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For all the fans of Grimm






“Could you tell me whether my bridegroom lives here?” asked the bride.


“Oh you poor child,” the old woman answered. “Do you realize where you are? This is a murderer’s den! You think you’re a bride soon to be celebrating your wedding, but the only marriage you’ll celebrate will be with Death!”


“The Robber Bridegroom”, as per the Brothers Grimm






PROLOGUE


FRANCE, 1815


Once upon a time, a Grimm embarked on a voyage with an Emperor...


On a cold dawn, on March 1, 1815, six ships arrived together on the Mediterranean coast of France. The flagship of this small fleet was the brig Inconstant, carrying the exiled Emperor Napoleon Bonaparte and his retinue. The vessels dropped anchor in the Golfe-Juan, near the Cape of Antibes, just a 147 miles north of Corsica, where, not much more than forty years earlier, the Emperor’s destiny had begun to unfold.


Johann Kessler waited in the launch for the return of the Emperor of France. Kessler’s tanned, dark-eyed face was impassive, but his heart was troubled because amongst the other seven men waiting in the gently rocking boat with him was one Alberle Denswoz—and Kessler was sitting beside him. The irony fairly tingled in the air: Denswoz was Hundjager Wesen, after all. Kessler had only recently discovered the man’s Wesen nature when Denswoz let down his guard, briefly revealing his true bestial form.


Not so long before, the old folk tales collected by the Brothers Grimm—tales of witches, wolf-men, dragons, and many others—had become enormously popular. Few readers knew that the creatures described by the Grimms actually existed. The brothers themselves had assumed they were only mythology.


But in the dark heart of each fairy tale was something true; something fantastic yet real: the Wesen. Some were essentially beast-men, and women, disguised as human; some were more monstrous.


Another ancient line of beings, both human and more than human, sought out the more dangerous Wesen and destroyed them. Lately, in sardonic homage to the compilers of the fairy tales, these secretive hunters were called... Grimms.


As far as Kessler knew, Denswoz was unaware that one of these almost superhuman beings was seated next to him.


Now, the Emperor climbed lithely down to the boat that would take him ashore. Colonel Mallet helped the great man into the stern sheets.


The Emperor was a compact, pale, slightly plump, long-nosed man with deep-set eyes and black hair. He was wearing a long black overcoat, and a white weskit over which slanted his sash; his famous bicorn hat adorned his head. He peered through the streamers of mist rising from a sea the color of his gray-blue eyes; he strove to see if anyone awaited them on the shore. Napoleon would have preferred to take a place in the bow, but Colonel Mallet had begged him to sit in the stern, for fear of hostile sharpshooters awaiting them on the beach. They had escaped easily from Elba, with almost 1,100 grenadiers, while the British and Bourbon ships were away; but the journey to the French coast had been tediously dragged out by contrary winds, so that the Emperor joked that Inconstant had lived up to its name. In that time, word may have reached France of the Emperor’s impending return. Enemies could be waiting.


Kessler was half expecting to see Bourbon soldiers on the shore, perhaps a detachment from one of the hostile garrisons in Provence, training cannon on the launch. He had no wish to die in a cannon fusillade, nor did he wish Napoleon’s death. But the Emperor’s own scouts stepped into view on the beach to wave the all clear. Kessler’s spirits rose—and though it was a chill daybreak on a cold sea, everyone in the boat was smiling, their eyes bright. They were back in France after ten months of exile on the island of Elba. La France!


Johann Kessler was German, but had become a French citizen under Napoleon; Denswoz was Austrian but when Austria had been annexed by Napoleon, he had eagerly sought to advise the Emperor—only recently had he been accepted, on sailing to Elba. In fact, Kessler suspected that Denswoz was in part the cause of the Emperor’s decision to return to France. Denswoz—and the coins. Kessler had only caught a glimpse of the large, curious Greek coins that the Emperor kept in his coat pocket; that he took out from time to time; that seemed to transfer their ancient shine to those gray-blue eyes...


If Kessler’s theory was confirmed, these were no ordinary coins. They were strange and powerful artifacts, created on an island of Greece centuries ago—they’d passed through many hands: Caligula had clasped them lovingly; Nero had caressed them. They had vanished into China, last seen in the Han Dynasty. If they’d reappeared, and if the dark Wesen had given them to the Emperor, it might be that Kessler’s true, secret cause was hopeless.


The coxswain directed the sailors to begin rowing, and the launch set off, as the Emperor Napoleon Bonaparte turned to speak to Colonel Mallet.


“Yonder is an olive orchard, Colonel,” he said. “Let us bivouac there until everyone is ashore and organized for the march.”


“Very good, my Emperor.”


* * *


The orchard was barren of olives at this time of year but Napoleon was pleased by it.


“Happy omen!” he said, striding up to his retinue, a sprig from an olive tree in his hand. “The olive is the emblem of peace.”


Kessler stood beside the command tent nibbling a biscuit as Bonaparte arrived. He swallowed a bite of the hardtack with difficulty


“God willing the omen is a true one, my Emperor,” he said. “Peace is always a blessing.”


“I will fire no shot,” Napoleon said. “Except in dire necessity.” He turned to survey his soldiers. Mallet had deployed the grenadiers about the outskirts of the orchard. Over a thousand men milled restlessly there, or leaned against trees, talking in low tones, wondering if they would be shot by royalist troops—or elevated within Napoleon’s army if he succeeded in restoring himself to the throne.


Since he’d first spoken of his return, Napoleon repeatedly vowed that no shot would be fired during his journey to Paris. The Bourbons, who had been installed in his place, would have to order their armies to fire first. And many a French soldier would in fact refuse to fire upon Napoleon. Perhaps the Emperor guessed that the skittish Louis XVIII would fear that the French army would turn upon him if he issued an order to attack their former leader.


The Emperor sat in a camp chair and opened a map of the coast, frowning as his finger traced the roads to Grenoble.


“Do you propose, my Emperor, to take an indirect route to Paris?” Kessler asked, surprised at his own boldness.


Napoleon nodded briskly. “I do. If we’re to avoid unnecessary conflict, we must take the mountain roads that avoid the garrisons. It will be slow. But it will give us time to gather our strength.”


Kessler had been present when Napoleon had told Marshal Pons that he was planning a return from exile, and he’d gathered that the Emperor was counting on a degree of surprise and more than a degree of confusion to make it possible for him to establish himself in France again. “They will be astonished,” Napoleon had said, “and astonishment paralyzes.” During the hoped-for paralysis of the Bourbons, the French people would stand behind him; so Napoleon believed. It was true that all France had been frustrated with Napoleon’s fevered overreaching into Russia; had been appalled at the loss of 700,000 men who’d died in his wars of conquest. But the feeble efforts of the Bourbons to restore France’s economy were not working. The triumph of revolution was fresh in the public memory and the return of an unpopular monarchy was a bitter pill to swallow.


When Josephine died at Malmaison, Napoleon was crushed. Though they were divorced, he still loved her. He had refused to come out of his suite for two days. When at last he emerged his emotional ferment had been apparent—and that’s when the Hundjager, Denswoz, had begun to spend more and more time around the Emperor. Denswoz always seemed to be prodding Napoleon with whispers. And at some point he’d pressed those mysterious coins upon him.


Were they in fact The Coins of Zakynthos—the playthings of Caligula and Nero? Kessler was not yet certain.


Johann Kessler was an envoy to Germany from Napoleon’s “court” at Elba, tasked to find financial support for the Emperor’s return from amongst those German noblemen who were at odds with the Archduke Charles of Austria. It was a task that would never be completed, since Kessler was in fact an undercover agent for Charles. The Archduke hated Napoleon Bonaparte.


Kessler himself had come to admire Napoleon. The genius and vision of “the little general” were beyond dispute—and Kessler preferred he remain safely in Elba. But he’d found out about the escape from Elba too late to stop it. And his genuine friendship with Napoleon had restrained him from taking more ruthless steps.


Napoleon glanced up from the map as Denswoz arrived on horseback accompanied by a balding, babyfaced man whom Kessler had only seen once before: Jean-Baptiste Drouet, the comte d’Erlon and one of Napoleon’s Marshals. Drouet wore a resplendent coat, much decorated with braid and lace.


“General Drouet!” Napoleon said, standing. “You have come! And with horses!”


“More horses are on the way, my Emperor,” Drouet said, dismounting. “And your carriage! But we have not horses for one thousand men, not yet.”


“It is very well, we shall march, slowly and peacefully, back to Paris.” The Emperor bent to pluck a violet, and held the flower up to admire it in the morning sun. “How early they are blooming, even for Antibes. Another good omen.”


“You are still determined to walk through France defended only by posies and a merry smile, my Emperor?” Denswoz asked, as he dismounted and gave his bow. He spoke in a silky, gently facetious way that removed the sting from his acerbity.


“We will be armed, Monsieur Denswoz,” Napoleon replied, shrugging. “But we will not seek to use the weapons.”


“The Bourbons may suffer your return, my Emperor. But the allies will not.”


“We shall sue for peace, and if it is refused us, we will fight,” Napoleon replied. “Now, let us examine our route, General Drouet...”


* * *


It seemed to Kessler that Napoleon Bonaparte’s confidence waxed and waned by the hour. An unusual penchant for superstition had settled on the Emperor—the normally rational Bonaparte was giving credence to omens, and Kessler had noticed him repeatedly fingering those curious coins. And yes, he had confirmed—they were the Coins of Zakynthos.


Johann Kessler had seen the coins up close, for a few moments, on the wood and brass folding table in the Emperor’s tent, at the second camp after a long day’s march. The Emperor had stepped over to a chest, to obtain another map, and Kessler had seized the chance to examine the gold coins. They were identical, and without a doubt the same ones depicted in the grimoire. The old book on ancient mysteries asserted that they’d been minted in the eighth century on the Greek island of Zakynthos. On one side of each coin was a swastika—in ancient times, a symbol of good luck in the Far East—on the other was the Nemean Lion. Kessler felt a mild stinging sensation when he touched the coins, as if sensing the legend that reverberated around them: they were said to convey to the bearer a mystical power over men, imparting inspiration, charisma, and an almost divine glow. But the gold of the coins was also said to be somehow poisoned. And the bearer’s powers corroded, over long use, charisma decaying to become madness and despair.


Still, if the legend were true, then Napoleon might use the coins to retake power; they might give him an infallible command that could break the back of the allies. And as Kessler was the agent of the Archduke Charles, he was obliged to head Napoleon Bonaparte off. If the coins were genuine, he must take them. They should not be in the hands of men like Denswoz—or Napoleon.


But he had to put them down when Bonaparte turned back to him.


“Curious coins,” Kessler remarked, to see how Napoleon would react. “Greek, I believe?”


“Yes,” said the Emperor snappishly, quickly scooping the coins up. “Greek.”


* * *


Just outside Lyons, in a rainy dusk, they were confronted by an army of 6,000 men. This opposing force was tasked to disperse the Emperor’s army—or destroy it.


A royalist officer stood before Napoleon, towering over the smaller man yet trembling in fear, as he awaited Napoleon’s answer. Everyone watched the Emperor; everyone waited.


Standing a few paces to Napoleon’s right, Kessler expected that the Emperor would first order his men to withdraw, then redeploy them for attack. But Napoleon hesitated, scanning the opposing troops, reading the eyes of the men who looked back at him. He seemed to waver...


He glanced back at the force he had with him. They were badly outnumbered. But his brave men had their weapons pointed toward the royalist forces. He murmured an order to Colonel Mallet.


“Tell the men to lower their weapons.”


Then Denswoz stepped up and whispered something in Napoleon’s ear.


The Emperor nodded, reached into his right-hand overcoat pocket, and drew out the Coins of Zakynthos. He did it almost absentmindedly, as if wanting something to clink in his hand as he thought the matter over. But the instant he clasped the coins he began to change. The change was subtle, but clear to Kessler, who was sensitive to the influence of the miraculous.


Napoleon seemed to swell, just a trifle, when he grasped the coins. He stood straighter, and his sunken eyes suddenly seemed brighter. He lifted his head, and when he spoke to the assemblage—to every man there—his voice boomed out with the echoing power of a cannon discharge. And it seemed to Kessler that waves of energy pulsed out from Napoleon—energies invisible to ordinary men...


“I see many faces I know, of men who fought beside me, before!” Napoleon called out. “I see the faces of brave men who drove the English back from our borders!” He paused dramatically, then, with a flourish, opened his coat, baring his weskit. “If any man here would shoot his Emperor— shoot him now!”


The opposing troops stared.


Then one of the soldiers reached up and tore the white plume of the House of Bourbon from his hat and threw it down. He reached into his coat, and drew out the old, soiled tricolor of Napoleon, and inserted it into his hat.


A cheer went up, and other men flung down the plume of the Bourbons. First a few—and then hundreds, thousands.


The men roared “Vive l’Emperor!” And the 6,000 soldiers who had opposed him became part of Napoleon’s army.


Kessler looked at Alberle Denswoz—and saw something that he alone could see, of the thousands of men here: Denswoz’s face transforming, becoming the furred, savage, snouted visage of a Hundjager; the muzzle of a vicious feral dog. It seemed to snarl in brutal triumph...


Kessler looked quickly away, and was careful to add his cheers to the huzzahs of the soldiers, as Napoleon waved his hat to them, glorying in their loyalty.


* * *


June 18, 1815. Waterloo—the morne plaine—in the United Kingdom of the Netherlands.


The ground was softened by rain, but it had cleared up that morning, and near midday Napoleon Bonaparte judged that the battlefield was firm enough. He ordered the grande batterie of cannons be fired at the ranks of British soldiers, led by the Duke of Wellington, and followed up with a frontal assault in a tight, relentless column. Kessler watched in horror as the army of the Republic charged down onto the plains from the ridge to the south, attacking Wellington’s position head-on.


Wellington’s dense ranks of musketry played havoc with the Napoleonic forces. Men fell by the score, dead or dying, torn to pieces by chain shot and musket balls, cavalry horses screaming as shrapnel tore into them. Smoke billowed over the battlefield, carrying the reek of gunpowder, followed by the distinct smell of blood—a great deal of blood.


Kessler looked at the fallen French soldiers through his small brass telescope; saw them lying across one another, a few twitching and groaning, blue coats staining red. Strange to think each fallen man had been born, had lived a life of hopes and plans, only to end here, breathing his last in this muddy battlefield...


Standing near Napoleon now, Kessler lowered the telescope and turned to see the Emperor once again clasping the Coins of Zakynthos, clicking them together like a gambler flipping chips between his fingers as he gazed broodingly out over the field of battle. He’d had the coins constantly within reach since the day Denswoz had urged them upon him outside Lyons. But in Kessler’s view, their effect on Napoleon was increasingly dismaying. The great man seemed to be gradually wilting, becoming sickly, complaining of kidney afflictions and malaise. He rarely sat on his horse, and appeared to have difficulty seeing the battlefield clearly


As Kessler watched, Napoleon seemed to become aware of his scrutiny. The Emperor put the coins back in his coat. But they were never far away from him.


The coins have turned against him, just as the legend warned, Kessler thought. Still, their effectiveness in ensuring the loyalty of his soldiers was undiminished. If Napoleon continued to hold the coins, he might well win this battle. And if Napoleon won the battle, it would only bring more war and chaos on Europe.


Napoleon. Kessler felt some anguish, thinking about Napoleon’s undoubted civilizing influence on the world. The great man’s dreams of a rational, enlightened empire sometimes seemed the best course for Western civilization. But Kessler’s loyalty was to Germany, and the Archduke Charles. And Napoleon had subjugated much of Germany And yet—Kessler regarded Napoleon as his friend.


In many ways he felt it would be doing his friend a service, in the long run, if he could get the coins away from him. Once he’d lost the Coins of Zakynthos, Napoleon might lose heart. He had become dependent on them. Without them, he would likely lose the battle—a defeat that Kessler’s employer desired—and perhaps Napoleon would be saved from the madness and physical deterioration contact with the coins would inevitably bring.


Napoleon took off his overcoat as the afternoon grew warmer. Kessler waited his chance... and when Denswoz had gone to get them some water, Kessler stepped up beside Napoleon as if joining the Emperor in examining the maps. With his left hand Kessler reached into the coat folded over the back of the camp chair—and quickly filched the coins. He straightened up in time to see Denswoz striding toward them, carrying a canteen of water and frowning. In his position bent over the maps, Napoleon blocked Denswoz’s view of Kessler as he entered the field headquarters, so he could not have seen the theft. Not directly. But something had aroused his suspicion.


Kessler looked quickly away, and said something about “seeing that my horse is watered as well.” He headed to the edge of the camp, then glanced back at Napoleon—his last sight of him ever—and went quickly out to where the horses were picketed.


He had another duty, he reflected, as he strode to his chestnut mare—when the time came, he must kill Denswoz. Alberle Denswoz was a predatory Hundjager and Kessler suspected him of feeding on dying soldiers and killing peasants purely for the sake of amusement along their route. But there would be time to execute Denswoz later. First Kessler wanted to uncover his agenda and killing him might sever traceable ties. And Denswoz would not be hard to find when the time came.


The sentries were used to seeing Johann Kessler come and go and no one said a word as he rode past them into the damp Sonian Forest. Ghosts of misty evaporation ascended from the ferns like the souls of fallen soldiers. The sounds of battle echoed between the boles of the beech trees, growing muted as he continued along the sunken, winding lane. His horse’s hooves gave out a lonely clopping as his mount trotted along.


He would skirt the battle in the forest, then head east to Germany...


But the urgent hoof-beats of galloping horses came drumming behind him. Kessler turned in his saddle, half expecting to see a troupe of cavalrymen coming after him. But it was Alberle Denswoz who pursued him—accompanied by a young man Kessler hadn’t seen before. The brutal, fixated look on their faces made their intentions clear.


They came on rapidly, galloping up to either side of him, the young man on a roan, Denswoz on his burly cloudy-white horse. Kessler reined in so that their momentum would carry them past. He prepared to turn, thinking to dodge into the depths of the forest. But Denswoz turned in his saddle and fired a pistol—striking Kessler’s mare in the head. The horse collapsed beneath him and he was only just able to jump clear.


Kessler regained his footing and drew his dragoon saber with his right hand; the saber had a falcon worked into its pommel, a part of his family crest. He had a loaded pistol in his sash, ready to draw if he had a clear target.


The two horsemen had already turned their mounts, and were riding hard at him—but then Denswoz reined in his horse so abruptly it skidded on its hooves, neighing, eyes wild.


“Did you think I couldn’t track you down?” Denswoz snarled.


“I should have known you would,” Kessler admitted. “Tracking is a Hundjager gift, after all.”


“I’ll kill you face to face, up close, you thieving scum,” Denswoz growled. His face was transforming, as he dismounted, devolving into the Hundjager’s doglike features; the Wesen’s eyes, the color of the juice of blood oranges, glinted with bloodlust.


Denswoz came at him, uplifted dragoon saber shining in a shaft of light angling down through the trees. Kessler moved whiplash quick, and sidestepped out of the saber’s whistling arc, at the same instant stabbing his own blade deeply into Denswoz’s left armpit. The agonized Hundjager howled, the sound distinctly wolflike, and twisted loose from the blade. He stared, blinking, seeming startled by Kessler’s speed.


But a powerful Wesen was not so easy to kill, and the Hundjager squared off with him again, teeth clenched, growling, upper lip peeling back in a snarl. The boy, no more than fifteen, climbed off his horse with less skill than Denswoz had shown, and came at Kessler from the left.


“Lukas, stay back!” Denswoz growled.


“Father—let me help! You’re wounded!”


So this was Denswoz’s son, Lukas. He’d heard it mentioned that the boy was meeting Denswoz at Waterloo.


“Listen to your father,” Kessler urged. “I don’t want to have to kill you too.”


Blood was leaking from Denswoz’s Hundjager muzzle. But he charged Kessler, leaping and swinging the saber at once. Kessler’s Grimm reflexes did not fail him: he ducked easily under the assault, and let Denswoz’s momentum carry him past, so that the Wesen fell heavily on the path close beside Kessler’s fallen horse.


Kessler spun toward the boy, who was aiming a pistol from four paces away. Lukas Denswoz fired, and the ball hissed past Kessler’s left ear. Lukas cursed, and threw the pistol aside, raising his saber. The teenager’s face was transforming—the Hundjager in him forcing its way into view.


Kessler drew his own pistol—a Lepage that was a gift from Napoleon himself—and aimed carefully at the boy’s right shoulder. He fired, and the boy yelped, stumbled, and fell groaning. The pistol ball had shattered the bone of his shoulder.


Kessler turned just in time to see that the older Denswoz was up, his bestial mouth bubbling with red foam.


“Kessler—throw the coins down and walk away! I will let you live a while longer!” he demanded.


“Why did you use the damned things to prod Napoleon into all this?” Kessler asked.


“That you will never know!”


Denswoz rushed him, but the deep wound under his arm was draining his strength, and his sword stroke at Kessler’s head was clumsy.


Kessler parried, slipped aside with Grimm rapidity, and struck down hard, cutting through the back of Denswoz’s neck—and severing the Wesen’s head from his body.


The body staggered, spurting from the stump—and then fell twitching to the clay.


“No!” Lukas howled, swaying as he struggled to his feet.


“You cannot hope to kill me, boy,” Kessler told him.


The young Wesen took an uncertain step toward Kessler, staring at his father’s severed head. Then the saber fell from his nerveless fingers to ring dully on a stone.


Kessler walked to within a pace of the boy and pressed the tip of his blade to Lukas’s jugular.


“Just a short thrust and a twist, and you will join your father,” Kessler told him. “You’ll be with him in Hell— damned like all Wesen as you are unchristian.” He had heard that this was not entirely so, that some Wesen were indeed Christian. But Kessler wanted to make the boy’s flesh creep.


The boy gaped at him, and licked his lips. His right arm hung limp, and useless.


“I...have to try to kill you.”


“No, no you don’t. I should, in fact, kill you. But...my people only kill Wesen when they have to. You are young, and you could learn to live off cattle, and lambs—you could swear to never prey on a man or woman born.”


“I...I swear it.”


“But you must do one other thing, if you want to live. You must tell me why your father gave Napoleon the coins. Why did he want him to attack the allies again?”


The boy shook his head. “I don’t know.” He averted his eyes.


“Indeed. Then—greet your father for me.” He pushed minutely on the sabertip.


“Wait! Father said...the war would not last. Napoleon would win for a time—and then fail. And there would be chaos afterward. And the chaos would suit those he’d sworn to uphold.”


“And to whom had he sworn himself?”


“He said I was not to know until I was a man. He said it was ‘those who feed on war and human dissolution.’”


“Indeed. You have no names to give me?”


“No!” Lukas put a shaking hand up to cover his tearful eyes. “Oh my father, I have betrayed your trust.”


Kessler snorted. “You have told me little enough. But— you may go. I give you your life. Remember that there is greatness in being merciful. It has given you another chance to see the deeper truths of the world. Take your saber, and depart.”


He lowered his saber, and nodded toward the young Wesen’s horse.


Lukas caught up his saber and backed away from Kessler, then turned quickly to the horse. The injured boy had difficulty mounting but at last he was galloping back the way he’d come.


As Kessler watched, after about thirty yards, the young Wesen reined in the horse and turned toward him, face drawn in pain and frustrated rage.


“You sir!” the young man shouted. “You and all your family will pay the price for this deed! I swear it now!” Then he turned and galloped away.


Kessler walked over to his saddlebags, retrieved a few things, including the leather bag containing the Coins of Zakynthos. Then he mounted Denswoz’s horse and rode off toward Germany.


He told himself that there was no need to be troubled by Lukas Denswoz’s oath. The boy was injured, emotional, and not the ruthless operative his father had been.


But intuition told Kessler that he had made a dire mistake in letting the young Hundjager live.


And that intuition was correct. Johann Kessler’s mistake would crystallize like roof water in a wintry blast of wind. In time its poison would trickle like drips from melting ice; like frosty fingers it would stretch out, seeking with an icy touch...






CHAPTER ONE


PORTLAND, OREGON, U.S.A.


PRESENT DAY.


Captain Sean Renard stared at the badly burned body on the morgue table. It smelled of smoke and burnt flesh— and methane.


“How’d they find this guy?” he asked. Though he had his suspicions, he had encountered the odor before.


“Fire Department got a call about smoke coming out of the ground in a vacant lot,” Sergeant Wu said, blinking in the glare of the bright light over the stainless steel table. He tugged nervously at the jacket of his new police department uniform. “Damn thing doesn’t fit right,” he muttered. The new dark blue uniforms had been hastily made up, and didn’t seem to hang as well as the old two-tone ones.


“Cause of fire determined?” Renard continued.


“Just guesswork, Captain. Some guy walking by the lot saw smoke, thought it might be some kind of underground natural gas fire so they called the gas company and the fire department. Gas line was ruled out. Firemen looked down in the hole, saw this guy’s legs down there. Like he’d crawled down and died there. I’ve felt like crawling in a hole and pulling the dirt over me in my time but...”


Renard noticed that Wu was glancing around the room, looking at anything but the body. It was indeed a repulsive corpse. The skin had been scorched off most of the upper half, exposing charred muscles and membranes. The eyes had melted out. The hands too were badly burned...


Wu glanced down at the body, winced, looked away.


“Weird about that donut box...” he said.


Renard nodded. The corpse’s clawlike right hand gripped a piece of torn, charred cardboard. All that was legible on the cardboard was the name, “WICKED DONUTS” and a shop address on Halsey.


“And look at that hand,” Wu went on. He was clearly trying to find something he could deal with to make an observation about. “Like a sloth’s claws. Kinda weird.”


“Enfoncer des portes ouvertes,” Renard muttered.


“What’s that mean?”


“Hm? Oh it’s a French expression about ‘breaking down open doors.’ Stating the obvious. Okay...” He drew the sheet over the body, to Wu’s visible relief. “Let’s get the coroner on this.”


As they went to the door, Wu said, “I figure he was a bum getting sloppy with Sterno, or something. Tries to crawl down a hole to put the fire out, maybe.”


“The boys in rubber boots find anything else down in that hole?”


“Naw, just hooked the guy out with a grabber. Firemen’s job isn’t to climb down holes. Well, except now and then. I knew a case where this Chihuahua was stuck in a—”


“Never mind the Chihuahua, Wu. Have the report on my desk.”


“You got it, Captain. You want that hole excavated?”


Renard shook his head. “Not yet. Let’s see what the coroner says about this guy.”


“What’s up with the sloth claw?”


“Deformity. Or damage to bone from fire.” Renard didn’t want Wu thinking about it too much. “Who knows?”


That telltale claw might be left over from a woge event, Renard figured. Maybe it hadn’t disappeared on death, the way they usually do, because of the fire trauma. But he was pretty sure he knew what kind of claw that was.


Chances were, it was the claw of a Drang-zorn.


“You know,” Wu said, frowning, as they walked up the hall to the elevator. “I saw something about Wicked Donuts on an incident report... Yeah. Guy over on Halsey said his store was robbed. But they only took donuts.” After a moment he added, “Perp mighta been a cop.”


Renard winced.


“Sorry, Captain. It had to be said.”


“Just—send me that donut shop report, Wu.”


* * *


“Nick—you’re joking, right? You don’t really want me to climb inside that weird little thing do you?”


“Hey, it wasn’t my decision, Hank.”


Hank Griffin snorted. “Suppose the Sheriff’s department sees us? We’ll be a laughing stock. We’re supposed to be homicide detectives, not circus clowns.”


Nick Burkhardt nodded slowly, looking at the little car.


“It does look like a clown car.”


It was a wet October morning and they were standing in the Portland Police Department parking lot staring at the tiny vehicle, each of them with take-out coffee cups in hand.


“Is that a whatsit—a ‘Smart Car?’” Hank asked.


“Um... no. This is a new thing. It’s called a ‘Pocket Car.’ Kind of a Mini Cooper, kind of a Smart Car. Even a little smaller. More... sustainable? The City is trying to be environmentally conscious.”


“Nick—screw this. Why don’t we just drive my car?”


“Department policy. They want someone to show off how concerned they are. They mean well.”


“I’m all for clean air, Nick, but this thing, forget it. Hey... I don’t see any others in the lot.”


“Department only has one other so far. Renard wants us to have this one.” Nick chuckled, and opened the passenger side door. “I mean—can you see a couple of street cops driving in something like this? I heard they’re gonna get Chevy Volts for patrol cruisers.”


“Patrolmen gonna get Chevy Volts?” Hank went around to the driver’s side, and angrily yanked the door open. “A Chevy Volt’d be a damn Humvee compared to this thing. And it’s got that PPD rose painted on the side, too.” He climbed in, grimacing as he folded his long legs into the car. Hank was a tall black man, and had a hard time fitting into the seat. “I’ve heard patrolmen grumble about that rose symbol on the cruiser. ‘Other cops get a bad-ass badge symbol.’ But I never minded it till today Now I feel like I should put on a clown nose and find the Rose Parade.”


Nick wasn’t much shorter than Hank. He squeezed in, putting the seat back as far as it would go. But he still felt like a hunchback.


“Yeah. It sucks,” he said. “It’s just for now, Hank. Let’s see how it drives.”


As they pulled out of the lot, he turned to look out of the side window. The glass was glazed to reflect heat, which inside made it almost mirror-like. A dark-haired man in his early thirties looked back at him; the man had rather large, dark eyes. Not bad looking. A little too babyfaced, perhaps. It was his own reflection. He could almost see the Grimm in that shadowed face...


They were out on the street, heading up NE Sandy Boulevard, wheels sluicing the wet streets of the gray Portland morning, before Hank delivered his verdict.


“You want to know how it drives? Like a bumper car at a carnival. This thing is a diss, man.” He swore colorfully for awhile.


“You interested in our first call?” Nick asked.


“Another diss, from what I heard. Now they got us investigating donut shop robberies!”


“You are in a bad mood, Hank. You went to that new club last night... You hungover?”


“Hungover? Me? No!” He put on a pair of sunglasses with one hand, driving with the other. “Not much.”


“Renard asked us to take the donut shop. There’s a connection with that possible homicide in Precinct Three. The guy found burned to a crisp. Renard seemed to think we might have something to bring to this one...” He looked at Hank. “You and me particularly.”


“Wesen connection?”


“Must be. Take a left here...”


Ten minutes later they pulled up in front of Wicked Donuts at NE Halsey and 57th. A teen skateboarder drifted by, his wheels clacking. He stared at their car.


“Yeah, kid, that’s my ride,” Hank muttered, grunting as he eased himself out of the enclosed space.


They went into the donut shop. There was no one behind the counter, and the only customer was a big-bellied middle-aged hippie guy finishing a jelly donut. He was wearing a fading T-shirt that said “Set Cannabis Free.” Passing the hefty, bearded guy, Nick could smell marijuana.


“Serious munchies?” Nick asked, looking at the remains of the donut.


The bearded guy stared at him and then got up, and walked hastily out the door.


“Skittish, isn’t he?” Nick said, looking around the shop. There were old-timey pictures of flappers and Roaring Twenties showgirls, some of them dressed in dancing donut costumes; above a juice cooler was a framed slogan, “Wicked Donuts, Wicked Good!”


“The donuts do taste damned good,” Hank said. “But how come they got to look like that?”


Some of the pastries under the display’s glass were shaped like coiled vipers; some were like flotation devices with SS Titanic written on them, others resembled opened mouths, or sharks. There was a bearclaw shaped like a bear trap. Others were baked in peculiar, abstract shapes and wild colors. Flavors included Licorice Goat Milk and Acai Berry Cactus.


“That’s just Portland,” Nick said. “You know: ‘Keep Portland Weird.’”


“Long as you and your shape-changing pals live in this town, Nick,” Hank said, his voice low, “not much chance it’ll be anything else.”


“Anybody working?” Nick called. “Or are the donuts free?”


Almost instantly a man in a smudged white apron sped from a back room, dusting powdered sugar off his hands. Nick could see the clerk was anxious, and his emotional state immediately exposed his Wesen nature. For a moment Nick saw the Wesen’s true form shimmer into visibility: a gray-furred rat-like face, protruding front teeth, no real chin, red eyes. A Reinigen.


Then the Wesen visage disappeared, and he seemed an ordinary man with a weak chin, small brown eyes set closely together, an overbite, and a receding hairline.


But he’d somehow sensed that his true Wesen nature had been seen. He turned to Nick, eyes narrowing.


“You! You’re that Grimm with the cops!” he snapped.


Hank snorted. “There any of these guys who don’t know about you, Nick?”


“Fewer and fewer,” Nick said. It bothered him how many Wesen knew about him. It was dangerous. “I’m Detective Burkhardt, this is Detective Griffin.” Nick glanced at the name on a sheet of paper Sergeant Wu had given him. “Are you Mr. Popatlus?”


“Yeah, yeah, I’m Fritz Popatlus. Wait—they sent detectives out here over some stolen donuts?” He sniggered. “Figures. Cops. Donuts. Priorities, right guys?”


Hank sighed. “There’s a connection to another case, here. Maybe. Tell us about the big donut heist.”


“Hey, it was just about every pastry in the shop. Whoever it was broke in the back door, took a lot of catering boxes, filled ’em up, and about cleaned the place outta pastry. Several hundred dollars worth, retail price. Bastard snagged five bottles of Healthjuicer too, from the cooler over there.”


Nick glanced at the door to make sure no customers were coming in. He didn’t want his next question overheard.


“You know any Drang-zorn?” he asked.


“Drang-zorn?” He glanced at Hank. “Can I talk in front of this guy? He a Grimm too?”


“Hell no, I’m not a Grimm,” Hank said.


“‘Hell no’, he’s not a Grimm,” Nick said, amused. “But you can talk freely in front of him.”


Popatlus shrugged. “Sure, I know a Drang-zorn. Regular in here. Sorta pal of mine. Haven’t seen him for a while. Used to bowl with him, but you know how they are—those badger guys. Ill-tempered bunch. Can’t stand losing. So we stuck to watching football games together.”


“What’s his name?”


“Clement. Buddy Clement.”


“Big fan of your donuts, was he?”


“Yeah, practically lived on ’em. Well, you couldn’t live on ’em but you know what I mean.”


“And you had a falling out over bowling?”


“Nah—’cause I wouldn’t loan him money. He wanted to get out of town. Said he had to do it in a hurry. Said they’d done something to his bank account—couldn’t get any cash.”


“He wanted to get out of town? Why?”


“Don’t know. Seemed kinda scared. Tell you the truth, I felt guilty saying no, went to his place later, to try to see if I could help him and his wife out. But they’d moved out already. Landlady said he just split overnight, owing two weeks’ rent.”


“You know his wife too?”


“Yeah. Ruby.”


“A Drang-zorn?”


“Who else would marry a Drang-zorn but a badger babe?”


“What was his address, before he moved?” Nick asked.


Popatlus wrote it down on the back of a receipt and handed it to Nick.


“So you think Buddy stole my goods?” he asked.


“Seems like it.”


“You guys gonna get my pastries back?”


“You wouldn’t sell stale pastries pawed over by some badger guy, now would you?” Hank asked, looking at him innocently.


“Well...”


“Never mind. You got anything more here, Nick?”


Nick shook his head. “Someplace else I want to have a look at.”


“You officers like a dozen donuts on the house?”


“Yeah!” Hank said.


“No,” Nick said.


“Oh, come on, Nick, Jeez, sure it’s technically illegal for us to take ’em but...”


“I’ll buy you a dozen of your choice, Hank.”


“I’m totally taking you up on that. I’ll have six of those jelly fire hydrants and half a dozen coiled vipers, the ones with sprinkles.”






CHAPTER TWO


“You going to tell me why I’m standing in a vacant lot staring down into a hole?” Hank asked.


Nick nodded. “This morning Renard left the report on my desk about the guy they found burned up down in this hole. Body was likely a Drang-zorn, holding part of a Wicked Donuts box. Drang-zorn like to hide in burrows if they get stressed out.”


“The report said Drang-zorn? No way.”


“No, of course not, but Renard had circled the place they found the body—and something on the coroner’s report. Unusual features on the stiff’s hand. Couple of fingernails like a sloth’s claws. Only I figure it wasn’t a sloth. They were more like badger’s claws. Sometimes a Wesen will woge under traumatic circumstances—and some part of the woge stays after they’re dead. Just a little telltale.”


“Renard and his sneaky little ways of talking about stuff we’re not supposed to talk about...”


“Yeah. And this lot is just two blocks from the last address for Buddy Clement.”


Hank glanced up at the sky and Nick followed the look.


“Starting to rain,” Nick said.


“Never worth mentioning in this town.”


“It didn’t rain for several weeks in August.”


Nick hunkered down, peering into the hole. It was about a yard wide, at the top, narrowing as it slanted down into darkness. A rich smell of mud, minerals, and animal rose from the shaft.


“You got a flashlight?” he asked Hank.


“Little one.”


As a thin rain fell, Hank reached into his suit pocket, pulled out the small flashlight he always carried, handed it to Nick.


Aiming the light into the hole, Nick could make out the packed mud and clay walls of the circular shaft. There were regular marks down the walls where it had been dug out—claw marks.


“That little hidey-hole,” Nick remarked, “is probably snugger than it looks, you go down far enough. Drang-zorn pack the walls tight, work out some drainage, make a nice little apartment down there.”


“That hole is snug? You been watching that kids movie, what is it—The Wind in the Willows?”


“Not my brand of fairy tale.” Nick glanced around, saw that no one was watching. The lot was enclosed on three sides by a wooden fence. He leaned closer to the hole, and called down it, “Mrs. Clement! Ruby Clement! We want to help you! It’s Nick Burkhardt, from Portland Police! Could you come up and talk to us? I promise no one’s going to hurt you!”


There was no response—except, very faintly, Nick heard a scrabbling sound. And he had a Grimm intuition: he could often sense Wesen around. She was down there.


“Mrs. Clement! They will excavate this hole! You may as well come out!”


He aimed the flashlight as deeply as the beam would reach...


After a few moments, two red eyes reflected back at him. He glimpsed a wedge-shaped head, the fur striped white on black. Then the Wesen appearance melted away—and it was a human woman’s face. She looked frightened.
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