Her legs were sprawled flat on the floor. The only leverage she had was her left arm, which she brought in, palm flat against the floor, knowing she was strong enough to push herself off the floor, regardless of whether there was someone sitting on her or not.




“Detective,” the woman said, “please don’t. We’ve already entered Awkwardland; let’s not go all touristy.” 




For a solid ten seconds, Olivia thought really hard about going touristy.




“Listen up!” Beauregard bellowed, “All slayers and staff take a fifteen minute break somewhere else. Now.”




There was a brief, silent pause, and then the scrabble of more than a score of people leaving as fast as they could without arguing.




Her brain came back online, informing her that she was not going to get what she wanted the way she wanted it, and that—humiliating as it was—she was better off cooperating with the woman who’d restrained her. Especially considering that woman had to be a Slayer, and Liv was beginning to think she knew which Slayer it was.




She forced herself to relax and push her left arm back out, where it was clear she could do no harm.




“Okay, Buffy,” she said, slightly muffled against the floor. “I’m good.”




And Buffy the senior Vampire Slayer released her wrist, took her weight off her knee, stood, and offered Olivia a hand to get up. As Liv got to her feet, the door Abraham had gone through opened, and he reappeared, a border collie trotting beside him.




“It’s a good thing you guys told me to yell for help if I got lost,” he announced. “This guy here was better than a Saint Bernard with a cask of brandy.”






Henry insisted she eat something. The brunette woman handed her a glass of what looked like lemonade but tasted like five different things, none of them food, and two of which had serious ideas about their job in the whole business, and then, she, Henry, Giles, Willow, Buffy, and Elliot had gone back to what Giles referred to as the library.




The library was a stone tower, thirty feet across, the walls covered from floor to ceiling, three stories up, with shelves crowded with every kind of book Olivia had ever heard of. There was even a section of scrolls. As if that weren’t enough to send a booklover like Henry into wide-eyed longing, there were several crates—old fashioned wooden crates requiring crowbars to open—filled with books that were in the process of being reviewed, sorted, catalogued, and shelved.




“This entire collection…” Henry began.




“Approximately one-third is original to the house,” Giles responded. “Another third comes from the original Watchers Council library, and the remaining third is my private collection, Jenny’s, books recovered from the private collections of Watchers who were killed a little over a year ago, and a handful of volumes given to us by other parties.”




“Giles,” Elliot said. “Let’s stay on topic.”




Giles nodded, holding his glasses by the stems.




“Perhaps we should begin with introductions all around,” Giles said. “My name is Rupert Giles, I am one of the few surviving members of the old Watchers Council. I’ve been Buffy’s Watcher since, oh, very nearly eight years ago now. I am now the Head Watcher, a senior member of the Slayers Council, teacher and librarian at this school, where we are attempting to build a training and professional program for all identified potential and actual vampire slayers.”




He looked over at Jenny, who’d taken a seat at the edge of the dark, thickly carved desk large enough to land aircraft.




“Olivia, my name is—”




“You’re Jenny Calendar,” Oliva interrupted. “I know who you are, but I don’t know why. Do you?”




Giles and Elliot exchanged a look heavy with meaning.




“I don’t,” Jenny admitted. “But, the fact that I don’t doesn’t mean it isn’t important.”




“This is Willow Rosenberg,” Giles said, indicating the redheaded woman. “You met her and Xander during the course of the investigation.”




Willow gave her a friendly smile that managed to acknowledge the awkwardness of the situation.




“And, yeah, I’m Buffy,” the young woman with short brown hair and green eyes said . “The senior Slayer.” 




They all looked at each other for a moment. Elliot, who was never big on talking to begin with, stayed silent and didn’t look at her.




“Well, you know who I am,” Olivia said. “This is Henry Morgan. He’s a forensic pathologist with the medical examiner’s office, and he’s my Watcher.”




“And you’ve got your own Scooby Gang,” Willow noted.




Liv looked over at her. “What’s a Scooby Gang?”




“That’s how Buffy’s friends began to refer to themselves,” Giles explained. “The Watchers Council required the Slayer work in secrecy, never telling any contemporaries about her calling, her abilities, or her battles. However, shortly after relocating to Sunnydale and being drawn into a battle with the Master, Buffy’s friends discovered the truth of the shadow world we fight and decided to help her.”




“There’s Willow,” Buffy said, nodding to the young woman, “Xander, who you’ll meet later, Oz, Jenny, my sister Dawn, and some others who’ve come and gone. We’ve lost a few too.”




“I’m sorry,” Olivia answered. “Henry and Jo stumbled into this because they thought I might have been responsible for murdering a vampire victim I brought to their attention.”




“Which I did apologize for,” Henry added.




“And Medved?” Giles asked.




“We met up when he was out hunting a polterfleischeusal with his mother,” Olivia said. “I ran into the thing looking for vampires, and it gored me. He saved my life, then his mom saved my life some more, and then she gave me smallpox to balance it out. It was a rough week.”




Giles did a small doubletake, while Willow’s eyes went wide.




“I think Xander will be glad to hear someone had it worse than him,” Buffy said.




“Polterfleischeusal are real?” Jenny asked, dumbfounded. “I thought that was a story my grandfather would tell me.”




“And, are you aware that Medved is not human?” Giles asked.




“Got that part figured out when we met,” Olivia answered.




Elliot stopped leaning against the table and folded his arms. It was the change in stance that usually signalled he was ready to start interrogating someone. In fact, he looked like he was about to start talking, but something stopped him. He remained silent. Olivia felt her temper stir again.




“Everyone in here knew about me. You knew I was a Slayer,” she said. “Why didn’t any of you tell me?”




There were significant looks shared between Giles and Jenny, and both of them looked over at Elliot, who didn’t look up. Buffy and Willow were solemn, but neither of them offered anything.




“Olivia, what do you remember of the Derek Harper case?” Giles asked.




She took a moment to collect herself. This was, after all, proof that she’d been right, that Harper had been the key to her understanding the fact that she was a Slayer. She just had no idea how it all fit together. She sighed, gesturing with one hand.




“I got called to the scene of a murder,” she began. “Vic was female, early 20s, Caucasian. It was pretty brutal. She’d had her throat cut, been disemboweled, and at some point had been raped. There was a sign, a symbol, on her back, and there were a lot of things that didn’t add up. Her body was hours old, but there had been people there an hour previously who hadn’t seen anything, and you could not have missed it. And, she was emaciated.”




Stabler’s head snapped up.




“You remember that she was emaciated?” he asked.




“Yeah, El, I remember that,” she replied, her frustration showing. “The report says nothing about it, but I remember seeing her and wondering how the hell her killer had kept her prisoner long enough to starve her down to that point.”




Elliot looked over at Giles, who stirred uncomfortably. Giles made a gesture that Liv could only read as ‘this is not unexpected.’




“And then?” Giles asked.




“And then, nothing,” Liv replied. “I woke up in the hospital with two and a half days of memory wiped from the concussion I got when Harper attacked me. He was already in custody. End of story.”




Giles and Elliot exchanged another one of those freighted looks.




“Olivia, what was the name of the first of Harper’s victims that you found?” Giles asked.




“Kennedy O’Shaughnessy,” she replied.




“She was a Slayer,” Buffy said softly. 




“Wait, what?” Olivia asked, her head swiveling back and forth from Giles to Elliot to Buffy. 




“She was a Slayer,” Buffy repeated. “She had been a Potential, a girl who might become a Slayer once the current Slayer died.”




“You?” Liv asked.




Buffy shrugged. “The whole Potential thing is a moot point since Willow fired off a spell that activated all the potential Slayers in the world.”




Two new puzzle pieces abruptly fell into place. Of course Willow was the red witch, and Liv had gone from Potential to full Slayer when that spell had been cast. No, three pieces. Kennedy O’Shaughnessy was a Slayer, and Harper had bragged that he’d killed a dozen Slayers, and called them her sisters.




“Holly Alphonse was a Slayer, wasn’t she?” Henry asked.




“She was,” Giles confirmed. “To the best of our knowledge, Derek Harper was trying to create a Hellmouth in Manhattan by sacrificing thirteen Slayers in an obscure and horrific series of ceremonies. He murdered ten Potential and two actual Slayers. He only needed the thirteenth Slayer.”




That stopped her cold. She looked over at Henry, who had gone very still and blank. When he met her eyes, his were filled with horror. Then, slowly, she turned to face Elliot.




He stood, braced, hands tucked into his pockets. Now he was looking at her, and he wouldn’t take his eyes off her.




“Tell me,” she said.




He looked like she’d asked him to shoot her.




“Tell me,” she insisted.




He ducked his head and swallowed before looking back up at her.




“You were supposed to be the thirteenth, Liv,” he told her. “That whole time, we were trying to figure out all those crazy discrepancies, and when we brought Giles in, he spotted you. He tried to warn me. He, Buffy, Willow, and Xander had come to Manhattan to find out what had happened to Kennedy. You had these crazy dreams. You saw Harper murder Holly Alphonse, and…he saw you. He knew what you are. He…he took you, Liv. We were down in the basement under the Harpers apartment building. He planted a trap, distracted me, and grabbed you.”




“What do you mean, he grabbed me?” she demanded.




He looked away from her, so she looked back over at Giles.




“The ritual Harper was using,” Giles said, “required that he force his victim to make the killing wound with a ritual blade. Then he cut her throat and violated her, and in doing so, he devoured her power as the Slayer and her life. In order to get Kennedy, Holly Alphonse, his younger sister, and all the girls to kill themselves, he tortured them, emotionally and physically.”




She looked back over at Stabler, and while he was looking at her, his expression was bleak.




“Elliot?”




“He had you for two days,” he said, hoarse. “He had his hands on you for two days, and when we finally got to you—”




He broke off and turned away.




“There was a battle,” Giles said, taking over for Stabler. “Harper was defeated. Elliot went into his stronghold and found you, Olivia. After two days of torture at his hands, you didn’t break. You would not give him what he wanted. You refused to make the killing stroke.”




Which should have been a good and happy ending, but Olivia remembered all too well what Harper had said. 




“He ate my life,” she repeated.




Giles nodded. “He devoured nearly all of your life force. When Elliot found you, you were dying, and there was nothing he could do.”




“Yet, Olivia very clearly is not dead,” Henry said.




“Willow and I cast a spell,” Giles said. “We stripped Derek Harper of all his stolen life energy and Slayer power and used it to alter reality. Derek Harper became nothing more than a deluded serial killer, and Olivia had been terribly but not fatally wounded by his attack. Her injuries were treatable. The two days she was in Harper’s hands were nullified, and history was rewritten.”




“Then why do I remember what I do?” Olivia asked.




Giles scrubbed at the back of his head, clearly trying to cobble together an explanation dumbed down enough for her to grasp. She’d seen enough forensic pathologists and subject matter experts do it to recognize it in a new context, but it was Jenny who spoke.




“Magic is a lot of things,” she began. “But when you cast spells, it breaks down pretty consistently into power, knowledge, and will. The more power you have, the greater the effect you can change. The more knowledge you have, the more certain and effective the change you want will be. The greater your will, the better control you wield. All of these factors play off each other, and then there are the limitations.”




“Limitations?” Henry asked, curiously.




“Of the spell, of the effects, of the spellcaster and their knowledge, of the materials used, of those affected,” Jenny continued. “If you cast a spell without limitations or with bad limitations, it will go wrong. For instance, cast a spell as a prank so that your buddy gets lost in his own home. Cast it without limitations, and anyone who goes into the house gets lost. They get so lost they can’t find the front door. They get so lost, they starve to death, and so does anyone who goes in to help them.”




“The spell that Willow and I cast was enormous,” Giles said. “It was complex and incredibly powerful. We sourced our power from ourselves, from defining all the attributes of the environment around us that we could, and also from the power that Derek Harper stole from the Slayers he murdered. But, we knew we didn’t have enough real understanding to define either the spell or its limitations perfectly. By the time we might research it, it would be too late. We had to find a way to cast the spell without the tightly drawn limitations it would ordinarily require.”




And she knew what he was talking about.




“You used chaos magic,” she said.




Giles looked up at her, slightly surprised, and then nodded.




“You’re familiar with it,” he said. “Yes, we used chaos magic. I dabbled in it when I was much younger. If you open yourself to chaos in your spellcasting, you can accomplish things you never could otherwise. It acts very much like a drug. Generally speaking, chaos wizards don’t last long. They burn out or get themselves killed or take one too many chances. But, when a spellcaster is in a situation where they simply don’t have the resources to accomplish a spell with proper limitations, chaos magic can accomplish what they can’t. We achieved our ends—to strip Harper of the power he’d acquired and to save your life. The spell altered reality and overrode the memories of those involved with two exceptions—me and Elliot.”




“So why do I remember these things?” Olivia asked.




“Because chaos can’t be governed by human will,” Jenny explained. “That’s why it’s so dangerous. It can go Monkey’s Paw very easily. From the outside, from a distance, the spell was a complete success. It accomplished what it was designed to do. But, there’s always collateral damage. It looks like your memory was some of that.”




“Is there any other collateral damage?” she asked.




“I had believed,” Giles said carefully, “that because of what Harper did to you, your status as a Slayer was lost. He had hurt you so grievously, it didn’t seem possible that you’d retained it. Elliot agreed to keep an eye on you, but it was with the understanding that even if you retained any of your Slayer powers, you would probably never recognize them or come to understand what they meant.”




She looked over at Elliot, who hadn’t turned back towards her. After all, he’d done a crap job of keeping an eye on her after he’d retired.




“How does a person come to wield magic?” Henry asked, his brows drawn together.




“The best analogy I can draw is music,” Giles said. “It is possible to educate and train a person in music, and if they are willing to put in the work, they will become competent in their field of study—a particular instrument or music theory or composition or they just pound out some Christmas carols on the spinnet every December. There are some individuals who are born with innate talents of such magnitude that they will create music no matter their life circumstances. There are some who are so tone deaf, they have neither interest or ability in it. There are different schools of magic, different philosophies, different reasons people seek out magic and cast spells. Some are relatively harmless. Some are heroic. Some are decidedly not.”




“What was Derek Harper?” Henry asked. “How did he come to his magic?”




“From what Willow determined after we defeated him and I’ve been able to research after the entire business was over,” Giles said, “he had little innate power and understanding. He wanted it, though. He sought out the darkest magic because he hated and wished to hurt specific women in his life, and he stole Slayers’ power and their lives to fuel his own.”




Henry stared at him for a long moment, and uneasy, Liv turned towards him. Henry had one of the sharpest, clearest minds she’d ever encountered, even though it took him some time to accept that the laws of the universe were nowhere near as clean and consistent as he’d believed.




“That may have changed,” he said. “Derek Harper’s abilities may have been some of the collateral damage.”




Giles and Elliot both straightened, wary.




“What do you mean, Doctor Morgan?” Giles asked.




“We saw Derek Harper yesterday evening,” Liv told them.




“You did what?!” Elliot demanded. “Are you out of your mind, Liv? You don’t send the vic to talk to the guy who nearly murdered her.”




“Yeah? Well, I didn’t exactly have any other way to figure out what the hell was going on,” she snapped back, her temper fraying. “It’s not like my partner filled me in. All I knew was that I’m a vampire slayer, and that somehow it was all tied back to the Harper case. That’s it. The case notes didn’t agree with my memory, I kept running into people who knew more than I did, and you were nowhere around!”




“You could have asked me!” Stabler shouted.




“When?!” she shouted back. “How?! You walled me out of your life pretty thoroughly, Elliot. You don’t get to com—”




“That is enough!” Giles declared. “We are here at Chataigne’s sufferance to begin with, and if you continue to let your emotions get the better of you, we will shortly find ourselves on the outer edge of the property with no recourse but to sit and wait several hours, which we cannot afford.”




“Doctor Morgan,” Jenny said, “tell us about seeing Derek Harper.”




“He’s being held in a svartalf facility in downstate New York,” Henry told her.




The dismay on Giles’s face couldn’t have been faked. 




“While the facilities were not exactly well lit,” Henry continued, “there were significantly more shadows in Harper’s cell than could be accounted for, and they did appear to follow him. He spoke of all the things he would do when he was free, and that included murdering every Slayer in existence. He spoke of serving Setebos and receiving power from him.”




The dismay on Giles’s face changed into frank and profound fear.




“He said Setebos,” Buffy said, speaking for the first time in several minutes.




“Yes,” Henry replied. “I’m sure of it.”




“Oh my God,” Giles whispered.




Elliot looked confused and worried.




“What?” Olivia asked. “Look, I’ve had about enough of being the person in the room with the least amount of information when it’s my ass on the line.”




Giles took several deep breaths and pinched the bridge of his nose to compose himself.




“Setebos is a Hell god,” Jenny said, using the same tone of voice that doctors did when they said ‘the tumor is malignant.’ “Buffy and the Scoobies faced off against a different Hell god, Glorificus, a few years ago, the same one I did. It was…bad. Glorificus was not as powerful as Setebos. It’s also part of a prophecy we’re trying to decipher before we run out of time. Sycorax, Caliban, the Winter Knight, all of it, somehow in Strelsau and here, and we don’t know how. Setebos, if he’s directly involved…”




“Oh, this is just all kinds of bad,” Buffy sighed. “We’re going to have to reprint the binders for the entire conference.”




“We can add an appendix,” Giles said absentmindedly.




“I also met a vampire by the name of Scheherazade,” Liv said, getting their attention again.




“In New York?” Buffy asked. “When?”




“Back in May,” Liv answered. “I’d found a nest and was trying to reconnoiter when Henry here found me—” and she pointed her thumb at him.




“In my defense,” Henry said, “I had seen some evidence that Olivia might have murdered a young man and had followed her out of suspicion.”




“How’d that work out for you?” Buffy asked.




“Not well at all,” he said. “Let’s just say that the fact that I’m standing here before you is proof that either I possess a singular amount of luck unknown in any other living man, or the universe decided my continued existence is desirable. It is not in any way attributable to my character or intelligence.”




“Scheherazade executed every other vampire there in the space of a minute,” Olivia said. “She told me to find my way to the nearest Hellmouth and my sisters there and to do it before the winter solstice.”




Giles nodded.




“That agrees with our current understanding of the prophecy,” he remarked.




“She’s incredibly dangerous,” Jenny said. “I fought her more than once before I ended up here, and the best I ever did was something of a draw.”




“I can believe that,” Olivia answered. “She also told me that she’s not my enemy, only my opponent.”




Buffy sighed. “When you meet Robin Woods, take a look at the right side of his throat. She did that to him. We were lucky as hell we could save him.”




They all stood, silent for a moment, until Henry spoke.




“What determines who is a Potential?” he asked.




“We don’t know,” Giles answered. “We have fairly reliable ways—that is, the Watchers Council had fairly reliable ways to find Potentials using a particular spell, unfortunately, the spell was lost when the Council was wiped out over a year ago.”




“Well, whether it was reliable or not is open to debate,” Jenny added. 




Giles looked downright irritated by Jenny’s comment, and Liv had the feeling this was an argument that had been rehashed many times and wouldn’t be decided any time soon.




“Before I cast the activation spell,” Willow said, “I cast a spell that called all Potentials to Sunnydale. We knew there was something hunting Potentials. Not Harper, though. This was something else. That was not quite two years ago. Do you remember any dreams or deja vu or compulsion that you needed to get to Sunnydale?”




“I never even heard of Sunnydale until the news that it had been destroyed hit,” Liv answered. “And before then, my biggest compulsion was getting enough overtime in to save up for a down payment on my apartment when the building was turned into condos. If I had any dreams, it was of going to the dentist.”




“We’ve been working with the theory that a Potential’s, well, potential expires when a Slayer younger than her is called,” Jenny said. “Which would have happened before you were eighteen. I don’t know of any other instances where a former Potential was called by Willow’s spell into full Slayerhood.”




“Perhaps, if it has occurred to women other than Olivia,” Henry ventured, “being older, more mature, those women have chosen not to pursue their new calling.”




Both Olivia and Buffy shook their heads.




“No,” Liv said. “It was not something I could ignore. I thought I was going crazy, and I tried to ignore it. For seven months I tried to ignore it. I think if I hadn’t started going out, I really would have gone crazy.”




“And how many women have your training?” Buffy asked. “Can you imagine a soccer mom or loan officer going out hunting for something they think doesn’t exist? They’d get killed their on their first patrol.”




“Oh, boy,” Willow said. “I think I need to go set up a new research query. I’ll see you guys at lunch.”




“Rupert,” Jenny said with a concerned note in her voice, “did Willow’s activation spell have any limitations to exclude older women?”




Giles looked stumped for a moment.




“I don’t think it occurred to any of us,” he finally answered. “We have, all of us, been in the habit of thinking of Slayers as girls or young women.”




“Wait, how many women are we talking about?” Olivia asked.




“Have you determined the frequency of potential Slayers in the general population?” Henry asked.




“It’s a devilishly knotty problem,” Giles answered. “Jarod and Willow are constantly updating their data, trying to extrapolate how many Potentials went undiscovered versus the number of Slayers who’ve been called—”




“Giles, just give us a ballpark,” Olivia said.




“Around one in every hundred thousand,” Jenny answered. “With a margin of error well into an order of magnitude.”




Olivia glanced at Henry.




“It could be as many as one in ten thousand or as little as one in a million,” Henry murmured.




She did some quick math in her head. That meant that, in Manhattan alone, there were as many as eighty other Slayers. Eighty other girls and women who’d been driven out into the night to hunt something that shouldn’t exist? There would have been a wave of deaths starting shortly after Willow’s spell, not to mention a group of women racking up injuries.




“Is there a minimum age?” Henry asked. “Or any manner of biological marker associated with Potentials or Slayers?”




“The Watchers Council kept crap records on Slayers and even crappier records on Potentials,” Jenny said. “To the best of our knowledge, no girl has been called before reaching menarche. The youngest age of a Slayer called is twelve years old.”




“My first Watcher, Merrick, tried to tell me the mole I had removed when I was in eighth grade was the sign they looked for,” Buffy said, rolling her eyes. “I don’t know if he actually believed that or if he was fobbing me off, since all the other Slayers have anywhere from no moles at all to a Moles Rights Now rally.”




“The mole was a popular theory for about sixty years,” Giles said. “Unfortunately, the Watchers Council did not embrace empirical evidence or the scientific method in determining whether that theory was correct. It fell out of favor a few years before I was assigned to Buffy.”




“Any superseding theories?” Henry asked.




“None worth mentioning,” Giles responded.




“Jarod wants to do a full genomic analysis of all known Slayers,” Jenny said, “but that would take resources we don’t currently have, and there’s the issue of privacy for the Slayers.”




They fell quiet for a moment. Liv mulled her thoughts over, still unhappy, still unsatisfied, still wanting to know more, and as frustrated as she’d ever been investigating a case.




“Maybe we should stop beating around the bush,” Elliot said. “Liv, the Slayers Council’s stated purpose is to recruit all Slayers possible. Train all of them, offer support to all of them, and eventually coordinate Slayers internationally and globally. Do you want in on that?”




Olivia scanned the others. Jenny and Giles both looked hopeful. Buffy watched her, clear-eyed and calm. Henry had his poker face on, and it was as impenetrable as always.




“I don’t even know what that looks like,” Liv told Elliot. “Besides which, I’m not leaving Manhattan or the SVU.”




“What it would look like, Olivia,” Giles said, “is financial support so that you don’t have to work—”




“I don’t do my job because I have to pay bills,” she answered. “That’s a perk.”




He nodded in acknowledgement. “It would also mean being kept aware of news regarding the appearance and movement of demonic threats, most especially vampires, combat and other training, support staff. We could, if you like, assign you a Council Watcher.”




“I like my own just fine,” she replied, irritated on Henry’s behalf. 




“We can also work with Doctor Morgan to train and educate him on relevant Watcher duties,” Giles added. 




Olivia looked over at Henry. While it certainly sounded like a good deal, it would be all too easy to get wrapped up in this organization without really understanding how it worked. And the more interaction they had, the more likely Henry’s secret would be discovered. She wasn’t willing to risk that. She also knew that Henry must have been torn between that risk and the knowledge that was offered. 




“I can’t make any sort of decision right now,” Liv finally stated. “Not without talking to my people.”




Henry gave the tiniest of nods. Buffy also nodded in approval, which relieved Olivia. If the head members of the Slayers Council were willing to give her room to make her decision, it spoke well of them.




There was a great deal of glancing about, shuffling of feet, and clearing of throats.




“Olivia, you deserve hours of our time,” Jenny said, “but that’s something in short supply right now. We’re about to start a weeklong conference bringing together all the parties we’ve built relationships with in preparation for the events of the prophecy mentioned.”




“You are more than welcome to stay,” Giles said. “And your friends, of course. We might need to set some ground rules for Medved.”




“He did promise me that he wouldn’t eat any of my friends,” Liv said.




Giles blinked. “I suppose that’s reassuring.”




“In the meantime,” Buffy picked up the thread of conversation, “you know how it goes when there’s company coming. All the last minute stuff is last minuting at us, and people are going to start arriving any minute. So, I need to go yell at the Slayerettes for a bit. Give a yell if you need anything.”




Buffy left at a purposeful stride. 




“Would you care to rejoin your friends in the Great Hall?” Giles asked her and Henry.




“You go ahead,” Liv said. “I need to speak privately with Elliot.”




“Ah. Yes. Of course,” Giles replied. “Doctor Morgan, allow me to give you a very brief tour of Haven.”




“Olivia,” Henry said, “I’ll meet you back in the Great Hall.”




She nodded.




The library cleared out, leaving only her and Elliot. She waited until the eight foot tall door closed and all sounds of footsteps faded away. When she turned back to Elliot, he looked tired and drawn. He half leaned against, half sat on the edge of one of the heavy tables.




“What are you not telling me, Elliot?” she asked.




He looked up at her, and she saw the same puzzling unhappiness she’d seen the last two times they’d spoken. Whatever it was, it was eating at him.




“Well,” he sighed, “there’s kind of a lot. Most of it you can probably figure out now that you know about Harper and what he did to you.”




It was a difficult thing to consider, that Harper had his hands on her for two days and nights. That he’d tortured her, damn near killed her, and she would have died if it hadn’t been for Willow and Giles’s spell. But there was something else, something that didn’t add up, something that explained why Stabler had been so remote, so reluctant, why he’d not just barely spoken to her and the other members of SVU after his retirement but why he’d refused to get back together with Kathy, why three of his four kids hated his guts. 




“The past few weeks,” she said, trying to find a way around to what she had to say, “I’ve run into some PTSD triggers. Flashbacks, panic attacks, hypervigilance, insomnia. I’ve gotten to where I really don’t like dark rooms or mirrors in dark rooms. The symbol that was found on O’Shaughnessy’s back triggered me so hard I nearly killed Henry.”




“I’m sorry, Liv,” he said softly. “I really hoped you’d be spared that.”




“Yeah, well, I’m working on it,” she told him. “Found a good head shrinker, doing the exercises, made the changes I can. The thing is…”




She mulled it over and simply could not find a way to say the words without actually saying the words. Elliot watched her without saying anything, giving her the space she needed.




“The last flashback,” she began, and realized she was fidgeting the way victims of sexual violence did when they really started to come to terms with what had happened. “The last flashback, what I saw was that you were there, and you tried to rape me. And when I fought you off, that was when Harper just…ripped my life out of me and ate it.”




She looked back and met his eyes. In them, she saw horror and shame and grief and a thousand things she wasn’t sure if she recognized or understood. He covered his mouth with his hand and pulled it down.




“Jesus, Liv,” he whispered.




“I need you to tell me what happened,” she said, her throat tightening until she wasn’t sure she could get the words out.




He nodded, looking like he might be sick. 




“When he grabbed you,” he said, “I called it in. We had multiple units searching, and there was no sign of you, just your footprints running down the hallway and stopping. Cragen pulled me off the case, told me to go home, that I wasn’t any good for the search…”




She could see that. Elliot was insanely protective of the people in his life. If she had disappeared only a few feet away from him, she could see him tearing down walls to find her.




“I went and found Giles and Buffy,” he continued. “Told them what was going on. Willow cast a spell to help you, but it was really open ended, so no one knew what exactly it would do. It took us a while, but we figured out that Harper had a kind of…I don’t know how to explain it. He had a place down in that basement, and there was a door. Go through the door, and you weren’t there anymore, you were someplace else, and that’s where he had you.”




He paused, picking through his words and lining them up.




“We were all there,” he picked up the thread of his story again. “All of us. Not just me and Giles and Buffy and the other kids, but Cragen, Munch, and Finn too. Harper had vampires, a lot of them, and we fought our way through. Willow took Harper on, and she won. It looked pretty close. Giles said that you were still alive, since Harper hadn’t opened a Hellmouth. In order for me to go through that doorway to get you out, Giles had to cast a spell that made me look like Harper. Only, it worked a little too well. Giles said it meant that Harper had done something to look like me at some point.”




She inhaled sharply, her chin coming up. Of course. Harper tortured his vics, and he used magic. Not that she understood a whole lot about magic, but it sounded reasonable that he could disguise himself as Elliot and try to rape her.




“I got in there,” Elliot continued, making fists and then stretching his hands out, a sign of stress she’d only seen in him a couple of times. “I got in there and found you. You were naked, freezing cold, barely conscious. There was a…a barrier I couldn’t get through. You saw me, and even though I looked like Harper, you knew it was me, and you reached through the barrier. It took everything you had.”




His voice broke as he spoke, and it made her wonder. Yes, they were partners. Yes, Elliot would have killed to bring her home safely, but there was something in his reactions and his emotions that didn’t line up. He should have been angrier. Instead, he sounded ashamed, like he’d failed, which didn’t make any sense.




She went back through the discussion, the tangential remarks, the expressions and body language, and the context. And she walked right into it. For a moment, it was so huge, she couldn’t grasp it. It couldn’t be true.




“You said that I’d dreamed about Harper,” she managed, clearing her throat so it wouldn’t clench up again. “How did you know about that?”




The shift in his expression was infinitesimal, but it was there. 




“Elliot,” she repeated. “How did you know I’d dreamt about Harper?”




“Because I was there,” he answered, unflinching. “I was sleeping right next to you, at your place, in your bed. It was the first night I’d stayed over.”




“What?”




Her own voice had fallen to a hushed whisper. She’d braced herself, but it still felt like she’d been knocked off her feet by a rogue wave and dragged out to the ocean.




“No,” she said. “No. Elliot, we talked about that. You laid out the ground rules three months into our partnership. We agreed.”




He didn’t answer, just stared steadily at her.




She turned away from him, pressing her hand to her forehead, trying to grapple with the enormity of it. If they’d had sex…




Oh, God. The divorce had just been finalized, and even though Kathy asked him to reconcile, he’d never gone back to her, even though everyone in his life expected him to.




“It was a bad case, Liv,” he said, his voice drained of emotion until it was flat. “For both of us. You were spooked. I wanted to comfort you. It was supposed to be a hug, nothing more. It just happened.”




Tears filled her eyes. Just happened. Of all the stupid excuses. Except she knew that was exactly what had happened. He’d warned her. The crap they dealt with? Every single detective went looking for some relief. A precious few went to therapy, but most drank or gambled or fucked their way through it. Detectives had wrecked their careers and lives doing stupid things to drown out the garbage in their heads, and it was Elliot’s responsibility to make sure she figured out how to balance the damage the job did with her ability to cope. The only time he’d ever judged her for whom she’d slept with was when he found out she’d slept with Brian, another SVU detective. Brian hadn’t lasted much longer, and Elliot had scowled at her and said “don’t shit where you eat, Liv.”




He’d been her guide. He’d taught her right from wrong as a cop. He’d been crystal clear since Day One: you don’t get into it with your partner. Not romance, not business, and definitely not sex.




“First night,” she repeated.




“Yeah,” he answered. “Two nights total. And then Harper nearly killed you, I agreed to a spell that wiped all of that out so Giles and Willow could save your life.”




Jesus. Any other man she knew would have walked away from a two night affair and been glad to escape unscathed, but not Elliot Stabler.




“El,” she said, turning back to face him, “I can’t give you what you’re looking for. Sex is…just sex to me. You know that! I am not and have never been looking for happily ever after, and I have never been willing to risk our partnership, our friendship, over that.”




He gave the tiniest shrug she’d ever seen, like he knew he had no counter argument but still disagreed.




“I’m not saying we could have worked things out,” he answered. “Two partners, especially ones with history as long as ours, you don’t untangle that easily. Maybe we split, maybe we didn’t. I wouldn’t have done anything you didn’t also want.”




Horror, shame, and guilt filled her. He was a devout Catholic, married since the age of eighteen to his high school sweetheart. They had four kids. His family was his life. 




“Jesus, Elliot, go back to Kathy,” she wept.




He shook his head and shrugged again.




“I can’t,” he said. “I never once cheated on her. Now that I have, it’s not about the fact that I was unfaithful. It’s that I don’t want to be with her anymore. If I tried, I’d end up hating her. I’d be cruel to her. She’s the mother of my children. She deserves better than that.”




“Elliot, no,” she said, despairing.




“You want me to tell you it wasn’t good?” he asked. There was something in his eyes she’d never seen before. “I can’t do that, Liv. It was real. There was something there I never had before. I felt whole. You want me to tell you that you’re not the most important person in my life? I can’t do that either. Not even when I never see you. Not even when I know you don’t want that kind of life with me. I knew that going in. I know it’s not going to happen. Doesn’t change who I am or what I feel.”




She stared at him for a long moment, desperate to find some way to make it not true. For a moment, she wanted with all her heart for the world to go back to the way it was before that May. Him, with Kathy. Her, dedicating her life to the victims of the same crime that had brought her into existence. She wanted her friend and partner back, not this. Not this sense that she had somehow betrayed her partner, her team, and herself.




“I don’t have any idea what to do now,” she admitted to him.




He nodded in sympathy.




“Yeah, well, there’s something you should see,” he told her. “Nothing to do with you or me, but every Slayer gets to meet Chataigne. It’ll help. It did me. I’ll ask Xander to take you.”




He started to leave.




“El?” she asked, looking up. “There was something I didn’t get a chance to tell Giles. There was a man there, at the facility where they’re holding Harper. He knew I was a Slayer. His cell had a pentacle laid into the floor, and he said he’d been held there for five years. He said his name was Ethan, and he called Giles Ripper. He said he knew Giles had used chaos magic to save my life. He said that if Giles wanted his help in the next round, Giles was going to have to come get him. He also recognized Henry.”




Switching back to detective mode helped. It didn’t so much calm her emotions as it pushed them to the side, so she could deal with them later, in private. Elliot listened, frowned over it, and nodded.




“I’ll let Giles know,” he said. “He’s going to want to talk to you again. Crazy day for this.”




“Yeah,” Liv agreed. “Crazy day.”




11. Introductions



“Are you disappointed?”




Olivia looked up from her cup of tea. She sat at a small table on the sidewalk patio of a bistro she’d once eaten at on a high school trip to Europe. The cup and saucer were the delicate, gold rimmed porcelain with hand painted flowers she’d seen in the London tea houses that catered to tourists. The bistro was one she’d gotten lunch from in Paris, and the patio and furniture were from Vienna. She was so surprised she remembered each piece that she didn’t answer for a moment. When she came back to herself, she gave a quirked half-smile.




“No,” she answered. She thought of saying more but decided against it.




Scheherazade sat there, not quite across from Liv, her hair cut into a smooth jaw length bob, wearing a sundress of greens and yellows. The other third of the table was taken by a woman with blonde hair and an infectious smile. She wore a skin tight red dress with matching red stilettos, and watched the goings on with cynical amusement.




The patio, delineated from pedestrian traffic by a series of brass poles with red velvet rope strung between them, was busy. A waiter stepped by with a three foot tray raised above his head on one hand. Men and women sat at the other tables, talking and gesturing. Her partner, Nick Amaro, sat a few tables away with Stabler’s oldest daughter, Maureen, and the twins, Elizabeth and Richard, and there was another girl, about thirteen, she recognized but couldn’t place. They were dressed like a scene out of Meet Me In St. Louis with white ruffles, parasols, and straw boaters.




She looked down at her cup of tea—which she’d never developed a taste for—and something about the texture of the porcelain, the heat of the tea, and the swirl of cream captured her attention. She stared at it for a moment, and then, just like that, she realized what was going on.




“I’m dreaming,” she said, looking up. “This is one of those dreams, a Slayer dream.”




Scheherazade smiled at her. “A dream is a wish your heart makes.”




While her voice was the same, the pronunciation, cadence, and pitch were modern. The effect was so alien, Liv had to shake her head to refocus.




“You’re a vampire,” she pointed out. It was broad daylight, late morning, coming up on lunchtime, and while the trees along the avenue offered a little shade, it wasn’t enough to protect a vampire, especially not one as old as Scheherazade.




“Ah, look at the detective.” The blonde woman flashed her a wicked smile. “Getting all down with her detecting.”




Scheherazade shrugged. 




“Once upon a time, I was a real boy,” she said. “And then the Blue Fairy bopped me on the head.”




“Different story, tattletale,” the woman in red told her.




“Well, it was long ago, and in a faraway land,” Scheherazade said, taking a bite of her croissant, “and besides, the bitch is dead. Let it go.”




“If this is my dream,” Liv said, “and it’s a Slayer dream, shouldn’t it make some kind of sense?”




The blonde woman sniggered. “Oh, Goldilocks, just because you get smacked with truth doesn’t mean you’re going to understand it.”




She leaned forward, and under the smell of her bergamot perfume, Olivia caught the reek of old blood and cold stone.




“You guys start droppin’ my honey bunny’s name,” she said as if she were imparting a secret, “he might just notice.”




Scheherazade held up her last bite of croissant, a bit of dark chocolate visible. 




“You know, I really regret I wasn’t able to taste chocolate before I became what I am,” she said. “Everything tastes better when you’re alive. Of course, it would have been another nine hundred years or so before it was really available in the Old World, so no matter how you look at it, I wasn’t going to get any.”




A scream cut through the air, and Olivia turned towards the square to see who it was. But instead of the fountain and benches and paths through plots of roses, it was a meadow covered in bodies of soldiers and horses. Small fires still smoked black, and a forest of broken pikes, lances, and flagpoles spread across the field. Crows, ravens, and vultures wheeled overhead, and the sky was…the sky was torn open, and there were colors bleeding into the world that had no right to be there.




The blonde woman tsked in annoyance.




“You know, this was my gig,” she said, with a surprising amount of bitterness. “That mortal cow and her freak of a son. Grrr!”




She stamped her foot like she was about to throw a temper tantrum, but Olivia felt the impact through the soles of her feet, the legs of the chair, and the table.




There was still fighting going on. Soldiers wearing plate mail fought singly or in groups against a myriad of enemies. She recognized some of the soldiers—Dawn Summers, the tall kid—Cole, Xander, Buffy, Lucy, Boudreaux. There were also scores of people she was barely acquainted with or didn’t know at all. A motley Air Force squad armed with P90s. A host of fantasy knights on horseback. A pack of the biggest wolves she’d ever seen. A flock of Jedi Knights, one of whom was clearly channeling Alec Guiness and had partnered with a middle-aged Viking berserker. A girl with a flowing mane of hair in heavy leather armor, only her forehead was ridged just like a vampire, and she carried a kind of jagged sword Olivia had never seen. A sorceress in a wildly dramatic black and purple gown, summoning purple whirlwinds and lightning. And more. So many more.




There were just as many enemies as soldiers, maybe even more. Some were vampires, the common sort she’d slain more than thirty times, some that reminded her of Scheherazade, and others that looked like a vampire’s worst nightmare. Different breeds of demon—scaly ones, leathery ones, nightmares of stitches and scars. Dragons wheeled in the sky, screaming and firing gouts of napalm-like flame. There were things that reminded her of the monsters illustrated on the cover of a Lovecraftian horror collection. There were gaps between soldiers and demons that her nerves screamed at her were filled with monsters, but she saw only shadows. The shadows moved when she wasn’t looking directly at them.




Olivia was on her feet, trying to decide if she should run towards the trouble or shepherd the civilians out of the way. A blowfly flew around her in dizzying circles, loud as a dive bomber. A hand closed on her wrist. She looked down and saw Scheherazade, but this time, the vampire was cloaked in heavy folds of impenetrable cloth to protect her from the sun, and her face in the depths of the cowl was starved and hollow.




“Wrath will drive his betrayal,” the vampire said. “For the wrathful think they are righteous. Be wary.”




The blonde woman sighed, sitting back and watching the horror in the square. “Wrath, pride, envy…there’s a reason they’re listed as deadly sins, cupcake. Wish I were here to see the fireworks.”






Waking up was a slow transition into awareness, the nicest she’d had in a very long time. There was the slight creak of rope, the incremental sway in an almost imperceptible breeze, and the shift of dappled light across her eyelids. She was neither warm nor cold. While it was far from silent, with birds chirping, squirrels squabbling, and water trickling, it wasn’t loud by any means. In the middle of all that loveliness, her mind felt stained by the dream she’d had.




With a sigh and a groan, she sat up in the hammock and swung her feet over the side.




“You know, most people do a little Cinderella thing where they stretch and sing Good Morning to the birds,” Xander said.




She looked up, aware that she’d slept several hours. She was starving. Her teeth felt like they were covered in felt. Her hair was probably standing up in several directions. Around her, under the shade of Chataigne’s enormous chestnut tree, there were three other hammocks hanging from the barrel thick limbs. Jo, Henry, and Abe all napped, smiling in their sleep.




“Bad dream,” Liv told him. “Do you have anything I can write with? I need to get this down before I forget it.”




“Sure thing,” he said and started checking his pockets. 




Xander was the same age as Buffy and Willow, one of the original Scoobies, she’d been told. He’d lost an eye at some point and wore a patch over the socket instead of opting for a glass prosthetic. In some way she didn’t really understand, Xander was in charge of the house and grounds as well as the tree above her and the dryad, Chataigne. It was something that everyone accepted, though she still couldn’t tell exactly how everything fit together.




He was wearing a pair of khaki cargo shorts and a toolbelt over a short canvas apron, so he had a fair amount of pockets to check, but it didn’t take him long to pull out a small wire bound notebook and a short pencil, which he handed to her.




“Thanks,” she said.




She flipped open to a fresh page and began writing down what she could, the details of what she’d dreamt, just as she’d write down the details of an investigation. She filled the front and back of four pages before petering out.




“Should I ask?” Xander asked.




Olivia gestured in a ‘who’s knows’ sort of way. “End of the world, I guess. Scheherazade said there’s an enemy here right now. There’s a blonde woman in a red dress who’s really not over her ex, and is mad she’s going to miss out on the world burning.”




Xander paused in spreading mulch with a rake and straightened.




“Curly blonde hair?’ he asked. “A little of the manic pixie girl with a side of gleeful murder? Awfully self-centered?”




Liv blinked. “That’s a pretty good description. She did say she was dead.”




He sighed and started pushing the mulch around with the rake, evenly coating the ground. “Well, we’ll add it to the Pile O’ Portents we’ve got going. Have you seen our collection of insane prophetic scrapbooks? We’re very proud of them.”




“I’m sure I’ll get a chance to look them over,” she said. “What time is it?”




She glanced up through the branches. The leaves were thick enough to block out almost all the sunlight, but even in the shade of the tree, it was still daylight. She’d slept long enough she had expected the light to be coming in from a slant.




“Time runs a little differently down here,” Xander said. “Not exactly something you can write an equation for, but generally, you get the time you need. One of the benefits of how Chataigne’s world works.”




“Am I going to meet her at some point?” Olivia asked.




“She’s around,” Xander answered, unconcerned. “You could go dip your feet in the fountain. Just don’t go skinny dipping. Too many people in and out right now.”




She glanced over at her friends, and Xander noticed her concern.




“Let ’em sleep,” he said. “I’ll send them up when they’re awake.”




She nodded and got to her feet, taking care to keep the hammock from swinging too much.






It was an interesting climb out of the glade. From the space beneath the tree and next to the fountain, Olivia followed a single file track back through the steep sided ravine where Chataigne’s tree grew. At the end of the ravine, what would have been a bottleneck had been, some thousands of years in the past, turned into a chokepoint. Dry stone walls stood with a slender opening Liv had to turn her shoulders to get past. Inside, it was a dry stone hut. The floor had recently been paved with stone, and a wide, stout ladder added to allow visitors to climb back up to the chapel above.




The windowless chapel with its barrel vaulted ceiling and painted ichthus symbols was lit by strings of patio lights, and several thick extension cords ran up the wall to the head of the stairs, which opened back into the library.




A woman waited for her there with a tray of food under covers to keep it warm.




“How are you feeling?” she asked.




“Better than I was,” Liv replied.




“Eat up,” the woman said, taking one of the covers off and revealing a plate with a reuben on rye, potato chips, and coleslaw.




Someone had checked with Elliot.




“My name is Katherine Parker,” she told Liv. “I’m in charge of the Council’s financials and some of the recruiting. Calendar and Giles are currently running around like their hair’s on fire, trying to get the colloquium off the ground. People are arriving, and we’ve got about two hours before the welcome and introduction starts.”




“You need me out of here?” Liv asked.




Liv paused, picking up the sandwich. Then she took a bite. While not quite New York City Jewish deli quality, it was still very good, and she realized that she was extremely hungry.




Parker shook her head. “On the contrary. We want you here and participating. My job is to catch you up to speed and convince you. And by the way, if you’re training and patrolling, your caloric intake needs to be nearly three times higher than a regular woman’s. So, people are going to be offering you food all day long. Take it. You’re currently borderline malnourished.”




Liv looked up from her sandwich. She’d eaten half of it in two bites, and she could already feel her brain blissing out. Parker might have a point.




“What I need you to understand is that the core of the Council—Giles, Buffy, Willow, and Xander—have been through multiple Apocalypses. They’ve saved the world more than once and paid dearly for the privilege. Giles is, among other things, a historian. He’s documented everything thoroughly, and it’s allowed our analysts to research, compare, and predict the next major events.”




Liv was focused on chewing and swallowing, but after a moment she realized Parker was waiting on her. She looked at the woman.




“Okay.”




“Everything—everything—points to a cataclysmic crisis sometime between the winter solstice and Christmas,” Parker said. “I don’t use that phrase lightly. Everything we know about—previous prophecies, demon contacts, astrology, cycles of magic—all of it is pointing at that upcoming event as being bigger than anything a Vampire Slayer has ever had to deal with, bigger than anything the Watchers Council had ever heard of. There’s no way we can handle it on our own.”




“So it’s more than just recruiting me because I’m a Slayer,” Liv said.




“Much more,” Parker answered. “Giles and Willow pulled out a couple of the prophecies we’ve been puzzling over. Take a look at this.”




She indicated an album. Xander had said something about insane prophetic scrapbooks. Liv wiped her fingers on a paper napkin Parker held out, and Parker opened the book to a bookmarked page. It was filled with 12” x 12” pages, each of which had in turn been filled with pictures cut from magazines, paper collages, small objects glued down, stickers, stamps, cut paper, and glitter.




On the pages in front of her, a figure made of bits of glossy magazine pages had been built. It stood, seen from the back, a sword in the right hand, in front of a dark cloud so large it engulfed the rest of the pages. Where the figure was a respectable collage, the cloud was painted, and the black of the paint was so dark, Liv couldn’t see any light reflected off it or the edges of any shadows that fell across it. It looked like there was a hole in the paper and the hole opened into a lightless chasm. The hairs on the back of her neck stood up, and her breathing went shallow.




At the very edges of the cloud, where it was just enough lighter to delineate details, she could read raised hackles, ears, and a wrinkled snout. She looked more closely, scanning it the way she would a building for exits and ambush points, and saw in the formless void the hint of teeth and two eyes, glowing red.




She stepped back, aware that she was breathing hard and her fists were clenched.




“What the hell is that?” she demanded.




“We think,” Parker said, “the figure is you.”




“What?!”




“Here,” and she pointed to the torso of the figure, where whoever had cut out, put together, and glued a thousand tiny scraps of paper to make a recognizably human shape—female, wearing sturdy clothes and boots, with short hair. There was a pattern made of lighter gray-green pieces on a darker background.




Liv stared at it, trying to make sense of it. Botanical, yes. A branch with leaves? 




“I don’t get it,” she said.




“It’s an olive branch,” Parker explained. “Now maybe this means a female warrior who also stands for peace faces off against this thing, or maybe the olive branch refers to you, Olivia.”




She looked back at it, less at the figure, and more at the monster.




She knew what it was. Not its name, though that tickled the back of her mind like she’d known it once and had forgotten. It was the devourer, the ravener, the despoiler. It was why she didn’t like mirrors in dark rooms.




Parker read her reaction and drew a finger to the corner of the right page.




“There’s a symbol on the next page,” she warned Liv. “I think you’ll recognize it.”




Olivia nodded stiffly, and Parker turned the page.




She turned away, but not before the same symbol she’d seen in her notes, the one that caused her to lash out in a frenzy of terror and nearly kill Henry, burned into her vision. Only this time, instead of written or copied or inscribed on something or even carved into the skin of a murder victim, this sign had burned through the fabric of the sky. The sun and moon had been devoured, and the only remaining light had been the flames of this unholy symbol burning through reality and bringing hell with it.




Parker closed the book.




“There’s more,” she said. “It’s not easy to look at.”




“Like this was?” Olivia laughed, her voice turning bitter. “Save it for later.”




She took a deep breath and forced herself to be calm. It took a long moment, but she got there.




“It’s Fenris,” she said, that tickle at the back of her mind finally resolving into sure and certain knowledge.




“Fenris,” Parker repeated.




Olivia nodded. “Derek Harper.”




Parker exhaled slowly and muttered “well, fuck.” 




Olivia certainly agreed with that sentiment.




“You understand why we want you with us?” Parker asked.




Olivia exhaled as well. Just like the moment before they went into a building where they knew the perps were armed and willing to kill to protect their crimes, it was the moment when you acknowledged that you were stepping into harm’s way by your own choice. You couldn’t stop your fear, but you could put it aside and make the decision.




“Okay,” Olivia said. “You got me. I’ll ask the others to join as well.”




“Thank you,” Parker said. 




“You need to understand,” Olivia told her, looking over and meeting her eyes, “that all of us have secrets we need to keep. They won’t affect our work or our goals, but you don’t get to pry.”




“I understand,” Parker told her.






With her nap, three thousand calories, and a hefty slug of caffeine in her, she felt far more capable of dealing with the end of the world. There wasn’t a classroom in the house large enough for the entire population of the colloquium, so the welcome and introduction was in the ballroom, because of course they had a ballroom. Ceiling fans with large, leaf shaped blades worked silently to keep the air from going stale. There were risers set up, and chairs and tables set up on the risers, so that everyone could take notes and have their supplies out. 




Three-ring binders—with an addendum—had been handed out to everyone along with a pack of pens, pencils, erasers, coloring pencils, and a small straight edge. She felt like she was back in middle school social studies, only all of the students had their eyes on the stage. Not that she blamed them. The demonstration of what a vampire was and how to kill it had gotten everyone’s undivided attention, and even the most skeptical of doubters had agreed to entertain the possibility, even if they would need more proof before they left.




Olivia stood off to the side, waiting for her introduction. The audience was probably the most widely varied she’d ever seen. It wasn’t hard to spot the LEOs or the military (an Air Force general? Really?). There were far more college students than she’d expected, plus a lot of high schoolers, and that wasn’t just the Slayers.




It amused her, just like it always did, that she could take on criminals—and vampires!—any day of the week, but public speaking still scared her silly. 




“She’s going to do a better job of introducing herself than I could,” Buffy finished. “Olivia?”




Liv strode to the small stage and up the stairs, meeting Buffy at the podium. She saw her notes and a bottle of water waiting for her. With a nod, she took Buffy’s place. She breathed deeply and looked out over the audience. Elliot sat in the first row, dead center. Henry, Abe, and Jo sat two rows further back, a bit over to the side. Medved stood, next to the risers, as he would block the view of anyone who sat behind him. He gave her a toothy grin and nod. Everyone, she reminded herself, was on her side. 




She picked five faces out of the audience—Lucy, who had already set her page up to take Cornell notes; the Air Force general, a trim blonde someone said would have three or four Nobels if only her work wasn’t top secret; a sturdy older man wearing a Hawaiian shirt, cargo shorts, and Teva sandals sitting next to a coed wearing a t-shirt with a graphic of a hand with an extended middle finger encircled by the words non fatui, non podices, solum eriditio—Fuck You University; a tall, handsome man about her age who could have been a bank executive or a mercenary; and the tall young man she’d seen in the Great Hall, the one with a white streak in his ash blond hair—and spoke directly to them.




“Good afternoon,” she began. “My name is Olivia Benson. I’m a detective with the New York Police Department’s Special Victims Unit. I am a Vampire Slayer. I’m going to tell you a little about how I came to be one and what I’ve dealt with since then. My goal is to familiarize you with some of the elements of dealing with vampires in a dense urban setting as well as the significant overlap between working as a vampire slayer and as a law enforcement officer, and what support roles are appropriate.”
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