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      Xenia listened to the weak, soft mewling that escaped Gerald’s lips as he pawed mindlessly at the crossbow bolt emerging from his chest. She did not have long.

      An impossible burst of speed across the room, switching hands to draw her bearded ax, and she was at his side.

      Blind eyes. A bolt through the heart wouldn’t kill their kind, but it would disable him for the nonce. If left alone and buried in a coffin, his body might reject it without help in a year or three, regenerating him as good as new.

      Xenia was done with his existence in this world. Let whatever malevolent god chose to allow her kind continue to exist deal with him.

      The ax flashed up and down, separating head from neck.

      He still wasn’t dead, but would be if the two remained apart for an hour, according to the scientific tests she had done over the centuries. Xenia still planned to burn both in separate fires shortly.

      A sound and she rotated faster than human eyes might track, the ax forgotten and the crossbow sniffing shadows for trouble.

      Gerald had been a loner. And had brought no victims back to his basement to feed on. Xenia had worked her surveillance long and hard, with the patience of the immortal, to find the perfect night to kill the man.

      One less of her kind in the world. Even Xenia didn’t think she could get them all, but that wasn’t about to stop her trying. And if he had a disciple here, so much the better. Weaker and unable to fight a hunter like her, nearly an elder herself after two centuries at her task, though she had never taken disciples herself.

      A sound drew the eye. Darkness too great for a mere human to see, but only a small problem to her eyes.

      A man emerged. Shaped like a man, anyway. The smell was wrong.

      He didn’t smell human, regardless of his shape.

      English, from the bones in his face. Closely trimmed beard midway between dark and white, matching the curly hair on his head.

      Exquisite suit and tie.

      And no fear whatsoever of her or the crossbow pointed at his heart. As if he knew she could not harm him.

      Interesting.

      “I come in peace,” he offered quietly.

      Speaking in Breton French, no less, like a native of her original village.

      Xenia remained silent, listening in case he was the distraction. Absently, she kicked Gerald’s head into the corner for now.

      “I would like to offer you a choice,” he continued, nodding as he spoke and with seriousness and smile mixed in even amounts.

      “Oh?” Xenia dripped disdain on the word.

      Two empty hands came up, then closed into fists and turned over. The crossbow never wavered, though her spine might have.

      The left opened again, revealing nothing but well-manicured nails and flesh that had never held an ax to kill a vampire.

      “We believe that it is possible to reverse the curse placed upon you,” he said simply. “You are known to be a scientist. Literally, as the term was invented because Man of Science was inappropriate for a genius like Mary Somerville. What afflicts you is a disease.”

      “I am aware of that,” Xenia spat out the words. “Incurable, at that.”

      They both spoke excellent French, when this was an English land. She had come to the New World where when the city was still known as Nouvelle Bretagne. Before the English had taken it for good in 1674 and renamed it New Brittany.

      “We have access to science you do not,” he stated simply.

      Xenia felt her cold heart stutter. It had been centuries since she had known hope. Even today, science had only barely started to overcome the stupid tribal superstitions that had bound her in Royal France and other places.

      “The virus maintains you in a certain type of stasis,” he continued when she did not speak. Did not object. Did not flee. “It grants you a variety of physical advantages. It also costs you, both physically and culturally. We do not believe that it was a naturally created thing.”

      Yes, hope. A blink of it and gone. Her many experiments had come to a similar conclusion. Spread by fluid contact but not aerosol. Blood-born pathogen, of a sort. Strength, speed, durability. Regenerative properties. Immortality.

      If you didn’t mind burning in sunlight or requiring the blood of the living to survive.

      She watched. Waited. Calculated how quickly she could escape the room, even if the crossbow in her hands was useless against the man.

      “And you can cure me?” she finally broke the silence. “Cure all of us?”

      “Very few of the afflicted would choose that, based on our studies,” he countered. “Most have embraced evil.”

      Xenia nodded. Most had. Men and women like Gerald. Give them power and watch them abuse the weaker.

      Gerald would not be partaking again. As long as there was fire to finish him shortly.

      “That is your choice?” she asked. “That is what you offer me?”

      “No,” he said, turning stern and cold in ways that added an element of fright she found alien after so many decades in darkness. “That is one option, yes, but there is another.”

      She waited, unable to grind her teeth these days because four of them had grown so much longer. Nearly tusks, though she could close her mouth to hide them.

      “You have chosen to hunt evil, mistress,” he said. “To protect the merely human from the depredations of your kind, even as you have tried time and again to somehow synthesize an antidote to the hunger. I have read your journals.”

      Xenia nearly fired. He had been into her home and left no trace? How was that possible?

      Her scowl felt more natural now. The rage that took hold of her belly and clenched.

      “If we cure you, you will become human again,” he said. “That includes aging as normal.”

      She had been bit by Aurian in AD 1630. Come to the New World as his disciple in 1649.

      Hidden for three hundred years. Ike might portray his presidency as that of a protector. Certainly, he had fought the recent war on those terms and gotten himself elected last year.

      She had no trust that her kind would be welcomed. Especially not when she was the exception that proved so many rules.

      “As opposed to?” she growled darkly at the man churning up so many bad memories.

      The man paused. Glowered at her from his immense height, somewhere well over six feet as the English would measure it. Broad and powerful.

      And not human by smell, though she could not identify him past that.

      “There is a storm coming, mistress,” he pronounced.

      Xenia felt her skin prickle with fright at his dark tones.

      Even one such as her could know fear.

      “Not tomorrow, but soon enough,” he continued. “By the time we understood the implications, we could not prevent it from arriving. We can, however establish the battle field and prepare it with forty-some years warning. At present, we are uncertain if that storm was tied to the creation of your kind, or the work of some unidentified third party, but it does not matter. Most of your type are evil by any civilized measure, because they have not tried to be otherwise. We would also offer you our help in hunting them today. In protecting the weak, the weary, and the forlorn. And then having you stand up with certain others on that day when the storm arrives.”

      Forty-some years? Perhaps that terrible 1999 that so many people have prophesied will mark the end of the world?

      “Who are you?” she asked finally.

      “A friend,” he said. “We must remain in darkness, like yourself, until we can reveal ourselves when the time is closer. Only then will it be safe.”

      Safe?

      Xenia had never known safe. When an Elder took a disciple, something in the disease allowed them to control such a child. To issue orders that would be automatically carried out, unless something allowed the disciple a moment to resist.

      Aurian had taken her in 1630. And held her as his slave and tool and lover and victim until French revolutionaries captured him. Opened the windows and doors to his basement dwelling and suffered terrible casualties before they managed to drag him into the daylight, intending the guillotine but never getting there because sunlight was poison to their kind.

      Thus, she had been freed.

      The stranger did not smell of fear. None.

      Commitment, perhaps. Dedication to a cause that might not make sense to the average citizen.

      It was a feeling Xenia knew well.

      “And after?” she asked.

      “We can cure you, I am certain,” he said. “Perhaps before, if this turns out to be too terrible a burden for you to bear. Perhaps you might take your own disciple, but a volunteer willing to take up the cause and suffer the slings and arrows of such outrageous fortune, if you will. What say you?”

      “And you would allow me to continue killing villains like Gerald here?” she asked, a kick backwards thumping his cooling corpse.

      “Madam, we would insist,” he smiled.

      It was a feral smile.

      Xenia matched it.
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      Harley checked the number of the building against the paper in his hand. Enough light to see by, but the drizzle was starting to be a pain in his ass as it rolled off his hat.

      Guitar case in his other hand was new. Like the one he’d carried in the 30s and into the War, but lighter and tougher. The Scientists had come through again.

      He paused. House was 107. Note said 107A, off the alley, so he slipped in there, noting that it was almost too dim to see anything.

      Good thing he had a lot of experience operating in the dark like this, even if it had been a few years. Fifty-one was too old to be a superhero. At least if you didn’t have some magic geegaw or something that retarded aging and kept you young and virile forever.

      Harley was just a guy with a gimmick. Tired and retired these days.

      At least until the Professor had up and knocked on his door. Asked a favor.

      One last time in costume. Hopefully. Fifty-one was too old to be a superhero.

      Tonight, normal clothes, but he’d pulled the old union suit out of the back of the closet and everything still fit.

      Alley. Steps down into a basement. No light, but he’d been warned. Middle of the damned night. Occasional drizzle. No dogs. Okay enough neighborhood.

      He knocked on 107A. Turned sideways automatically, putting his butt against the concrete on one side so nobody could sneak up on him.

      Old habits kept you alive.

      Door lock surrendered. Second one. Third one. Woman was careful. Chain stayed on as the door opened.

      Total blackout inside. He’d been warned.

      “Harley Jackson,” he said simply. “Told you were warned I was coming.”

      Door opened the rest of the way.

      Black.

      “Some of us need light,” he reminded her, probably to her back, but a hand emerged.

      Gloves like the opera or certain superhero babes occasionally wore.

      He took the hand and she guided him into darkness.

      Woman made no sound at all after closing the door and setting the locks again. Pretty damned impressive. Pulled him along. Stopped. Put his hand down on the back of a wooden chair from a kitchen set. He’d owned something similar in the old days.

      “Sit,” she whispered, so he did.

      Darkness. Then a match. A light. A kerosene lamp with the glass polished clean.

      Just enough candles to hold back the night.

      Harley found a clear spot to set down the guitar and watched her.

      Pretty. Didn’t smile. Not surprising.

      Pale, even under the yellow of the lamp. Lean and spare.

      Hard eyes.

      “I’m retired,” Harley began simply. “Professor came and asked. Man’s taken care of me for nearly twenty years, so I’m here. What do you need to know?”

      Fifty-one was too old to be a superhero. But maybe just right to teach someone, though.

      “You were The Bolt,” she said quietly.

      “Was,” Harley agreed. “Put on the mask in 1934. Mostly retired by ’41, but came back after Pearl Harbor and took care of Fifth Column Nazis, gangsters, and other bozos while the younger men and women went off to Africa and the Pacific. Retired for good in ’46, too old to keep doing this sort of thing. You?”

      “How much did he tell you?” she evaded.

      Professor had warned him. And told him enough to get him here. And to mind his manners.

      “That you were a lot older’n me,” he grinned. “Meaner and tougher, too. Pretty damned good with a crossbow, though, and willing to step up when it mattered.”

      “He said trouble is coming,” she offered.

      “Long after my time, missy,” Harley shrugged. “Apparently not after yours, though, so I need to make sure you’re ready.”

      Pause. Mexican standoff, he supposed.

      “Dying does not bother you?” she asked.

      Another shrug.

      “Everybody dies,” Harley said. “Well, almost everybody. Not everybody wants to be a hero, but it’s necessary.”

      “It is, Mr. Jackson.”

      “Harley,” he corrected her. “Professor said we’re gonna introduce you as a niece or something. Modern era, all the old dark vigilante types like me
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