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This one’s for Barb and J.C. Hendee, two wonderful writers who published some of my first stories way back when. See what you started?




HISTORIAN’S NOTE


This novel takes place between “A Dish Best Served Cold” and “One Night Stand.”




“I have seen many strange things, but such a monster as this I never saw.”


“The Turnip,” as per the Brothers Grimm




CHAPTER ONE


Dana Webber was getting a sack of groceries out of her car when she felt a prickle on the back her neck, an irritating scratchy-crawly sensation like tiny ants walking on her skin.


Someone was watching her.


She shifted the groceries to one arm, careful to keep her purse from sliding off her shoulder, then shut the door to her ancient station wagon. She still had hold of her keys, and she adjusted them in her hand so the ignition key jutted from between her index and middle fingers. Not much of a weapon, maybe, but it was better than nothing. She wished she had a small container of pepper spray hanging on her keychain, but she’d never trusted the things, had always worried they’d go off accidentally. Now she scolded herself for being so foolish.


She turned away from the car, stepped onto the sidewalk, and started toward her house. Their driveway was short and narrow, and right now Rich’s Chevy—which was badly in need of a new transmission—was parked there, leaving her to park the station wagon on the street. And since the other houses in this neighborhood were all like the one she and her husband rented—old, small, built close together with tiny yards and even tinier driveways—lots of people parked on the street. It wasn’t 8:30 yet, but cars lined the curb; she’d been forced to park almost a block from her home, and she’d been lucky to get that space. She didn’t feel lucky at the moment, though. She might’ve had to walk only a block, but right now it felt as long as a mile. She imagined eyes on her, a watcher hidden in the shadows, tracking her movements with predatory fascination.


She told herself it was only her imagination. How many times had Rich told her the same thing when she jumped at every creak their old house made, woke startled in the night, convinced she’d heard a sound and that someone had broken in, only for Rich to get up, check, and find no evidence of a prowler? Too many times.


When she’d been a child, her mother had told her that her imagination was her greatest asset as well as her heaviest burden. She’d been a talented artist, covering her bedroom walls with detailed drawings and paintings of friends, family, and pets. But she’d also worried she was dying whenever she came down with a stomach bug, and when she’d got her first period, she might not have reacted as badly as Carrie White in Stephen King’s novel, but it had still been something of a trauma for her. She was in her mid-twenties now, and while her imagination still got the better of her sometimes, in general, she’d learned to manage it.


She and Rich had been high-school sweethearts, and they’d married soon after graduation. She’d gone to work as a barista at a coffee shop near Portland Community College, while Rich found work with a landscaping company. She’d been taking classes on and off at PCC for a few years, but this semester she’d gotten serious and had decided to channel her artistic ability into a marketing degree. She wanted a job that was both creative and practical, and she viewed her new goal as a sign that she was finally, if reluctantly, growing up.


But now, walking down the sidewalk, holding her breath as she moved from one island of fluorescent light to another, she felt like a child once more, gripped by a fear she couldn’t control.


Stop it! she told herself. This was a safe neighborhood. Sure, there was the occasional domestic disturbance and sometimes there’d be a party on the street that got too loud and went on too late, but that was about it. No robberies, no assaults, and certainly no murders.


A little voice, one that came from deep inside her, whispered, There’s a first time for everything.


It was early November in Portland, and it wasn’t all that cold out. Around fifty degrees, she guessed, maybe a bit lower. She wore a long-sleeved pullover beneath a denim jacket, and usually that was enough for her to be comfortable this time of year, but now she shivered as if she were freezing. Just nerves, she told herself, but it didn’t stop her from trembling.


But instead of becoming calmer, the closer she came to her home the more her anxiety rose, and the stronger the prickling on the back of her neck became. Her breathing came in ragged gasps, and her pulse beat like the staccato rat-a-tat-tat of a snare drum. She felt an impulse to drop her groceries and run the rest of the way to her house, and she might have, if at that exact instant she hadn’t seen the child step out from between a pair of parked cars ahead of her. Dana guessed the girl was in her early teens, if that. She was thin, with a round face and a head full of curly strawberry-blond hair. She wore a T-shirt with a rainbow design on the front, a pair of old jeans with holes in the knees, and no shoes.


Dana’s anxiety drained away. The sinister watcher she’d imagined was just a neighborhood kid, but something still didn’t feel right. It wasn’t that cold a night, but it wasn’t yet warm enough to be going around without a jacket, and barefoot. Dana feared the girl was in some kind of trouble. She knelt, put the sack of groceries on the sidewalk, then hurried over to her.


“Are you okay, honey? Is something wrong?”


The girl stood in a patch of shadow between two streetlights, but now that Dana was closer, she could see that there was something off about the girl’s appearance. For one thing, her facial features were remarkably uneven. Her left eye was set lower than her right, significantly so, and her left ear hung lower than it should, and it was tilted backward, giving Dana the impression that it might fall off any moment. The left side of her mouth drooped too, and the flesh on that side of her face sagged, as if the girl was a wax statue in the process of melting. But that wasn’t all. Her curly hair was thinning, and her scalp was bare in several places. As Dana watched, a lock of the girl’s hair above her drooping ear detached and fell onto her shoulder. The girl didn’t react, and Dana wondered if she was even aware that it had happened.


Dana experienced a wave of revulsion and felt an urge to back away from the girl. But she ignored the impulse. The kid was clearly suffering from some kind of medical condition—one that maybe had affected her mind as well, given the way she just stood and stared at Dana without expression. This poor thing wasn’t a threat. She needed help.


Now that she no longer had need of a weapon, Dana tucked her keys into her purse and stepped closer to the girl. She crouched down so she could look her in the eyes, hoping she wouldn’t seem too threatening.


“Are you lost? Is there someone I can call for you?”


The girl didn’t reply, but her gaze focused on Dana. She took that as a good sign. It meant the kid wasn’t completely out of it. Dana gave her a quick once-over. She didn’t appear to be injured. There were no signs of blood or bruising. None visible, anyway. Whatever was going on with the poor thing, Dana couldn’t leave her like this, standing out in the cold, confused, underdressed and barefoot.


Moving slowly so as not to startle the girl, she reached out and gently took hold of her hand. Her skin was clammy, and even though Dana didn’t apply any pressure, the flesh seemed to give under her fingers.


She suppressed a grimace of distaste. “Why don’t you come with me to my house? It’ll be warm inside, and I’ll make you a cup of cocoa while we figure out what to—”


Dana froze as the girl raised her other hand, flexed her fingers, and three-inch black spines jutted from her fingertips. Before Dana could react, the girl grabbed hold of her throat and squeezed, the spines sinking into her flesh with the ease of hypodermic needles. At first it felt as if her throat was on fire from the inside, but the pain quickly vanished, replaced by an almost pleasant numbness. She’s drugging me somehow, Dana thought, panic rising in her chest. She felt the paralysis rapidly spread through her body, and she knew that she had to fight back and try to escape now, while some strength remained in her.


No longer was the girl’s face expressionless. Her eyes were wide, filled with life and energy, and her lopsided mouth—which Dana saw was not so lopsided anymore—was stretched into a cruel, satisfied smile. And her hair had changed. The strawberry-blond curls were now straight and brown. Just like Dana’s.


Dana took hold of the girl’s wrist with both of her hands and tried to break her grip. But despite the girl’s slight frame, her hand wouldn’t budge. Maybe the girl was stronger than she looked, or maybe those finger spines had sunk too deeply into her neck. Given how numb Dana’s throat was, she could be doing all kinds of damage to herself by trying to pull the spines free, and she wouldn’t know it. She let go of the girl’s wrist and started hitting her. Her arms felt heavy as lead now, and it took an effort of will to raise them after each blow and strike again. She wasn’t able to hit with any real force, and the girl ignored the blows as if she didn’t even feel them.


The girl seemed taller now, and had to crouch to stay level with Dana. Her clothing had changed too. She was now wearing the same denim jacket and pullover Dana was, her jeans no longer had holes in the knees, and her once bare feet were now covered by a pair of boots identical to Dana’s. Her body remained that of a female, but now she looked like an adult. And not just any adult—she looked exactly like Dana.


Dana could no longer raise her leaden hands to strike at the girl. No, it wasn’t a girl, was it? It was some kind of thing. She was so weary, so empty, as if she had been hollowed out inside. It wasn’t just her energy that was gone. Her mind had become a complete void. She no longer remembered where she lived. No longer remembered her husband’s name. She couldn’t even remember her own name, nor was she aware of ever having had one. Her body fell limp, and she would’ve collapsed to the sidewalk if the creature who now resembled her in every detail didn’t have its finger spines embedded in her throat.


The creature stood up, and as it rose, it lifted her into a standing position. Dana’s body hung slack in the creature’s grasp, and there was no longer anything she could do to try to free herself. She couldn’t think, let alone move. She was still conscious, still aware, at least on some primitive level, but that was all.


“Don’t worry, honey,” the creature said in her voice, its tone gentle, almost loving. “It’s almost over. But I need one last thing from you.”


It… she reached out with her free hand, slipped Dana’s purse off her shoulder, and slid it over her own.


Dana, or at least the last remnant of what had once been Dana, opened her mouth to scream, but no sound came out. She experienced a sensation of release, or letting go, and then she felt like she was falling, falling forever.


The darkness rushed upward to take her and she felt no more.


* * *


The Wechselbalg retracted its finger spines and examined its hands. Her hands. It was female again. It—she had to remember that. She was old, very old, and she became confused far too easily and often these days.


She, she, she, she, she.


She gazed down at the body on the sidewalk. She didn’t regret what she’d done to the original Dana; soon the dead woman would be nothing but a viscous puddle of dissolved flesh and bone. She was Wechselbalg, and this was how she survived. She felt no more remorse for what she’d done to the woman than a wolf felt for preying on a doe. Still, something wasn’t right, but she couldn’t put her finger on it—then it came to her. She had approached the woman in the open, but her kind were supposed to be careful to take their victims where they couldn’t be seen, deep in forests and valleys, places where the residue could be easily disposed of. If any humans discovered it, they wouldn’t know what to make of it. But if any other Wesen found it…


She shrugged. So what if they did? Her kind was rare enough that they might not recognize the residue for what it was. And even if they did understand, they wouldn’t be able to track her. Her scent was long gone, along with the original Dana. That was her kind’s great strength: to change, to hide, to disappear. And that’s precisely what she intended to do now.


She sidestepped the prone figure, picked up Dana’s groceries, then closed her eyes and began searching the woman’s memories. She found an image of Dana’s house, and a man polishing a Chevy out front.


Rich, she thought, my husband’s name is Rich.


She opened her eyes and started walking.




CHAPTER TWO


“Come on, guys. Why don’t we step outside and talk about this?”


Nick Burkhardt flicked his gaze from one man’s face to the other as they squared up to each other, trying to gauge their reactions to his words. But as near as he could tell, neither had heard him. The two men were in their early twenties, both brown-haired, with similar stocky builds. One had a full beard, while the other was clean-shaven. The bearded one wore a brown sweater, while the clean-shaven one wore a blue long-sleeved shirt with the cuffs rolled up to his forearms. They both wore jeans and sneakers. The two looked enough alike to be brothers, although from what Nick could gather, they were cousins. And to make matters worse, they were both Jagerbaren: bear-like Wesen capable of great strength and savagery.


“I think you may need to turn up the volume a little.” Hank Griffin flanked Nick, his voice calm. But Nick could detect the tension in his partner’s words, telling him that Hank was ready to go into action any second, if necessary. And it was looking more necessary with each passing second. Hank was a tall African American man with a neatly trimmed mustache and goatee. He had what Nick thought of as a quarterback’s build—broad-shouldered and thick-bodied, all of it muscle. He could present an intimidating figure when he wanted to, which came in handy when questioning a suspect, but most of the time he had a twinkle in his eye and an easy smile. Right now he was in full-on intimidation mode.


In contrast to his partner, Nick was lean, with short black hair and stubble to match. His eyes were his most striking feature, or so he’d been told. Juliette said there was an intensity in his gaze, and that his eyes were always moving, taking in everything around him. Except when he interacted with people. Then all of his attention was centered on them. He now focused that intensity on the two Wesen, but he hadn’t been able to get a response from them. So far neither of the cousins had thrown the first punch, but Nick didn’t know how much longer that would last.


Blind Bill’s was a small bar, not far from Lewis and Clark Law School. It had a deliberately grungy vibe, the kind of place that looks like it tries a little too hard to be a dive, but the microbrews listed on the chalkboard hanging behind the bar told a different story. The clientele were all college students, and while they had a tendency to dress down, their almost conspicuous lack of obvious tattoos and piercings told Nick these were classic Type As—future doctors, lawyers, and MBAs—who didn’t want to risk their future employment opportunities just for the sake of fashion.


“They’ve been like that for the last fifteen minutes.”


Beverly Burello—the server who’d called Nick out to deal with this problem—stood next to him. She was a thin, almost sleek woman in her late twenties, with long, full, reddish-brown hair that hung to her waist. She wore a black T-shirt with the Blind Bill’s logo on the front, and skinny jeans so tight they looked as if they’d been painted on.


She went on. “They just stand there, trash-talking each other. I was hoping they’d either cool off or take it outside. As you can see, my hopes were not fulfilled. I tried talking to them, but I’m not exactly the most intimidating person, you know?”


Her features shifted, and for a moment her face was covered with glossy reddish-brown fur, her nose had receded and turned black, and long delicate whiskers protruded from her cheeks. But the moment passed and her features became those of a woman once more.


Hank caught Nick’s eye and raised a questioning eyebrow. Hank couldn’t see Wesen when they involuntarily woged, not unless they were so overcome with emotion that they lost control of their ability to shield their true nature from the eyes of humans. But over the last few months, Hank had gotten good at noticing when Nick got what he called “That Look,” which meant he’d seen a Wesen.


Nick gave Hank a quick nod to indicate Beverly was indeed Wesen, followed by an equally quick shake of the head to indicate she wasn’t one of the more dangerous varieties. She was a Luisant-Pêcheur, an otter-like being more at home in the water than on land, and gentle for the most part.


Blind Bill’s had a good-sized crowd for a Thursday night. Three-quarters of the seats were taken, and while a few people had open textbooks or laptops in front of them, most had come here to hang out, have a good time, and decompress from the pressures of academic life. Right now, though, everyone was paying attention to the drama playing out in their midst. Some were talking and laughing about it, others were taking pictures or filming videos with their phones, while a few looked as if they would’ve preferred to get out of there before the situation took a violent turn, only they were too afraid to do anything other than sit still and stay quiet.


Nick absorbed all of these details in an instant, almost on an unconscious level, and he processed them just as swiftly. His attention was then drawn to a young woman sitting alone at a table—a table with two empty chairs. Like everyone else in the bar, her gaze was fixed on the two angry cousins, but her eyes shone with amusement mixed with a healthy dose of shrewd calculation, and her mouth formed a small smile. Thick auburn hair spilled over her shoulders, and she was pretty in a cold, severe way. She wore a white sweater and jeans, and expensive-looking cowboy boots that were highly polished and didn’t have a mark on them. The woman’s smile and the two empty chairs at her table told Nick everything he needed to know. She was playing the two men against each other, and odds were she was also a Jagerbar. While he wasn’t sure, based on his first encounter with this type of Wesen it seemed the females of her kind were stronger-willed than the males. If that was true, a show of strength and aggression to impress a female might be normal for Jagerbaren. But normal or not, he couldn’t allow them to conduct their mating rituals in public.


Nick raised his hands, palms forward, fingers spread apart to appear the least threatening he could, and took a step toward the two Jagerbaren.


“Take it easy, guys. This isn’t the kind of thing you want to do in front of an audience, is it?”


Neither of the men looked at him, but the one with the beard said, “We don’t have to do it at all. He just needs to walk out of this place and never come back.”


The unshaven cousin made a noise deep in his throat that sounded too much like a growl. He woged, and his features took on an ursine aspect. His eyes blazed with anger, and he opened his mouth to display his fangs. His cousin woged in response, and now two bear-like creatures stood facing each other. Nick could feel the angry energy radiating off them in waves, and he knew he had only a few seconds to act before they started fighting in earnest. So far none of the humans in the bar could see the two Jagerbaren’s true appearance. If they could, they’d be shouting, screaming, and trying to get the hell out of there as fast as they could. But once the Jagerbaren started fighting, they could lose control of their illusion of humanity and innocents could get seriously hurt in the brawl, or in their panic to escape it.


So far, he’d tried to handle this like a cop. Time to try handling it like a Grimm.


He stepped between the two Jagerbaren, placed his hands on their chests and shoved them back a few inches. They were strong in their Wesen forms, but Nick was stronger than a normal human, and although the Jagerbaren struggled to move toward each other again, Nick held them where they were.


Nick glanced back and forth between the two men. This close, their animal scent was almost overpowering to his enhanced sense of smell, and he felt their combined fury as a physical force. As if in answer, anger welled up within him, and he felt an urge to grab the Jagerbaren by the backs of their heads and smash their faces together. It was his Grimm nature—which wasn’t so different from that of the Wesen—urging him to act. These two beasts were a threat, and they had to be put down—now.


Nick gritted his teeth and fought the anger down. He was still a cop and couldn’t let his emotions get out of control in a tense situation.


Hank caught his eye and gave him a questioning look. They’d been partners for so long that Nick had no trouble interpreting it. Hank was asking if Nick needed him to step in and help. Nick shook his head slightly, the gesture a reply which meant, Not yet, but stay ready. Hank acknowledged it with a brief nod.


“You guys know who I am?” Nick asked the cousins. “Or, more importantly, what I am?” He kept his voice low, so only the two Jagerbaren could hear him.


Neither replied, but both took a second to glance at him, and while he didn’t see fear in their gazes, he did see acknowledgment.


“I’ll take that as a yes. Tell me your names.”


The cousins returned to glaring at each other, but the clean-shaven one growled, “Josef,” and his bearded cousin growled, “Thorsten.”


“Now we’re getting somewhere.” Nick jerked his head toward the girl at the table. She didn’t seem distressed at seeing her two suitors confronted by a Grimm. If anything, she looked even more amused by the development. “And what’s her name?’


“Sylvia,” Josef said.


“Okay. So you two are trying to put on a good show for her, right? You each want her to see you as the strongest and meanest.”


Thorsten’s gaze flicked to Nick for an instant.


“That’s the general idea.”


“So how impressive is it that you’re standing in the middle of a bar with a Grimm between you, holding you back like you’re a couple of little boys caught fighting on the playground?”


Nick watched both of their faces to gauge their reaction to his words. Thorsten looked uncertain, and Nick could tell he’d scored some points with him. Josef, however, narrowed his eyes at Nick and bared his fangs.


“Nice try,” Josef said. “My cousin might fall for that crap, but I won’t. There’s only one way this ends, and that’s with one of us on the ground. Preferably him.” He turned back to glare at Thorsten.


Despite their bestial nature, Jagerbaren—modern ones, at least—tended to be peaceful enough. They reserved their aggressive tendencies for their work, choosing professions in law and politics. But under the influence of alcohol, Jagerbaren could be incredibly dangerous, and Nick could smell that these two had been drinking. And even if he couldn’t, the empty mugs on their table would’ve tipped him off. Nick wasn’t sure exactly how alcohol affected them, but he knew one thing: these two were determined to fight, and it didn’t look like there was any way to talk them out of it.


Time for Plan B.


“You know, it seems to me that there isn’t anything particularly special about one Jagerbar fighting another. If I were you two, I’d be thinking about how much more impressed Sylvia would be if I knocked a Grimm onto his ass. How many Jagerbaren can say they did that?”


Josef and Thorsten exchanged looks, and then their features shifted as they assumed human guises. For the first time since Nick had entered Blind Bill’s, he could see the cousins’ anger ebbing, replaced by thoughtful calculation.


“I don’t like where this is headed,” Hank said.


“Me neither,” Beverly added.


Up to this point, Sylvia hadn’t said a word, but now she leaned back in her chair, crossed her legs, and said, “Well I love it.”


And just like that, the Jagerbaren’s minds were made up for them.


Josef looked at Thorsten, and the two nodded in silent agreement. Josef turned to Nick and said, “You’re on.”


“Let’s step into my office.”


Nick removed his hands from the Jagerbaren’s chests and started walking toward the door without another glance at them. Nick knew he was taking a gamble by turning his back on the cousins. Without him standing between them, one or both might decide this was an opportunity to catch the other off guard. Or they might decide to attack him inside the bar, hoping to gain an advantage by surprise. But Nick had something going for him that the Jagerbaren didn’t. He had a partner. He knew Hank would watch the Jagerbaren for any sign that they intended to renege on their agreement. And even though Nick knew the last thing Hank would do was draw his Glock in here—not with so many bystanders—the cousins didn’t know that. And while Jagerbaren might be tough, they weren’t bulletproof.


Nick also had a personal reason for wanting to take the fight outside. Not long ago, he’d encountered a Wesen who called himself Baron Samedhi, after the legendary voodoo priest. Samedhi had been a Cracher-Mortel, a puffer-fish-like creature that could spit a type of venom that put its victims into a deathlike state. But the venom had a different effect on Nick due to his Grimm physiology, and he’d become an enraged, near-mindless madman, wandering through the city at random and committing acts of violence. His memories of that time were hazy at best, but he knew that he’d gone into a bar and, predictably enough, a fight had broken out. One of the patrons there that night had pulled a knife on him, and Nick—unable to exert any sort of self-control—had hit the man with all his strength. The strength of a Grimm. The man had died, and even though Nick knew that it was a terrible accident, the incident still weighed heavily on him. If he had to fight tonight, he wasn’t going to do it inside a bar. No way.


Nick pushed open the bar door and stepped out into the night. The cool air came as a relief after the stuffiness inside. He looked up, hoping to see stars, but the cloud cover was heavy. Typical for this time of year. He smiled. All in all, not a bad night to fight a couple of monsters.


He continued into the parking lot. He heard the door open again, and he glanced over his shoulder to see Josef and Thorsten following. Hank came after them, followed by Beverly and then Sylvia. No one else came outside, and Nick was glad. The last thing he wanted was an audience who didn’t understand what was really going on. He could see the headline in tomorrow’s Tribune: PORTLAND POLICE OFFICER IN BAR BRAWL! Captain Renard would just love that.


Nick picked a spot where there was enough empty space to give him room to maneuver, and sufficient illumination from a nearby streetlight to see clearly. In a fight, every little advantage mattered. He turned around, and as if that was signal, the two cousins started running toward him, hands curled into fists, features contorted into masks of rage.


At least they’re working together, Nick thought.


They woged as they came, and although it might have been his imagination, he thought they appeared even more bestial than before. He’d once seen a female Jagerbar transform all the way into a bear, and he had no idea if she was a special case or if all Jagerbaren could do that. He hoped for the former. Fighting a pair of enraged alcohol-fueled Jagerbaren was bad enough. He’d rather not have to deal with a couple of full-grown, pissed-off bears.


His senses, normally heightened, sharpened even further, and a deep calm settled over him. At the same time he felt a surge of energy rush through him, as if somewhere inside him a switch had been thrown. Rather than clashing, these two sensations complemented one another in a strange way he didn’t fully understand. All he knew was that it was moments like these, just before battle, that he felt truly himself.


Hank ran behind the Jagerbaren, drawing his Glock in case things got out of hand. Beverly jogged behind him, looking scared as hell. Sylvia walked at a measured pace, as if she were in no hurry. Too cool for school, Nick thought.


Nick watched the Jagerbaren approach and tried to get a quick read on them. Would one reach him before the other? Would they attack in unison or take turns? They spread apart as they drew near, and Nick knew they intended to strike at the same time. He doubted they’d planned it that way. At this point they were acting on instinct rather than thought. He’d have to use that to his advantage.


Jagerbaren were fast, but not agile, and as the first one reached him—Thorsten, as it turned out—Nick grabbed hold of the man’s wrist with both hands, spun him around, and let go. Off-balance, Thorsten stumbled several stops and then fell, hitting the asphalt hard. Nick didn’t wait to see if he got up. He turned to meet Josef’s charge. When the Jagerbar was within several feet of Nick, he leaped toward him with a deep bellow, clawed hands outstretched and ready to rend flesh.


Nick started to sidestep to avoid the Jagerbar’s claws, but as fast as his reflexes were, they weren’t quite quick enough this time. The claws on Josef’s right hand clipped his shoulder. The blow would’ve knocked down a normal man and probably broken his shoulder, too. But Nick managed to stay on his feet, and although he could feel sharp pain where the claws had scratched him, he was otherwise uninjured.


Josef landed on all fours, spun around, and straightened into a standing position. He bellowed a challenge, the sound as much human as it was animal, and came at Nick again. Nick felt a tingling on the back of his neck, and he jumped to the side just as Thorsten made a leap at him from behind. The cousins slammed into each other with a sound like two sides of beef colliding. They staggered backward, stunned, but neither went down.


Of course it couldn’t be that easy.


He took advantage of the cousins’ momentary confusion and hit Josef with a hard right cross, then advanced on Thorsten and hit him with a left. He didn’t pull either punch, for the Wesen were far tougher than ordinary humans and could withstand a great deal more punishment. The impact of the first punch knocked Josef onto his behind, but Thorsten managed to stay on his feet.


Got to work on that left, Nick thought.


Thorsten bellowed and charged, all anger and no finesse. Nick easily avoided the man’s attack and caught him on the back of the neck with a savage chop. Thorsten grunted in pain and fell face-first to the ground. Just then Nick’s instincts screamed at him to turn around, but before he could do so, Josef wrapped his powerful arms around Nick’s chest and squeezed.


Bear hug, Nick thought, and he might’ve smiled if his ribs hadn’t been on the verge of being snapped like toothpicks. Josef had grabbed him from behind, and his arms were pinned to his sides. To make matters worse, Josef leaned back and lifted Nick off the ground, depriving him of the leverage he’d need to fight back.


“Need some help?” Hank called out, sounding more than a little worried.


Nick shook his head once, and although he could barely breathe, he managed to choke out, “Thanks, but I got this.”


He dipped his chin to his chest and then threw his head backward with as much force as he could muster. The back of his head slammed into Josef’s face, and Nick felt as much as heard the Wesen’s nose break. Josef moaned in pain, but while his hold on Nick slackened, he maintained his grip. Nick had to slam his head into Josef’s face twice more before he finally released him and slumped to the asphalt semiconscious, his features shifting to human once more.


Nick’s ears were ringing and gray nibbled at the corner of his vision, but he wasn’t concerned. He knew he’d recover soon. Right now he had more important things to worry about. Like Thorsten.


Nick spun around to face the other Jagerbar, but the man—who like his brother had reassumed his human aspect—was standing still and looking straight past Nick. Nick turned to look in the same direction, and he saw Sylvia walking away. She pulled keys from her purse, thumbed the remote, and the locks on a Lexus clicked open. She got in, turned on the engine, flicked on the headlights, backed out of her space, hit the gas, and roared onto the street without so much as a backward glance.


Hank joined Nick.


“I think it’s safe to say that lady wasn’t impressed by either of her would-be suitors,” he said.


“Yeah.” Nick looked at Thorsten once more. He expected the man to take out his frustration and disappointment on the Grimm who’d embarrassed him in front of Sylvia. But the man seemed subdued, all the fight drained out of him. He walked over to his cousin, who’d risen to one knee but didn’t look ready to stand up yet. Thorsten held out his hand, and after a moment Josef took it and allowed his cousin to help him to his feet. His nose was swollen and crooked, and blood had spilled over his mouth and chin, and onto his shirt. Thorsten’s face looked equally as bad, scraped and bruised from where he’d struck the asphalt.


The two regarded each other for several seconds.


“Buy you a drink?” Josef said.


Thorsten shrugged. “I guess. After you get yourself cleaned up, that is.”


Josef nodded and the two men started walking back toward the bar, their bruises, cuts, and scrapes already in the process of healing.


“Hey,” Nick called.


The cousins stopped and turned to look at him.


“Stick to club soda this time, okay?”


The men nodded and resumed walking back to Blind Bill’s.


Beverly had hung back during the fight, but now she joined Nick and Hank.


“Thank you so much for coming, both of you! You’re real lifesavers!”


Nick smiled. “You’re welcome, but all we did was break up a bar fight.”


“Between two guys with fangs and claws,” Hank pointed out.


“There is that,” Nick agreed.


“Well. I really appreciate it,” Beverly said. “And you won’t have to worry about those two. Not for the rest of the night, anyway. They’ll stick around and have a couple sodas to save as much face as they can, then they’ll go home and lick their wounds. Metaphorically speaking.” She grinned, thanked them again, and started back toward the bar. Halfway across the parking lot, she stopped and turned back around to face them. “You know something? You’re not what I expected from a Grimm.”


She gave them a last wave and continued toward the bar.


“Yeah,” Nick said. “I get that a lot.”


* * *


Hank pulled the Dodge Charger out of Blind Bill’s parking lot, Nick riding shotgun. Even though it was cool out, Hank lowered the driver’s side window a couple of inches.


“Do I offend?” Nick asked jokingly.


“Are you kidding? You barely broke a sweat with those two. I just like the smell of fall, you know? How’s your shoulder?”


“Fine. The scratches weren’t deep. I’ll need to get the rip sewn, though.”


Luckily for Beverly, Nick and Hank had been working the late shift. There had been a robbery at a liquor store the night before, and the clerk behind the counter had tried to stop it and got himself killed for his attempt at heroism. Nick and Hank had been canvassing the neighborhood, showing around a photo of the robber that had been captured by the store’s security camera. They’d been at it an hour or so without any luck when Beverly called, and they’d rushed to Blind Bill’s.


The liquor-store robbery had taken place on the other side of town, and Hank headed back in that direction. They had a couple more hours of showing photos and asking questions ahead of them until their shift was over.


“Ready to go back to pounding the pavement?” Hank said.


“That’s where real police work gets done, right?” Nick said.


“That’s what they told us at the academy, anyway.” Hank paused before going on. “Tell me something, do you ever get bored with regular police work?”


Nick glanced over at his partner. “I’m not sure what you mean.”


“Well, one minute you’re walking the street, asking people ‘Have you seen this man?’ and the next you’re fighting a pair of drunk bear-creatures mano-a-mano-a-mano. Waving blurry photos around in front of people seems pretty dull compared to that.”


“I don’t know. I guess I haven’t really thought about it. In a way, it’s all the same thing to me, you know?”


“To serve and protect,” Hank said.


Nick smiled. “Something like that. When it first started happening—all the Grimm stuff, I mean—I would’ve loved for all of it to have gone away so I could have my normal life back. Most of all, I hated lying to you and Juliette about it.”


Nick still felt guilty whenever he thought about how long he’d concealed the truth from both his partner and fiancée: that the world was filled with creatures called Wesen who appeared human but could change into bestial forms when they wished. These creatures were responsible for many of humanity’s myths and legends, and a special breed of humans called Grimms hunted them—Nick was descended from this ancient line of monster killers. He’d told himself that he was hiding his identity as a Grimm to protect them, and while that was true, a small part of the reason was so he could hold onto a remnant of his normal life. Hank and Juliette had been like refuges from the craziness, even though they’d both got caught up in it eventually, despite his best efforts. But they knew the whole truth now, and they’d understood why he’d lied to them and, more importantly, they’d forgiven him. He was glad. He didn’t think he could do this without their love and support.


His ancestors—the Grimms of old—had been known and feared as merciless slayers of Wesen. They were supposed to hunt only “bad” Wesen, but from the accounts Nick had read in his Aunt Marie’s books, some of his ancestors had a pretty loose interpretation of the word “bad.” He sometimes wondered if those Grimms had been that way because they lacked the kind of support he was lucky enough to have. Not just from Juliette and Hank, but from Monroe and Rosalee, too, and he supposed even from Captain Renard—although he wasn’t completely sure about him—and even Wesen like Bud Wurstner. Without all of them in his life, would he become a hard-hearted killing machine like the Grimms of legend? He thought of the man he’d killed while in the grip of the Cracher-Mortel venom. Maybe, he thought. He just hoped he’d never have to find out.


With effort, he turned his mind away from this dark train of thought.


“How about you?” he asked Hank. “I was born to this kind of thing. In a way, I’m like the Wesen, just following my true nature. I’m not sure I could stop if I wanted to. Do you ever wish I hadn’t dragged you into my weird world?’


“You may be my partner, but you didn’t drag me into anything. I may be a garden-variety Homo sapiens, but once I learned what the world was really like… well, I just couldn’t turn a blind eye to it, you know?’


Nick knew very well indeed.


Hank continued. “Sometimes I wonder just how many Wesen there are. There’s something like seven billion people in the world, right? How many of those do you think are Wesen? A fifth? A quarter? More? There’s no way to know. They can see each other for what they are, and you can see them, but ordinary humans like me can’t. When I first leaned about Wesen, I was pretty paranoid. I kept looking at people and wondering, ‘Is he one? Is she?’ It started driving me crazy after a while.”


“Why didn’t you ever say anything to me about it?”


Hank shrugged. “You adjusted. I figured I would, too. And I did. You know what helped? I realized the reason Wesen hide from humans isn’t so that they can prey on us more effectively—although admittedly that’s what some do. It’s because they know how humans would react and what they would do if they ever learned the truth.”

OEBPS/images/MyCoverImage.jpg
BASED ON THE NBC TV SERIES GRIMM NBC





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
THE KILLING TIME

TIM WAGGONER
BASED ON THE NBC TV SERIES

TITAN BOOKS





