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This book is dedicated to my grandmother, who taught me to love words.















Prelude



HOCUS FOCUS


There’s a reason that we refer to being in love as being enchanted. Think back to the worst relationship you’ve ever been in: the one where your family and friends tried to warn you that the person you were with was cheating on you, or partying a little too much, or a control freak, or secretly gay, or whatever. Remember how you were convinced that no one but you could see the real person beneath that endearingly flawed surface? And then later, after the relationship reached that scorched-earth-policy stage where letters were being burned and photos were being cropped, did you find yourself looking back and being amazed at how obvious the truth had been all along? Did it feel as if you were waking up from some kind of a spell?


Well, there’s something going on right in front of your face that you can’t see right now, and you’re not going to believe me when I point it out to you. Relax, I’m not going to provide a number where you can leave your credit card information, and you don’t have to join anything. The only reason I’m telling you at all is that at some point in the future, you might have a falling-out with the worldview you’re currently enamored of, and if that happens, what I’m about to tell you will help you make sense of things later.


The supernatural is real. Vampires? Real. Werewolves? Real. Zombies, Ankou, djinn, Boo Hags, banshees, ghouls, spriggans, windigos, vodyanoi, tulpas, and so on and so on, all real. Well, except for Orcs and Hobbits. Tolkien just made those up.


I know it sounds ridiculous. How could magic really exist in a world with an Internet and forensic science and smartphones and satellites and such and still go undiscovered?


The answer is simple: it’s magic.


The truth is that the world is under a spell called the Pax Arcana, a compulsion that makes people unable to see, believe, or even seriously consider any evidence of the supernatural that is not an immediate threat to their survival.


I know this because I come from a long line of dragon slayers, witch finders, and self-righteous asshats. I used to be one of the modern-day knights who patrol the borders between the world of man and the supernatural abyss that is its shadow. I wore non-reflective Kevlar instead of shining armor and carried a sawed-off shotgun as well as a sword; I didn’t light a candle against the dark, I wielded a flamethrower… right up until the day I discovered that I had been cursed by one of the monsters I used to hunt. My name is Charming by the way. John Charming.


And I am not living happily ever after.
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A BLONDE AND A VAMPIRE
WALK INTO A BAR…


Once upon a time, she smelled wrong. Well, no, that’s not exactly true. She smelled clean, like fresh snow and air after a lightning storm and something hard to identify, something like sex and butter pecan ice cream. Honestly, I think she was the best thing I’d ever smelled. I was inferring “wrongness” from the fact that she wasn’t entirely human.


I later found out that her name was Sig.


Sig stood there in the doorway of the bar with the wind behind her, and there was something both earthy and unearthly about her. Standing at least six feet tall in running shoes, she had shoulders as broad as a professional swimmer’s, sinewy arms, and well-rounded hips that were curvy and compact. All in all, she was as buxom, blonde, blue-eyed, and clear-skinned as any woman who had ever posed for a Swedish tourism ad.


And I wanted her out of the bar, fast.


You have to understand, Rigby’s is not the kind of place where goddesses were meant to walk among mortals. It is a small, modest establishment eking out a fragile existence at the tail end of Clayburg’s main street. The owner, David Suggs, had wanted a quaint pub, but instead of decorating the place with dartboards or Scottish coats of arms or ceramic mugs, he had decided to celebrate southwest Virginia culture and covered the walls with rusty old railroad equipment and farming tools.


When I asked why a bar—excuse me, I mean pub—with a Celtic name didn’t have a Celtic atmosphere, Dave said that he had named Rigby’s after a Beatles song about lonely people needing a place to belong.


“Names have power,” Dave had gone on to inform me, and I had listened gravely as if this were a revelation.


Speaking of names, “John Charming” is not what it reads on my current driver’s license. In fact, about the only thing accurate on my current license is the part where it says that I’m black-haired and blue-eyed. I’m six foot one instead of six foot two and about seventy-five pounds lighter than the 250 pounds indicated on my identification. But I do kind of look the way the man pictured on my license might look if Trevor A. Barnes had lost that much weight and cut his hair short and shaved off his beard. Oh, and if he were still alive.


And no, I didn’t kill the man whose identity I had assumed, in case you’re wondering. Well, not the first time anyway.


Anyhow, I had recently been forced to leave Alaska and start a new life of my own, and in David Suggs I had found an employer who wasn’t going to be too thorough with his background checks. My current goal was to work for Dave for at least one fiscal year and not draw any attention to myself.


Which was why I was not happy to see the blonde.


For her part, the blonde didn’t seem too happy to see me either. Sig focused on me immediately. People always gave me a quick flickering glance when they walked into the bar—excuse me, the pub—but the first thing they really checked out was the clientele. Their eyes were sometimes predatory, sometimes cautious, sometimes hopeful, often tired, but they only returned to me after being disappointed. Sig’s gaze, however, centered on me like the oncoming lights of a train—assuming train lights have slight bags underneath them and make you want to flex surreptitiously. Those same startlingly blue eyes widened, and her body went still for a moment.


Whatever had triggered her alarms, Sig hesitated, visibly debating whether to approach and talk to me. She didn’t hesitate for long, though—I got the impression that she rarely hesitated for long—and chose to go find herself a table.


Now, it was a Thursday night in April, and Rigby’s was not empty. Clayburg is host to a small private college named Stillwaters University, one of those places where parents pay more money than they should to get an education for children with mediocre high school records, and underachievers with upper-middle-class parents tend to do a lot of heavy drinking. This is why Rigby’s manages to stay in business. Small bars with farming implements on the walls don’t really draw huge college crowds, but the more popular bars tend to stay packed, and Rigby’s does attract an odd combination of local rednecks and students with a sense of irony. So when a striking six-foot blonde who wasn’t an obvious transvestite sat down in the middle of the bar, there were people around to notice.


Even Sandra, a nineteen-year-old waitress who considers customers an unwelcome distraction from covert texting, noticed the newcomer. She walked up to Sig promptly instead of making Renee, an older waitress and Rigby’s de facto manager, chide her into action.


For the next hour I pretended to ignore the new arrival while focusing on her intently. I listened in—my hearing is as well developed as my sense of smell—while several patrons tried to introduce themselves. Sig seemed to have a knack for knowing how to discourage each would-be player as fast as possible.


She told suitors that she wanted to be up-front about her sex change operation because she was tired of having it cause problems when her lovers found out later, or she told them that she liked only black men, or young men, or older men who made more than seventy thousand dollars a year. She told them that what really turned her on was men who were willing to have sex with other men while she watched. She mentioned one man’s wife by name, and when the weedy-looking grad student doing a John Lennon impersonation tried the sensitive-poet approach, she challenged him to an arm-wrestling contest. He stared at her, sitting there exuding athleticism, confidence, and health—three things he was noticeably lacking—and chose to be offended rather than take her up on it.


There was at least one woman who seemed interested in Sig as well, a cute sandy-haired college student who was tall and willowy, but when it comes to picking up strangers, women are generally less likely to go on a kamikaze mission than men. The young woman kept looking over at Sig’s table, hoping to establish some kind of meaningful eye contact, but Sig wasn’t making any.


Sig wasn’t looking at me either, but she held herself at an angle that kept me in her peripheral vision at all times.


For my part, I spent the time between drink orders trying to figure out exactly what Sig was. She definitely wasn’t undead. She wasn’t a half-blood Fae either, though her scent wasn’t entirely dissimilar. Elf smell isn’t something you forget, sweet and decadent, with a hint of honey blossom and distant ocean. There aren’t any full-blooded Fae left, of course—they packed their bags and went back to Fairyland a long time ago—but don’t mention that to any of the mixed human descendants that the elves left behind. Elvish half-breeds tend to be somewhat sensitive on that particular subject. They can be real bastards about being bastards.


I would have been tempted to think that Sig was an angel, except that I’ve never heard of anyone I’d trust ever actually seeing a real angel. God is as much an article of faith in my world as he, she, we, they, or it is in yours.


Stumped, I tried to approach the problem by figuring out what Sig was doing there. She didn’t seem to enjoy the ginger ale she had ordered—didn’t seem to notice it at all, just sipped from it perfunctorily. There was something wary and expectant about her body language, and she had positioned herself so that she was in full view of the front door. She could have just been meeting someone, but I had a feeling that she was looking for someone or something specific by using herself as bait… but as to what and why and to what end, I had no idea. Sex, food, or revenge seemed the most likely choices.


I was still mulling that over when the vampire walked in.















Interlude



THE LAST INTERLUDE, I PROMISE


This is how the Pax Arcana works: if one night you couldn’t sleep and wound up looking out your window at three in the morning, and your next-door neighbor was changing into a wolf right beneath you… you wouldn’t see it. Don’t get me wrong, the image would be refracted on a beam of light and enter your optic nerves and everything, but you would go on with your life without really registering that you’d seen a werewolf any more than you noticed or remembered a particular leaf on a tree that you’d seen that morning. Technically seen anyway.


This is not a dramatic spell… it is simply an extension of how the human mind already works. If our brains didn’t dump most of the massive amounts of sensory information that they take in every second, they wouldn’t be able to function. We wouldn’t be able to distinguish the present from the past, and our brains would overload like crashing computers.


This is why you occasionally see something strange or disconcerting in the corner of your eye, but when you whirl around, there’s nothing there. The reason these experiences are so unsettling is that what you’re really experiencing is an afterimage. Something you saw five seconds or five minutes or five days ago, without really registering it, was so disturbing that once the danger was gone, the subconscious memory briefly fought off the effects of the Pax Arcana and resurfaced like a drowning person breaking water… before getting pulled under again.


But just suppose that you looked out your window and did register the werewolf. Let’s imagine that you are unusually sensitive, or you have a head injury, or a dog attack traumatized you as a small child. For whatever reason, assume something went wrong with the spell, and you actually saw the werewolf even though it wasn’t directly threatening you. Such incidents are rare, but they do happen.


Ask yourself this question: if you actually did notice your neighbor changing into a wolf, would you believe what you were seeing with your own two eyes? Seriously? I don’t think you would.


I think you’d imagine you were having a lucid dream. Or you’d think your neighbor was playing some kind of elaborate prank with high-tech special effects. You might come up with increasingly far-fetched and paranoid theories about how drugs got into your system. Lacking a more rational explanation, you might even become convinced that you were losing your mind. Perhaps you might go to a therapist later or attempt to self-medicate. Most likely, you’d go back to your normal life the next day and wait cautiously for any further signs of mental breakdown, and as long as nothing else happened, you wouldn’t say anything about it. To anyone. Ever.


Be honest. Am I wrong?


There are tens of thousands of people, all around you, maybe hundreds of thousands, who at some point have experienced something that they can’t explain. And these people are silent. They are ashamed. They are afraid. They are convinced that they are the only ones, and so they say nothing. That is the real reason the Pax Arcana is so powerful. Rationality is king, and your emperor isn’t wearing any clothes.
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IF SHOVING YOU IS WRONG,
I DON’T WANT TO DO RIGHT


The vampire didn’t walk into the bar so much as flow. Like water. Like night. He was wearing a tight black T-shirt and dark jeans over muscles that seemed to have been sculpted from ivory. His hair was black and tousled, framing piercing green eyes that burned with banked passion in spite of the cold smile on his cruel slash of a mouth.


OK, just kidding. Sorry. That whole thing about vampires being übersexy Euro-trash? It’s a myth. Vampires project a low-level mental command called a glamour that makes any mortal who meets them see them in the most attractive light possible. Personally, I’m immune to this kind of glamour—it’s part of what I am. When I look at vampires, I see what’s really there: walking corpses with pale white skin the color and texture of worm flesh, lank greasy hair, bad teeth, and breath that smells like a butcher shop.


Popular young adult novels notwithstanding, vampires only sparkle when they burn.


This particular vampire was wearing a T-shirt that was green, not black, and it was faded. There were indeterminate stains on the shirt where bleach had been applied to something that didn’t want to come out—I’m assuming blood, although I might be stereotyping. His jeans were blue and showed signs of wear in the usual places, and like a lot of vampires he had shaved his skull completely bald. Unwashed hair gets grody fast, and most vampires have an innate phobia about being submerged in running water—anything even remotely symbolic of baptism or birth makes them extremely uncomfortable. Only the strongest-willed vampires force themselves to clean up regularly, and I could smell that this guy wasn’t one of them. His eyes were close-set and his nose was bony, and they looked out of place on a face as broad as his was, as if his features had been pinched by a giant index finger and thumb.


What was really disturbing about the vampire was that those same eyes were bloodshot, his fangs were bared, and he was radiating hostility. He was so beyond normal, in fact, that he actually triggered the Pax Arcana.


Which was why no one was paying any real attention to him at all, at least not on a surface level. A few people who were texting frowned as the spell surge disrupted their signals, but that was about it. That’s one of the things that sucks about magic: it moves molecules around; and when molecules move, electrons shift; and when electrons shift, the air becomes electromagnetically charged. This is why all of those reality shows about ghost hunters basically amount to a bunch of guys with science degrees getting excited while they talk about energy readings, and you’re just sitting there bored watching a TV screen fill up with fuzz and static before the cameras go off-line.


This is also where all those old expressions like hair-raising and spine-tingling come from. They were coined centuries ago by people who didn’t have the scientific terminology to describe air saturated with a low-level electrical charge.


Anyhow, the reason the vampire’s behavior was self-destructive was that the Pax Arcana may be powerful, but it has limits. All acts of magic require energy, and if every supernatural creature on the planet behaved the way this vampire was behaving, the Pax would become overtaxed. Or, I suppose, overPaxed.


If the vampire persisted in this kind of reckless behavior, he was eventually going to attract the attention of a knight, or a supernatural being who didn’t want his or her or its way of life disrupted. Some supernatural being like… the blonde.


Which is why I said, “Oh shit.” I had finally figured out what Sig was doing there.


Being a vampire, he heard me curse even though it was under my breath and across a bar. Being a vampire, a species that’s only slightly less territorial than junkyard dogs or evil stepmothers, he took it as a challenge. And, being a vampire, he stopped staring at Sig and looked at me.


Being me, I returned the look. I didn’t put anything overt into it, but just the fact that he could tell I was really looking back at him was significant. I held his gaze and let my body go completely still, which all animals recognize as a sign that someone is ready to either fight or flee… and I wasn’t going anywhere.


I’m kind of territorial myself. Granted, it wasn’t my bar, but I was tending it. I was tending the hell out of it. And I wanted the vampire and the blonde to take it somewhere else, and fast.


He walked toward me, not stopping until he was at the bar directly across from me. “Give me whatever you have on draft,” he rasped. Of course, he wasn’t really ordering a beer. Vampires can eat or drink normal food, but they can’t metabolize it, which means one way or another their bodies later wind up expelling their food or drink undigested.


No, when the vampire demanded I serve him, he was establishing a pecking order. Me badass. You Jane.


“Smell me,” I invited quietly.


This guy was a newbie. For a second he thought this was some strange kind of insult, but he still hadn’t gotten a good whiff of me, and when he realized that, his nostrils dilated. A vampire’s sense of smell isn’t as good as mine—he still hadn’t smelled the blonde yet—but it’s close.


“What the hell kind of a thrope are you?” he asked.


In the supernatural community—if you can call such a scattered and mismatched assortment of predators, refugees, and outcasts a community—thrope is a catchall phrase for beings who are humanoid but can change into another form.


What the vampire was saying was that he’d never smelled anybody exactly like me before, but he was pretty sure that I changed into something else. He wasn’t right, but he wasn’t wrong either. I’m complicated.


“All you need to know is that you’re not welcome here,” I said evenly.


By the way, that whole thing about vampires needing to be invited into a place? That was only true centuries ago when even peasant huts were routinely blessed by the village priest. Nowadays, the only sincere prayer being uttered over most buildings is the one where their contractor hopes a hurricane won’t expose the safety shortcuts he took to lower his construction bid. And that rule never applied to bars anyhow, except in cultures where beer halls were sacred.


But if my comment didn’t cause the vampire to be magically bull-rushed out of Rigby’s, it still threw him a little.


“Go suck somewhere else,” I added.


The vampire snarled and threw a right punch that was almost fast enough to break the sound barrier. It was definitely powerful enough to break a brick wall or my jaw. I knew from experience that the vampire was stronger than I was, so I didn’t try to catch his fist in my palm like they do in the movies; instead, I grabbed his wrist while it was still moving and stepped back, adding my weight and muscle to his. He was surging forward, so it was easy to use his own momentum to yank him in the direction he was already going and pull him off the balls of his feet.


I took advantage of his momentary loss of balance and kept guiding him until his midriff smacked into the bar and his feet scrambled for purchase. I snaked my fingers around the broad base of his right thumb and twisted his entire hand in a quick, sharp, and painful movement that locked his right arm and lifted him farther off of his feet as I continued to guide him over the bar top. The tips of his toes were now off the floor so that they couldn’t give him any leverage. He couldn’t get at me with his left hand without breaking the right arm that I was now hiding behind, holding it twisted and hyper-flexed from above. Breaking your own arm takes a certain amount of willpower and leverage, whether you regenerate or not. Vampires don’t have much of a nervous system left—it takes a pretty big jolt to make them feel pain or pleasure—but every half-remembered reflex and instinct their bodies still have makes their muscles tense and fight them when they attempt self-harm.


Showing my teeth, which were standard human size, by the way, I moved my face closer down to his. “If you push this, I’ll end you and to hell with the consequences.”


The vampire and I had both moved faster than was humanly possible, and because the Pax was already in play, none of the normal customers were noticing anything although some of them would be having nightmares and odd shivers and twitches for the next few days. The blonde was watching us, and she seemed both outraged and stunned, but she stayed seated. Even among supernaturals—hell, especially among supernaturals—there are rules: rules about hospitality, rules about mating, rules about territory, rules about oath-taking, and rules about oath-breaking. One of the most basic rules is that you don’t step into the middle of someone else’s fight.


As for the fight itself, people who specialize in Brazilian jujitsu or aikido will talk about different kinds of submission locks and choke holds and so on, but I generally don’t try to immobilize anyone who’s truly dangerous for longer than it takes to disable or kill them. I released the vampire’s hand and shoved him off the bar in the same motion. He traveled a few feet but quickly regained his footing with insect grace. We locked stares again, and he attempted to hypnotize me. I could tell because I got a little itch right behind my forehead.


The vampire’s bloodshot eyes widened when he realized that his mental compulsion wasn’t going to work, and my hand came up from behind the bar holding the baseball bat Dave keeps there. He wasn’t wearing a bulletproof vest the way a lot of your more savvy vampires started doing after they became available online; one quick smack against the side of the bar and the bat would do for a stake. It was only a few nights until a full moon, and my heart was pumping blood and adrenaline through my body several times faster than a normal human’s; God help me, I wanted him to try something.


But the vampire wavered, smelling something new that made him hesitate, probably the blonde. His nostrils puckered, his body stiffened, and then he took a step back, physically and symbolically.


“Get your hunger under control,” I whispered, knowing he would hear me. “Figure out a way to get what you need, but if I hear about any strange deaths in the next few days, I will find you.”


He abruptly turned and walked toward the restrooms at the side of the bar. Becoming supernatural doesn’t magically make you braver in the face of danger—it just means that there are fewer things that are dangerous to face. Vampires don’t have any moral qualms about coming back with friends if they meet someone powerful enough to be a threat either, but vampires don’t often have friends. They sometimes have hive mates, but even then they’re hesitant to ask those hive mates for help because vampires are very image-conscious and cruel to one another. I doubted that someone like Baldy had any hive mates in any case.


I was wrong, of course.


The blonde sprang to her feet and moved to follow the vampire.


“You. Vampire Hunter Barbie. Hold it.” I pitched my voice so that she could hear me even with normal human hearing, but nobody else could.


Sig adjusted her path and stalked toward the bar, moving at an angle that put me between her and the direction the vampire was moving in. When she spoke, her voice was low and strained. “You still have a chance to avoid getting tangled up in this. I suggest you take it.”


“I don’t care what you do,” I assured her. “Just do it away from my bar.”


Sig gave me her full attention. I didn’t know it then, but she always became calmest at the prospect of imminent violence, a kind of awful and solemn calm that didn’t fool anyone. Her eyes became large and serious, her voice soft. “And how are you going to stop me?”


“You just have normal human hearing, don’t you?” I asked.


“Why?” she asked suspiciously.


“Because,” I said, “I’ve already stopped you.”


The bathrooms had windows facing out on a side alley, and vampires move fast.


With a curse, the blonde rushed toward the restrooms, shooting me a look that left blister marks. I raised my hand and sarcastically waggled my fingers at her. Goodbye, whatever you are. Forget to write. Nice ass.


Wait… did I write that last part out loud?


As soon as it was clear that the blonde wasn’t coming back, I scrounged behind the bar counter until I found a bottle of olive oil. Just to be safe, I sprayed myself a glass of water and then dribbled a drop of olive oil into it. The drop floated there on the surface of the water just the way it was supposed to. She hadn’t really tried to give me the evil eye after all, at least not literally.


You can’t be too careful.
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BACK TO OUR REGULARLY
SCHEDULED DEPROGRAMMING


There were some very good reasons to be concerned when Sig stormed back into the pub ten minutes later, from the murderous frustration written all over her face to the fact that I still didn’t know what she was or even what her name was yet. Another excellent cause for anxiety was that Sig had discarded her ignore-the-bartender policy and was headed straight for the countertop I was working behind. But the main reason I should have been worried was that I wasn’t worried. When I saw her, my chest felt inexplicably lighter. I’m a little stubborn about some things, and it was only then that I admitted to myself that I had been hoping to see her again, common sense to the contrary.


A few people had come to sit at the bar while the blonde was gone, so I slid farther down to a spot where we could talk with some degree of privacy. This also put me closer to the special knife I keep hidden behind the bar. I grabbed a pot of coffee so that I could throw hot liquid into her eyes and dive for the knife if she tried anything.


“Can I help you?” I asked, reaching for a mug—I had to have some excuse for the coffeepot.


The blonde made a noise from the depths of her throat that was hard to identify. It was half a growl and half something that sounded like “You’d better be right.”


I didn’t see a Bluetooth device or a cell phone. On the other hand, talking to invisible people isn’t necessarily a sign of insanity in my world.


Sig didn’t sit down. Instead, she rested her fingertips on the edge of the bar that separated us and stood on the balls of her feet so that she could vault over or push herself off the counter as quickly as possible. Forgoing any social pleasantries she said, “If a woman dies tonight, I’m holding you personally responsible.”


I thought this over while I poured coffee into the mug and slowly slid it over to her. “Millions of women die every night,” I pointed out. “You’re not giving me very good odds. Cream or sugar?”


She had a very expressive face, and I watched her consider doing something violent with the coffee cup, then watched her wrestle the anger down and decide to try to communicate again. It was a close call. “Both,” she finally said grudgingly.


I provided her with the cream and sugar. When I was growing up, me and the other squires—aspiring tough guys each and every one of us—used to call any coffee that wasn’t black commie coffee. But that was back when everybody liked Ike and loved Lucy. God knows what we would have called decaf. “I take it you lost him,” I said.


The knives her eyes were throwing at me became chain saws. “He. Is. A. Vampire.” Her teeth were clenched.


She had a point. “I know,” I said.


“You also knew that he was heat seeking!” she accused in a low, throttled voice. “And you let him go.”


In answer, I pointed to the white dry-erase board that nobody ever reads. I had known that either she or the vampire might return, and I had taken a red marker and hastily scrawled the words NO SOULS, NO SERVICE upon it.


Sig closed her eyes and took a deep breath. I struggled heroically not to steal a glance at her chest. Like all heroic struggles, it was a losing battle against overwhelming forces.


Her eyes were still angry when they opened again. “You’re not being charming,” she said, and I tried not to give any sense that my blood had just gone cold. Had her use of my name been an accident? “You sent a vampire off to find a new hunting ground!”


“No,” I said without inflection as I erased the red marker with a swipe of a bar rag. “Vampires don’t have to kill to feed. I reminded him that there were risks involved with the kind of choices he was making.”


“People in this area have gone missing recently,” she informed me. “All female.”


“It hasn’t been in the paper,” I said.


“The Tablet?” she exclaimed derisively. This was the name of Clayburg’s local rag, and again, she had a point. I’ve moved around enough to know that there are two kinds of small-town papers—the ones that aspire to be bigger than they are and aggressively report on local news as if every house fire and high school game were a matter of national importance, and the ones that are little more than brochures designed to attract tourists and textile companies. Despite Clayburg’s being a college town, the Tablet was of the latter variety.


“The police haven’t said anything either,” I pointed out. “When they start making public warnings, bars are right up there with schools, churches, and hotels on their visiting list.”


She looked at me more carefully.


“That’s right,” I said. “I’m pretty and smart.”


Her lips pressed together even more tightly. I couldn’t tell if I’d annoyed her further or almost amused her. I’m not sure she knew.


“These aren’t the kind of women who have a stable lifestyle,” she said by way of an answer. “They’re the kind who move from loser to loser or pimp to pusher because they don’t have steady jobs and their kids are in foster homes. The ones who have been kicked out of their families and are hard to contact because their names aren’t on any rent leases and they keep changing their phone service instead of paying their bills.”


“Then how do you know they’re missing at all if the police aren’t taking it seriously?” I asked.


“I’ve seen their ghosts wandering around town,” Sig said simply, and for a moment she looked sick. Something I didn’t have a name for seemed to drain out of her then. There’s a reason we refer to having bad memories as being haunted. “They all died recently, naked, with their throats ripped out.”


I nodded soberly. I won’t lie, a part of my mind was busy running through a list called “Clues to What the Blonde Is” and checking a box that said “Sees dead people”—but I was genuinely disturbed by her words.


The thing about the women being naked… vampires generally don’t have sexual feelings, at least not the kind involving genitals. They’re dead. Well, OK, they’re undead, but the point is, they’re not alive. Their bodies don’t produce sperm or viable eggs, and while they do have a biological urge to reproduce, the method involves their fangs, not their crotches.


On the other hand, sex isn’t just about reproducing, and psychologically, vampires still remember parts of their former existence, and they still have emotional needs although most of these are submerged by the one great need that defines their existence. Because of this, the taking of blood occasionally becomes a kind of psychosexual thing with some of them, particularly the males who spent their whole life defining themselves by their ability to get an erection. The rush of blood through their body can… well… send blood rushing through the part of their body that used to experience this as a form of arousal. This is why some vampires will have sex the old-fashioned way directly after feeding. It’s a case of striking while the iron is… hard.


These sexual predators are the sorts of vampires who begin actively targeting people who they might have found attractive in their former life. The ones who only view humans as takeout couldn’t care less about things like appearances—all they care about is whether or not their victim has the right blood type. And yes, while it is true that vampires’ bodies convert the blood they feed on into something else, something with more antibodies and a higher degree of oxygenation, something colder that goes further but can’t replenish itself—it is also true that the rules of blood transfusion still apply. Vampires can accept blood only from someone who matches their original blood type (unless the victim is a universal donor or the vampire was AB positive when he or she was mortal). Vampires can also identify blood types by smell. That’s not something you generally see addressed in movies and legends because it would make for some inconvenient plot maneuvering, but it’s true.


From what Sig was saying, Baldy was one of those vampires who invest the taking of blood with a sense of sexual intimacy. The fact that he was choosing the kind of women who wouldn’t soon be missed also suggested that his acts were premeditated, not sudden surrenders to an overwhelming compulsion.


Even for a vampire, it takes a certain kind of sick mind to have sex with the buffet table.


On the other hand… I had no idea what drove Sig or any proof that what she was saying was true.


“So how did you know he was going to be at a bar tonight, much less here?” I demanded. “And why do you even care? What exactly are you?”


Most supernatural beings don’t much care about what happens to normal humans as long as it doesn’t significantly affect their way of life. Even the ones who enjoy living among humans and have human friends usually accept that humans are part of the food chain and don’t get more than upset in an abstract way when bad things happen to food people. They might think it’s a sad event, but they don’t cry about it, any more than most people cry when thousands of deaths occur in a foreign country.


It was odd that Sig cared, and it was even odder that she assumed I would share this character flaw.


“I’ll trade you answers for answers,” she said. “If I ask the first question.”


I didn’t agree right away. Trades, like riddles and true names, are still taken very seriously in the supernatural community. There were things I was not willing to tell her under any circumstances. On the other hand, as long as she asked first, I could just end the game by refusing to answer. If I asked first and she gave me information in trade and then I refused to answer, all heads were off. I mean bets were off. Maybe.


While I was mulling her offer over, Mike Spraker ignored Renee, who was waiting on his section, and made a point out of coming up to the bar. He only wobbled slightly.


“Howdy,” Mike said. He was a regular and looked it, a skinny but paunchy stick of a man with graying brown hair and a scraggly-ass beard. He smelled of sour sweat, beer, and failure. His voice was jaunty and a little too loud as he ordered a Rob Roy.


I made the drink without comment, though it was a little more exotic and expensive than Mike’s regular beer and chaser. He tried to look casual as he put his elbows carefully on the bar and turned his head sideways and, oh, look at that, just happened to notice the attractive woman standing there.


“Damn,” Mike said loudly, going for a breezy attitude but trying a little too hard. “What’s the point of comin’ to a bar if the only good-lookin’ woman in it is going to spend all night talkin’ to the hired help?”


Mike didn’t see the looks being shot at him by two apparently unattractive women who were close enough to overhear him. He was too busy avoiding my eyes.


“There isn’t one,” Sig said. “Go away.”


I put Mike’s drink in front of him while he tried to think of the wrong thing to say. “Mike,” I called in a tone that cut through the fumes and made him look at me.


“It’s on the house,” I said deliberately, holding eye contact. “Last one.”


Don’t make me take away whatever dignity you have left, my expression added.


After a moment Mike nodded and skulked off.


Sig looked at me exasperatedly. “So you get all up in a heat-seeking vampire’s face, but with Mr. Lonesome Loser there you show diplomacy?”


I shrugged. “Mike’s harmless.”


“No,” Sig corrected. “He’s powerless. There’s a difference. If there was anyone left who trusted him, he’d use them horribly. That man’s a bottomless pit of selfish need.”


I looked at her speculatively. Maybe she had a gift for seeing deeply. Then again, maybe she’d just loved an addict before. “All right,” I agreed. “Answer for answer. You ask first.”


“What are you?” she asked.


I hesitated. That was fast. “I’m the child of a werewolf.”


She didn’t hesitate at all. “Bullshit.”


Like vampires, werewolves can’t reproduce the old-fashioned way, although they are living beings and fully capable of having sex. The complication is that transforming into a wolf is one hell of a shock to the system, and most people who have been bitten by a werewolf don’t survive their first full moon—their heart stops before their new body fully develops the ability to regenerate. Anyone who is too old or too young or too unhealthy doesn’t stand a chance, and the effects of all that tissue-tearing and muscle-ripping and stepped-up cellular production and electron-shifting are especially brutal on a fetus and the surrounding sac it needs to survive.


“It’s true,” I said. “My mother was past due with me when she was bitten by a wolf, and she delivered me soon after… before the next full moon. She died during her first transformation. I didn’t change.”


Her eyes narrowed. “This isn’t another question. This is clarification. Are you a werewolf or not?”


I shrugged. “That depends on who you ask. I don’t shift shape. I don’t have infra-vision. Silver only gives me a mild rash after several hours of contact, and human flesh gives me indigestion.”


Silence.


“Sorry, that last part was a bad joke,” I said. “I’ve never had any urges in that direction.”


“I saw you deal with that vampire,” she said. Again, not quite another question.


I nodded. “I’m stronger and faster than your average human.”


“You also knew there was something different about me as soon as I walked into the bar,” she persisted.


Was I really obligated to give this specific an answer? I sighed. A trade is a trade, and I didn’t have a convenient label to toss her way. A half-human vampire is called a dhampir. What I am is so rare that there’s not even a word for it. “My senses of smell and hearing are also acute. Also, my hobbies include hiking and scrapbooking, and I like long walks on the beach, sunsets, foreign films, and hot fudge sundaes. Is it my turn yet?”


She could figure out by herself the part about me healing fast and not aging. None of that even started until I was in my late twenties.


At which point the knights who had reluctantly trained me and educated me and finally, grudgingly, accepted me as one of their own because of my family name… turned on me and tried to kill me. They’re still trying. But Sig’s question definitely didn’t demand that specific an answer.


“So you don’t change form,” she mused. “I guess that makes you some kind of a neuter.”


“That’s not what your mom said,” I replied.


She grinned for the first time. “That doesn’t really work with females.”


“That’s not what your mom said.”


Sig took a sip of coffee and made a pleasantly surprised face. I make a good pot of coffee. “Ask me a question,” she commanded.


I obliged and picked up where I’d left off. “How did you know to be here tonight?” I wanted to know what she was, but if the bar had a big target painted around it and was likely to draw attention from any nearby knights, I wanted to know that more. And I thought there was a pretty good chance that one question would answer the other.


She grimaced. “I have a friend with a gift for precognition—don’t ask me for a name because that’s not mine to give. This individual had a vision of a vampire in a bar. I pestered my friend until I got a few more details.” Her eyes narrowed. “I was told to look for a place with an idiot for a bartender.”


“I can’t believe this,” I said, careful to make it a statement. I didn’t want to waste a question on something of the are-you-kidding or what-the-hell-is-your-problem variety. “You’re pissed because I didn’t know about missing women who the police haven’t announced yet. Because I’m not assuming that some strange blonde whose species I don’t know and whose motives I can’t guess is someone I should trust.”


“I’m holding you responsible,” she snapped, “because if you hadn’t butted in, the vampire wouldn’t be on the loose right now. You chose to interfere in my business.”


“You brought your business into this bar, which is my business,” I shot back. “Literally. Maybe you haven’t noticed, but there is no bouncer around here. Part of my job is keeping this place peaceful, and I honor my debts.”


“Good!” she said, as if she’d won whatever argument we were having. “Because you owe me. If your senses are as good as you say they are, you can help me track down the vampire later.”


Sig polished off the coffee like it was a shot of whiskey and turned around to leave. Apparently that comment about me helping her wasn’t a question.


“Hold on,” I protested. “I still don’t know what you are or why you’re so emotionally involved in all this.”


“No you don’t,” she agreed.


And she walked out again.


It was her loss. If she’d stuck around and bothered to earn my trust, I could have told her how I’d palmed the vampire’s wallet while I had him pinned to the bar. His name, if the license wasn’t a very good fake, was Steve Ellison.


Now, a reasonable person might wonder why I stole the wallet after moving to Clayburg to avoid trouble. In fact, a reasonable person might even go so far as to point out that my behavior and my stated goals were incompatible. Reasonable people can be real pains in the ass that way. All I can say is, I have never claimed to be a reasonable person. For those of you keeping score at home, I have also never claimed to be a good person, a smart person, or a particularly stable person. The truth is, I stole the wallet because the vampire’s behavior was setting off all kinds of internal alarms, and old habits die hard.


I know John Charming is an unfortunate name. Believe me, I’ve heard them all. No, I’ve never been turned into a frog. No, I haven’t slain many dragons lately. How could I? They’ve been hibernating close to the Earth’s core for over a thousand years. No, I don’t have any unusual shoe fetishes, glass slipper or otherwise. No, my kisses won’t bring women out of any comas, though I hope they might perk them up a little.


But make no mistake: the reason there are so many stories about “Prince” Charming is that there was never one man—the Charmings were an entire family line standing between humanity and all other for generation after generation, and in the old days it was common to give any monster killer in a story royal status. That is a heavy burden, but I carried my name proudly for as long as I was able. And I am still that man. No matter what else is in my DNA, no matter what my old order says, no matter what titles have been stripped from me or how long I am forced to run and hide… I am still that man.


I think.
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WHICH ONE OF YOU
ORDERED THE STAKE?


Later that night I made the last round of drinks free so that I could close out the cash register early and actually shut the bar’s doors on time for once. Sandra and Renee and our dishwasher, Greg, weren’t supposed to go home before me because Dave had some fond illusion that there’s honesty in numbers, but they didn’t argue when I offered to close up by myself. I figured the odds of the vampire’s coming back to find me after he figured out that his wallet was missing were around fifty-fifty, whereas the odds of my coworkers’ telling Dave that they’d left early were roughly zero.


One of the hardest things on the nerves is to wait for a fight that may or may not happen, at least if it’s a fight you’re not sure you can win. I don’t care who you are, how tough you are, or how many fights you’ve been in… unless something’s seriously wrong with your brain chemistry, you’re going to feel tension. Regrets and doubts and rage crawl out from under the subconscious like ants from under a hot rock. What separates a warrior from a brawler or a maniac or a doormat is how he or she handles those feelings.


Me, I’ve got this thing I do when my mind starts to spiral before a fight. I unfold my fingers and concentrate on them one by one until my feelings narrow into focused calm. The finger-counting is a neuro-physical trigger, a mild form of self-hypnosis that I’ve trained my mind to react to after decades of practice and meditation. I associate each finger with a specific phrase, and if I have time, I recite them to myself like mantras.


Pinky: I’ve been in this kind of situation before. Fourth finger: I’ve felt these feelings before. Middle finger: I’ve survived them every time. Index finger: Everybody dies eventually. Thumb: That includes my enemies. Then I fold my fingers back into a fist. I won’t say that it eliminates fear altogether, but it steadies me.


In between wiping and racking and stacking, I rummaged around behind some bottles of truly hideous wine that Dave had let a pretty sales rep talk him into buying and removed a silver steel knife with an illegally long blade. Silver steel is an alloy with a silver quotient high enough to be effective against creatures who are vulnerable to such things, but not so high as to fundamentally weaken the metal. Its metallurgic composition is one of the many secrets of the Knights Templar, and it is one they’ve guarded for over five centuries.


If that sounds impressive, the truth is that modern science could figure out how to make silver steel easily; it’s just that, without a belief in werewolves, there’s never been a profit incentive for doing so.


Next I got the unlabeled vodka bottle full of holy water out and removed a broom from a storage closet. I snapped the bristly top off the broom, then broke the shaft into three jagged wooden stakes. I wound up using some duct tape from the same closet to anchor the stakes to the belt strap of my knife sheath.


Finally I stripped down to my T-shirt and khaki pants and sneakers. I was almost done mopping when I smelled the blood. It was a deep, thick smell, rich with bodily nutrients. The blood had come from a major artery, aortal or maybe femoral. Whoever it had come from was dead whether they were quite finished living or not.


There was a condenser unit out back where my car was parked, and it was probably what had pumped the smell of blood into the bar. The alleys behind Rigby’s link several small businesses and low-rent apartment buildings. Drunks and drug deals and sexual transactions are common there. Maybe someone had wandered by while Ellison was waiting, and his hunger had been too great. Maybe he was killing potential witnesses or distractions, and he hadn’t thought about the air-conditioning.


Or maybe while I was shrugging off Ellison’s attempts at hypnosis, the vampire was learning about me. Maybe he knew something about knights and the geas that both binds us and protects us.


A geas is a magical oath that drives knights to fulfill a specific duty, and the Knights Templar have sworn to uphold the Pax Arcana. Basically that means that we do not harm supernatural beings unless they are on the verge of revealing themselves to mankind, but when a supernatural being is judged terminally indiscreet, we eliminate them as quietly as possible.


Steve Ellison killing people indiscriminately in an open alley behind public housing was definitely not discreet. Especially not after he’d been warned.


I’m not saying that the geas turns me into some kind of zombie with no free will; knights can be very creative about how we deal with threats to the Pax, and we can even ignore the geas, although doing this for too long or too often can result in unpleasant consequences: migraines, nightmares, hallucinations, bouts of public flatulence, an inexplicable fascination with reality television… well, you get the idea. If the situation continues to escalate, the Pax can even lead to things like waking up in the middle of a dangerous situation after sleepwalking into it, or insanity. Think Lancelot wandering around for years in the wilderness, a madman because he couldn’t find the Holy Grail.


The plus side of being under a geas is that no other kind of mental magic can influence you because your mind’s dance card is already filled. The geas is a jealous mistress.


I put the mop down, picked up the bottle of holy water, and walked to Dave’s office, where a window faced a side alley. Throwing open the window, I was immediately hit by a wave of vampire stink. Unfortunately, it was the scent of a vampire I didn’t recognize. I also smelled more blood, different blood.


Steve Ellison had hive mates after all, and they were turning the back alleys into a killing ground.


I didn’t hear any movement except a distant car on Main Street, and I should have. Taking care to protect the bottle, I jumped to the ground below the window. Nothing. I closed the window. Nothing. Conditions were perfect for scanning: there were no Dumpsters or obstructions in the alley—just two old brick walls a little too close to each other and a lot of graffiti. The moon and stars were out, and the air was cold and clear and silent, but I still wasn’t picking up anything.


Suddenly I heard a feeble bubbling cough from the back alleys, a death rattle from someone whose lungs weren’t in one piece any longer. Fury poured through me like lava. It was only a few nights until the full moon, and they were hunting on the wolf’s territory, and the geas was singing in my veins. I also had an intuition that the vampires were trying to flush me out and herd me toward the main street, that they expected me to run for safety and were prepared for it. Screw it.


I took off toward the back of the bar at a run and set off a sudden flurry of activity. Gravel was kicked up on a rooftop behind me to the east. Ahead of me and hidden by the bar, two sets of feet in the vicinity of my car were running on the ground toward the same alley opening I was headed toward. Someone on Main Street was indeed running into my alley after me. I didn’t look back.


They were all moving fast. Almost as fast as I was. Vampires are stronger than werewolves, but they don’t have an edge in speed, and these parasites were overconfident. They knew they had me surrounded, and I was the one running for my life.


A shadow began to emerge around the corner of the alley while I was still approaching it. I’ve had a lot of experience gauging the movement and speed of shadows, and I hurled the bottle of holy water underhanded at a dead run. When a tall curly-haired vampire in a black muscle shirt rounded the corner, the bottle was only inches away from his face. His supernaturally fast reflexes actually worked against him: he instinctively brought up the sawed-off shotgun he was holding to ward the bottle off, but this was a mistake. The glass shattered as he whipped the metal barrels into it, and holy water sprayed over his head, hitting his face like acid and shriveling his eyes.


The vampire’s grip loosened on the shotgun as he began to keen, clawing at his steaming sockets. The sound was horrifically loud and blatantly inhuman, and it stirred up ancestral memories of a time when humans knew that they weren’t the dominant species. Every human who heard that howl fell under the effect of the Pax Arcana. None of them would peer out windows overlooking the back alleys now. Squad cars would decide to stay on the main streets without knowing why. People whose needs or inclinations might have taken them through the alleys would impulsively decide to take alternate routes.


There would be no distractions now.


I had never stopped running, and I snatched the shotgun out of the keening vampire’s hand and continued turning with the motion, shoulder-charging him at full speed. Just as a matter of perspective, full speed meant that we were moving so fast that I actually charged through the main body of holy water and broken glass while they were still in the air.


I caught the vampire dead center under the breastbone while he was backpedaling. Shards of glass tore into my upper right arm as they were crushed between our bodies. The vampire went flying back into the air, just in time to crash into Steve Ellison, who came tearing around the corner following on his ally’s heels. If Ellison had been braced for it, the impact wouldn’t have affected him, but one of his feet was off of the ground when the body hit. Ellison dropped a machete as he was torn off his feet by gravity, momentum, and surprise.


I was stumbling now, and the vampire behind me was coming up fast, so I threw myself around the corner of the alley that Steve Ellison had just emerged from. It wasn’t smooth, but I tucked my head and landed on the back of my shoulder and kept rolling down the curve of my back without shooting myself, and I had a moment where there was a brick corner between the charging vampire and me. Then I had another moment because he had to slow down or overshoot the corner drastically. Momentum doesn’t stop working because a vampire is faster than a human—if anything, it’s worse.


I came to my feet, adjusting my grip on the sawed-off shotgun just as a short red-haired vampire came lunging awkwardly around the corner, bracing it with his right hand in an attempt to slow his hurtling body down. The vampire tried to yank his head back before I pulled the trigger, but nobody is that fast. His head disappeared.


It wasn’t a textbook decapitation, but he wasn’t coming back.


A darting shadow in the corner of my eye was the only warning I had when the fourth vampire leaped at me from an adjacent roof. The tall vampire’s keening and the sound of the shotgun and the rising warm air carrying scent particles upward had masked her attack. Turning my head slightly behind me while my body leaped forward, I had a brief impression of long brown hair flailing through the air and a hand taloned with long red nails coming at my eyes from above. I didn’t try to brace myself but grabbed the vampire’s extended wrist while still hurling myself forward, pulling her wrist as I did so.


She was still moving faster than me, but when her hurtling body overtook me from behind and above, I rolled her over my shoulder instead of being knocked off of my feet. Holding on to her right wrist, I guided her body and drove her head down into the pavement at an angle with all of my strength, all of her momentum, and our combined body weight coming down on top of it.


Her neck snapped.


This was good news. Spinal regeneration is trickier than that of mere flesh. It usually takes a while for the nerve impulses to work properly again. The female was out of it for at least five to ten minutes, and the tall one still hadn’t regrown his eyes, if his screaming was any indication. The holy water had continued to eat away at his optic nerves after penetrating the soft flesh of his iris and cornea.


The problem was Ellison. Inhumanly fast, relatively uninjured Steve Ellison, the dumbass vampire who had started the whole thing. He had scrambled to his feet with his inhuman speed and picked up the machete while I was distracted and was now bearing down on me with it. I didn’t have time to draw my knife. My only hope was to either throw myself backward or deflect the flat of the blade with a forearm or palm, and I was in a bad position for either, feet flat and awkwardly hunched forward. I don’t know if I would have made it without losing a hand or an arm or not. I never found out because a spear flew over my shoulder and went through the front of Ellison’s chest.


It was a beautiful, powerful throw. The metal tip of the spear punched straight through his breastbone and out the other side, leaving the wooden shaft of the spear bisecting what was left of his heart. The thing that had once been named Steve Ellison remained standing for another second with an undignified expression of surprise and protest on its face, then dropped bonelessly.


I looked over my shoulder in the direction that the spear had come from. At that angle, the only vantage point high enough for that spear to have originated from was a bank building at least a quarter of a mile away. I couldn’t see anything on it, but I’m not sure I would have even assuming there was something to see. Unlike the eyesight of whoever had hurled that spear, my long-distance vision isn’t any better than a normal human’s.


I did hear something, however. It was the voice of the blonde from the bar, carried on a slight breeze. “I’m a Valkyrie.”
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THE NORSE WHISPERER


I had finished staking the vampires and was searching their bodies when Sig came walking down the alley. None of the vampires was carrying a wallet, though the red-haired one had a set of car keys in his back pocket and the female had a cell phone. Sig approached at a leisurely pace and plucked her spear from the bald vampire’s devastated chest. That was when I noticed that the bottom end of the spear—the wooden end—had been sharpened into a stake.


There was no chance of his coming back; his heart had already evaporated.


I quickly ran through a mental Rolodex of what I knew about Valkyries, which wasn’t much. The Valkyries’ official title in ancient times was “Choosers of the Slain.” Essentially Viking battle angels, the Valkyries would fly over fields of war on winged horses and gather the souls of brave warriors who had died. These lucky souls would be taken to Viking heaven, a huge beer hall called Valhalla where they would drink and train for a war that was going to happen between good and evil at the end of time. As I recalled, quite a few Valkyries—Brynhild being the only one whose name I could remember because of that whole opera connection—had been exiled to earth for various crimes or screwups, and they had mated with heroes and had children and died, usually tragically.


Whatever Valkyries really were, this woman was presumably claiming to be one of their descendants. Or else she was well over a thousand years old.


Sig’s hair was tied up in a long braid, and she was wearing a black sweater like the ones naval commandos used to wear in World War II. She was still wearing jeans, but there was a gun holstered on her hip, and she had exchanged her shoes for black combat boots. She wasn’t wearing anything that would glitter or sparkle, and a plain sword hilt protruded above her right shoulder from where the blade was resting in a back sheath. The only jewelry she was wearing at all was a dull iron collar and twin iron bracelets that showed at her wrists and probably ran about six inches beneath her sleeves. The collar was called a combat torque back when I was a knight, even though it resembled the iron collars worn by slaves more than it did Norse jewelry. The bracelets were called bracers, or in some circles vambraces. Both had been strategically designed centuries ago to protect the places where vampires instinctively bite the most, the neck and the wrists.


Sig set the butt of the spear on the ground and leaned on it like a walking stick. “That was really stupid,” she said. “But I’ll give you this, you almost held your own. I’m not sure I could have done as well.”


I squinted at her. “But you’re not sure you couldn’t have either.”


Sig made an either/or waggling motion with her hand.


I nodded. After that spear toss I believed it. It would have taken strength greater than mine to make that throw, and an impressive amount of skill.


Sig stared at my shoulder and frowned. It made me oddly self-conscious. Broken glass chunks embedded in my right upper arm were tearing open new wounds as aggressively regenerating flesh pushed the fragments back out. Shrapnel sucks. I once got hit with a barrel of buckshot and spent a couple of hours ejecting pellets from my hide like some kind of bizarre metal popcorn popper. It gave the phrase sweating bullets a whole new meaning.
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