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  god rest ye merry, gentlepig





  



  Like emergency-room doctors and Chinese restaurant waiters, angels don’t get holidays off.


  That’s why, on the December 24th in question, instead of knocking back heavily spiked eggnog with the other regulars at the Compasses, I was standing next to the magazine rack in a Kaiser Hospital waiting room, gritting my teeth through the umpteenth rendition of “Hark, The Herald Angels Sing” on the pumped-in music while pretending to read an old copy of Sports Illustrated. Outside on the streets, pretty much everyone else was still thrashing through the last-minute shopping crowds. I was waiting for an old man to die.


  That’s my job, see. Well, that’s where my job begins, anyway. I’m an angel, a heavenly advocate, name of Doloriel, although down here on earth most people call me Bobby Dollar. I earn my living right after your heart stops and your monitors go flatline -- yes, even on Christmas Eve.


  And that was what had just happened to Petar Vesić, aged ninety-eight years, nine months, forty-three days, two hours, and sixteen minutes.


  The moment I felt him slip the bonds of his mortal body, I hurried to the late Mr. Vesić’s room. We don’t like to leave the newly dead waiting too long -- they get disoriented. When I got there, I opened one of the doorways out of time that we call a “Zipper” and stepped through. The other side of the Zipper was just the same as the real world in most ways, except for a couple of things: one, time wasn’t moving there and it wasn’t going to as long as I was present, and two, there were two human shapes, both named Vesić and both dead, but one of them was moving. One of them was the body, lying motionless in a web of tubes, the other was looking down on idispassionately, as if it were nothing more than a broken-down old car he was abandoning -- not real sentimental, is what I’m staying. His soul-form showed he had been fairly wiry for such an old guy, not much fat on him, still a little muscle. Lots of scars, too.


  “Petar Vesić,” I said. “God loves you.”


  He was bald, wrinkled, and leathery as a turtle without a shell. There was something faintly reptilian about his eyes, too, a detachment I’d seen a few times before, usually on men getting ready to die, but not so often after they had already accomplished it.


  “Yes,” he said. “I thought they’d send someone.” A European undertone to his words, one I couldn’t immediately recognize. “Not like you, though.”


  This wasn’t the first time I’d been caught off-guard by a client, but it was certainly one that sticks with me. “What do you mean, not like me?”


  “Someone more frightening -- at least better dressed.” The soul-image shook his head. “Or is something else going on? I never trusted the fucking priests, anyway.”


  I recovered the thread. “My name is Doloriel. I am an angel, your advocate at judgment. I will speak for you.” I explained what was going to happen. His expression, which had never been cheerful, went completely lemon juice.


  “Fuck!” he said. “I don’t want to hear it all again. I really don’t give a shit -- I’m guilty of everything. Just let me talk to the judge. I want to make a bargain.”


  “The…judge…isn’t really that kind of judge. I mean, after the trial he doesn’t go home, take off his tie, and dandle his grandchildren on his knee.”


  Vesić squinted at me as if I was one of those grandchildren and I’d just pissed in someone’s lap. “Fuck me, I don’t care, angel. I did it all. I’m blood up to here. Just let me talk to the judge. That’s fair.”


  I didn’t know what to say to that, mostly because I didn’t know anything about him, yet. I was waiting to hear from his guardian angel -- that’s where we get the information on the souls of the recently dead -- but the next thing that happened was the sudden and routinely magnificent appearance of Its Honor, Ambriel of the Third Sphere. Heavenly judges are from the highest rank of angels that preside over Earth; when they show up, it’s a bit like having a star go nova in your extreme celestial vicinity. Bright. Beautiful but indistinct. Like music straight into your eyes.


  I knew better than to look straight into the judge’s A-bomb flash, but I was still a bit dazzled, and Vesić fell down on his soul-hands and soul-knees, wagging his head like he’d been poleaxed. I was glad to see he was grasping the seriousness of the situation a little more firmly now, but I still had no idea what he’d been talking about with his “blood up to here” remark. Didn’t sound good, though.


  “You really don’t want to know about this one,” said something next to my ear. It was a high-pitched voice with a buzzing to the edge of it, almost a whine, like a bee’s wings. Even though I’d been waiting for the dead man’s guardian angel, it still startled me.


  “Where have you been?”


  A bobbing sizzle of light appeared in front of me. “Getting ready,” it said. “You’d better be ready, too.” Guardian angels look like a cross between Tinker Belle and that laser pointer you can get cats to chase. They accompany a soul all through earthly life and they know all the embarrassing details, kind of like a tiny gossip columnist who only writes about one celebrity.


  “Glad you’re here,” I told the little light. “I take it this is a bad one?”


  “Weird one. Bad, too -- and sad and ugly. I’m not sorry to be finished.”


  Before we could exchange any more pleasantries, I was interrupted by the arrival of the last player in our little comic opera -- my opposite number, Chickenleg. The prosecuting demon was a greasy, ugly dude with a huge, dangling nose like one of those postcard monkeys, but he was also a pretty fair litigator in a wear-you-down sort of way. Not that this judgment looked like it was going to be a marathon, from what I’d heard so far. It’s tough when your own client wants to lose.


  Chickenleg had already plucked his own, demonic version of a guardian out of the air, something about the size of a baby hummingbird. This particular “infernal account executive” -- yeah, now you know where all those HR departments get their job titles -- was uglier than usual, like a melted wasp humping a sack of pus. Chickenleg popped the ugly thing in his mouth and chewed. In Hell, that’s what you call “conferring with associates”.


  “Well, look here -- it’s Doloriel,” the prosecutor said as he swallowed, his neck distended and shiny. “How’s it hanging?”


  “About the same. Generally vertical but with occasional shifts in the axis.” I can’t say I liked the guy, but there are far worse demons to deal with. Trust me on that. “I’d love to talk all day,” I told him, “-- hey, maybe we could take in a show and go dancing later -- but I still haven’t debriefed my guardian.”


  Chickenleg’s watery eyes bulged as what he’d swallowed hit his brain, or whatever node of foulness a demon’s got in his head. As the knowledge flowed into him, his misshapen mouth opened in a huge, jagged grin. “Oh, ho, ho!” he said, sounding like your drunk uncle trying to get you to laugh at a dirty joke. “Oh, ho! You’ll love this one, Dollar!”


  Putting it off wasn’t going to make it any better. I lifted Heaven’s guardian to my ear, then let it climb in and dose me with information about the deceased Mr. Vesić.


  I don’t know about you, but I always find it disorienting when the entirety of a dead person’s life just rushes into my head. Imagine someone’s life and personality just… drops into your mind and memories. One second not there, the next, you feel like you’ve known them your whole life. Fortunately, something about the guardian angels means we advocates don’t swallow every single memory all at the same time, but we can reach for them and summon them. The smaller memories, that is. The big ones, the important experiences, come smashing in all at once and they’re just there -- boom! Right in the middle of your mind, and it’s powerful. That’s how it is for us advocate angels even with the life of a young child or a very sheltered adult. Now imagine what it’s like when that life-dump belongs to an angry, half-crazy old man of nearly a hundred, who also happens to be a war criminal and a werewolf.


  Yeah. Exactly.


  But as any earthly lawyer will tell you, you can’t give up just because your case is unwinnable. Everyone is entitled to representation.


  So I hitched up my belt and started my opening remarks, which were pretty much like “everyone makes mistakes, and some of us accidentally eat a few people,” but Vesić pushed past me, headed straight for the judge. He was definitely a little chastened by Ambriel’s impressive entrance, but he still had that fierce impatience so unusual in the recent dead. Even the judge was a little startled by his bluster -- you could see it in the momentary flicker of her aura. I say “her” not because it was obvious (she resembled the business end of a Fourth of July sparkler) but because I knew from experience that Ambriel was one of those angels who are more or less female.


  “Your honor, whatever I’m supposed to call you,” Vesić growled, “all of this shit is not necessary. I am as guilty as they come. I killed Nazis, I killed Bolsheviks, and I killed people who were not guilty of anything except being out after dark. Hell is for sure where I belong.”


  I was pumped full of the information Vesić’s guardian angel had just deposited in me so I knew the soul’s version of his own life seemed far too simplistic, although the mess in my head was too weird and complicated for me to by entirely sure about anything. “Beg pardon, Your Honor,” I said, “but I think he’s exaggerating his guilt a bit.”


  “Curse you, angel, I am not!” The old man looked like he wanted to kick me hard.


  “Dude, I’m on your side, remember? Me halo, him…” I pointed at Chickenleg, “…him pointy stuff.”


  “That doesn’t matter.” Vesić waved his hand at me in disgust and turned away.


  Ambriel stirred. Calm yourself, Petar Vesić, she said. Your advocate is here to help you.


  “There is no help for me. Or for the rest of us. The doctor will go on and on.” Vesić was shaking all over now, although it was hard to tell what was causing it. It certainly wasn’t cold -- that doesn’t tend to be a problem after death. “Somebody must stop him! Angel of God, I have done everything bad you can imagine and I know do not belong with the Lord. I will go laughing to Hell. But do not let him curse my family, too. Do not let Uberhardt murder my grandson the way he killed the boy’s father and mother.”


  Chickenleg was enjoying this quite a bit. “Right, then. Let’s just mark this one down for me and be on our way, shall we?”


  The old man’s soul-form was now pacing back and forth, muttering. For a dead guy, he had a lot of energy. Everything was getting dimmer around us, the hospital room in the real world and his real body getting harder to see, as though the area was filling with mist. That meant that beyond our bubble of Outside, time and reality were moving on.


  “Not so fast,” I said.


  “Face it, Doloriel,” Chickenleg said, “your client is going to join us anyway, so why don’t you forget about the noble speeches just once? I still have time to get in nine holes at the Redwood Club. I’ll have it all to myself on Christmas Eve.”


  “Says you, handsome. Confession is good for the soul, but it’s a bad reason to send someone to Hell.” I turned to my client. “Mr. Vesić, slow down. Talk to me for a moment and we’ll…”


  “No.” The old man -- the old, dead man -- actually looked he might get violent if I tried to keep him out of Hell. “I tell you, I did it all. Killed many men, women. I am a werewolf!”


  I couldn’t help liking Vesić a little, despite what I knew about his admittedly horrifying past. (Don’t worry, I’ll explain more about his background later, so don’t be so impatient. Seriously, just chill. You’re probably the kind of person who’s figured out what all your Christmas presents are while they’re still under the tree.)


  “Send me to Hell!” The old man was practically shouting. “But someone help Anthony! Someone save my grandson!”


  “Your Honor,” I said to Ambriel, “may I have a word with you? In private?”


  An instant later, Petar Vesić stopped demanding to be condemned to eternal punishment. In fact, he stopped moving and speaking altogether, like Frosty the Snowman when his magic hat blows off. The ghostly, fogbound hospital room now contained two unmoving ex-werewolves, one in the bed, one in mid-gesticulation.


  Speak, Doloriel, the judge said.


  “Hey, I want in on this too!” said Chickenleg.


  I ignored him. “Your Honor, I have the information from his guardian angel now. There’s a lot of mitigating evidence, but I don’t know if my client will let me present it.”


  Chickenleg gave me a grumpy look. “’Mitigating’ means some kind of soft-shoe bullshit, doesn’t it? You’re trying an end-around here, Dollar.”


  Well, Hell’s prosecutor knew his football analogies, even if he didn’t know high school vocabulary words. “Shut your yap,” I complimented him.


  What do you want, Advocate Doloriel? Would you like to continue the judgment like this, with the defendant unable to interfere?


  “Not really. But I would like a chance to deal with this thing he keeps shouting about -- his grandson being in danger. I’ve seen his memories and he’s telling the truth. It’s life or death. And I think he won’t be able to get a fair deal unless it’s resolved.”


  There was a long, silent pause. I suddenly realized I’d just suggested that one of Heaven’s powers wouldn’t be able to render a fair judgment without the cooperation of the soul being judged. If I could have felt my body just then it would have had that cold-all-over feeling you get when you realize you’ve done something stupid and dangerous.


  This is highly irregular, said Ambriel at last. I am not certain that the soul’s behavior is enough to influence his judgment.


  I like Ambriel, because she’s not the kind of angel that incinerates you if you say something controversial. Or at least she never has yet. “Maybe not, but it’s enough to make it hard for me to do a good job, because he won’t cooperate. What do you say, Your Honor? Just let me try to resolve this, then we can hustle this guy off to Hell or whatever. After all, it’s Christmas Eve!”


  The last was meant more as a joke than anything else, but Ambriel paused again. Human calendars have no meaning in Heaven, she said at last. But this man’s soul is eternal -- a short wait will not effect eternity. I will give you until the sun comes up on your Christmas Day.


  “Hey! That’s totally racist!” said Chickenleg as everything started to swirl. “What about our holidays…?”


  I’m sure he had his gripes -- I hear that everyone in Hell has to pull a double-shift on Walpurgisnacht, and they don’t even get overtime -- but I had stuff of my own to worry about. Because back in the real world, it was already nearly midnight on Christmas Eve. I had less than a day to try to sort out one of the strangest stories I’d ever run into. The only saving grace was that it was all local.


  “Gotta run. I’ll be seeing you again, Petar,” I told the deceased, whose soul-form had just started moving again. “I promise I’ll do what I can for your grandson.”


  “I have something for Uberhardt buried under the bench in the hospital garden!” Vesić shouted after me as he and the judge-angel and everything else Outside began to disappear. “Give it to that stinking bastard from me! Tell him…!”


  Then he was gone, or at least the moving, talking version of him was. The hospital room around me lurched back into movement as time caught up with Outside. A couple of orderlies were sliding the other Peter Vesić onto a gurney while a nurse stood by, ready to strip the bed. No family, no mourners. But, from what the guardian had deposited into my mind, that wasn’t too surprising.


  And Happy Holidays to you, too.


  “Hark, The Herald Angels Sing” was just finishing as I got back from Outside, so I wandered through the hospital hallways to the piped-in strains of “The Little Drummer Boy”, which wasn’t a huge improvement. The hospital’s small garden, an arrangement of cement paths, mostly leafless hedges, and a few flowerbeds, was surrounded on all four sides by the windows of sickrooms. The only bench had a plaque on it dedicated to somebody’s dead Aunt Helen. I scrabbled discreetly underneath Aunt Helen’s memorial and found a loose bit of ground underneath the crackling brown leaves. I looked around to make sure nobody was watching, then crouched behind the bench and started digging.


  The hole wasn’t very deep, but I was amazed Vesić had found the opportunity and strength to bury anything out here at all while he was busy dying. Whatever else he might be, werewolf, murderer, he was also a stubborn, determined old bastard. I kind of liked that, and I wondered if I’d have liked him as much before I met him dead. Probably not. Single-minded people, especially those intent on killing someone, aren’t normally a lot of fun.


  The plastic pharmacy bag was bulky because it contained a big old Colt revolver, a single-action from the early twentieth century, I’d guess, heavy as a frozen leg of lamb. I flipped open the cylinder to have a look. Just as I suspected, the cartridges were silver. The old guy had loaded all six chambers, which is a little dangerous in a gun that doesn’t have a safety. Like I said, stubborn and determined.


  Now, I’m no stranger to silver bullets, but I didn’t have any gun that shot a .45 caliber shell, and I didn’t want to carry anything as long and as hard to draw from a pocket as that Colt, either. Still, it would probably be worth some money if it was real, so I took one of the bullets out for luck and stuck it in my pants pocket, then I buried the Colt and the rest of the ammunition again. Worse came to worse, I could sell the gun on eBay and give the proceeds to the dead old man’s relatives, but sentiment, even bloody sentiment, was not going to choose my weapon for me.


  As I drove away from the hospital, I tried to locate a few of my professional friends, but couldn’t get anything but people’s voicemail. Not surprising, really: most sensible folk, even angels, have better things to do on Christmas Eve than answer calls from me. Downtown was full of colored lights and tinsel climbing the lampposts like it was ivy, but it was one of those weirdly warm, dry Christmas Eves we get in California every few years. I wasn’t really in the holiday mood, anyway.


  Watching assorted merrymakers and a few desperate, last-minute shoppers surging across the Camino Real in front of me, I briefly considered swinging past the Compasses a few blocks away to see if I could recruit a posse from the angels who would be drinking there. Whatever I was going to do about this whole werewolf-murders thing wasn’t going to be easy, and might be a lot worse than “difficult”. I decided against it, though, because I had so little time. I didn’t relish trying to sober up Young Elvis or Jimmy the Table long enough to explain this very weird story, so instead I just called and left a message for my friend George “Fatback” Noceda, who, unlike Young Elvis, I could actually imagine being useful in the current situation. George is not an angel, but he has a lot of other unusual talents.


  “I’ll be at your place pretty soon after midnight,” I told George’s voicemail. I knew he wasn’t going to pick up, because before midnight, George acts like a real pig. And that’s not a metaphor. “I’m going to need your special brand of expertise on this one, so tell Javier to get your trailer ready for a little field trip.” Usually Fatback is my research guy -- he has a couple of hundred thousand dollars worth of top-end computer equipment modified for his personal use, and he can truffle-hunt data on Hell or anything else I have to worry about faster than anyone I know -- but the information I was going to need from him tonight was of a much more personal kind.


  By the way, that name -- Fatback? Lots of people call George that, but I actually try not to. I slip sometimes, because I knew him by the nickname long before I met him, but I never use it to his face.


  Next I swung by my place to pick up a few things, with the emphasis on stuff that went bang, bang! I loaded my Belgian automatic with silver bullets, but left my Smith and Wesson revolver full of ordinary loads, because with my luck, I might have to shoot someone who wasn’t a werewolf before the night was over, and silver is fucking expensive.


  Fatback’s place is way up in the hills above San Judas. It takes a while to get there, but I didn’t mind because the place I was going afterward wasn’t too far from the pig farm. When I got there a bit before one in the morning, Javier, George’s keeper and right-hand-man, was out hooking the trailer to the four-by-four, helped out by one of his sons. (Javier’s family has been working for George’s family since the 19th Century.) Javier looks like he’s older than gravity, but he seemed to be doing most of the work. I waved to him as I hustled past on my way to George’s pen in the big barn.


  The change comes on him every midnight, and as I expected, the intelligent, human side of George was now in control. Of course, George Noceda having been screwed by Hell in a particularly bad deal, George’s human intellect was housed in the body of an eight hundred pound male pig. But that’s what I wanted, because when George is in his human body, his brain is strictly Hog City. It’s actually easier to take a pig places than a large, naked, muddy fat man who can only bellow and grunt. Seriously, he’s as bad as some of the people you see in the state legislature.


  “I’m getting ready,” George said when I came in; I was wincing as always at the smell, but he looked cleaner than usual. Maybe Javier had hosed him down for the holidays. “You didn’t give me much warning, Mr. D. I’m just grabbing a bite to eat.”


  “Don’t have much time,” I said. “Can you take phone calls when you’re in the trailer?”


  “Of course.” He sucked down a corncob. “What do you think I am, primitive? I’ve got all kinds of high-tech stuff back there.”


  “Good.” I stuck my wireless receiver in my ear. “Then into the back you go and I’ll explain it all as we drive.”


  He paused at the top of the ramp. “How do I know you’re not going to take me to a meat-packing plant?” George has a sense of humor, although it’s mostly about pig stuff.


  “Come on, George, it’s the night before Christmas. Even I wouldn’t turn a friend into bacon on Christmas Eve. I’m a sentimental guy.”


  “That’s what all the butchers say.”


  I did feel a little bad, because although I intended to keep George as far away from trouble as I could, there was at least a chance (okay, an unpleasantly large chance) that things would get violent before the night was over. I don’t like to drag mortals into harm’s way, but I was going to need George’s specialty knowledge. Because if Petar Vesić’s memories were accurate, there was a pretty good chance he wasn’t going to be the only werewolf I’d encounter tonight.


  I gave Javier directions, then as we pulled out onto the main road (not that any of the roads in that rustic part of the Bay Area were what I’d call “main”) I filled George in on what had happened so far.


  “So this guy comes from what used to be Yugoslavia?” George asked.


  “Long time ago, yeah.”


  “Always has been a lot of were-stuff going around in the Balkans. I met a woman from Macedonia once who was a fox. I mean the animal.”


  “Yeah, but this didn’t happen to him in the Balkans,” I said. “It happened in a prison camp called Mauthausen in Austria, during the Second World War. Vesić was fighting as a partisan after the Nazi takeover in Croatia until he was captured. The Nazis shipped him to the camp. They could have just executed him, or used him for slave labor, but instead the SS handed him over to one of the doctors there, a guy named Jochen Uberhardt. And then shit got real -- or, to be more accurate, unreal. Uberhardt was into some of the weirdest of the weird stuff. I mean, most of the high-up Nazis liked that occult shit, but Uberhardt, well, he was more than a mere believer. One reason for that might have been that he was a werewolf himself.”


  “I’ve heard of Uberhardt, but I never heard that,” George said. “So they were both werewolves? This guy who died tonight and the doctor in the prison camp?”


  “Not both of them to begin with. Petar Vesić was just an ordinary, Nazi-killing Yugoslav partisan before he got to Mauthausen. But Uberhardt was trying to create an SS super-soldier or some similarly crazy shit, so he was injecting concoctions made from his own blood into prisoners. In fact, the whole camp was rotten with crazy Nazi doctors. Most of them were working on more normal ways of killing people, shooting them up with antifreeze, gasoline, you name it, but Uberhardt had bigger plans. Apparently, he still does.”


  I checked my phone and told Javier to take the small side road dimly visible in the four-by-four’s headlights. No, there’s no listing on Google Maps for “Nazi Werewolf Doctor’s House” -- I’d figured out the location earlier, from the guardian angel’s memories, because Petar Vesić had tracked down where Uberhardt was living. That was what had brought him to San Judas. A little too late, as it happened, because old age had caught up with Vesić before Vesić caught up with the doctor.


  “Wait a minute,” George said. “This Nazi guy’s still alive? He must be like a hundred years old.”


  “One hundred and three, to be precise. I looked him up. But of course, the rest of the world thinks he’s dead. He got out of Europe in the last months of the war, through Spain to South America. Later he was in the Congo for about twenty years as well, still busily trying to find out a way to turn men into werewolves by injection.”


  “But hold on, the injection worked, right? It worked on this Vesić guy. You said he turned into a werewolf.”


  “Yes, but he was the only one. Something like two hundred prisoners in Mauthausen got the Uberhardt treatment, but only Vesić survived. Something in the genes, maybe -- like you said, the Balkans have lots of that kind of stuff. Then the concentration camp folks found out that making a werewolf is one thing, but holding on to a werewolf is another. As the Allies were closing in on the place in the spring of 1945, Vesić broke out of his cell one night, killed a few guards, and escaped over the wall. He was reportedly shot about two dozen times, which means he was in his were-form when it happened.


  “So Vesić got away. He went back to Yugoslavia, stayed in the military, mostly intelligence, but he eventually stopped believing in the communist government and fled to America. Spent years in Arizona, where he did his best to deal with his werewolf-urges by killing animals instead of people. Somewhere along the way he got married and raised a family. Then about seven years ago, Doctor Uberhardt showed up again.”


  “Whoa,” said George. “This is like a movie.”


  “It was a pretty fucked-up movie for the Vesić family. Petar and his wife had one child, a daughter, and she never showed any hint of having inherited the wolf stuff from her father. Maybe that’s why Uberhardt, who must have been watching from a distance, never went near her. Some years later the daughter got married and moved to the West Coast, where the couple had a baby boy named Anthony. But the family’s good days were pretty much over. Somehow, Vesić’s grandson had inherited the werewolf trait, which showed up for the first time when he turned twelve. So Vesić flew out to California and told the family everything. They took little Anthony out of school and kept him at home, and with his grandfather’s help they learned how to keep him out of trouble on the nights when the change came. Everything seemed to be under control until about seven years ago, when Anthony would have been about eighteen or nineteen.


  “One day the boy’s father didn’t show up for work. Neighbors went by, but nobody answered the door. At last somebody called the cops, and they found the bodies. Vesić’s daughter and the poor guy who’d married into her crazy werewolf family were both dead on the living room floor with their brains blown out, and there was no sign of young Anthony. Or of fingerprints, car tire tracks, anything. The job had been done by experts, which is no surprise, because it was done on behalf of Doctor Jochen Uberhardt. He wanted Vesić’s grandson, so he’d taken him.


  “Old Petar went nuts, of course. His daughter had been murdered and his grandson stolen, and he knew damn well who’d done it. He came back to California, determined to track Uberhardt down, kill him, and get his grandson back. He found out where Uberhardt was living -- that’s where we’re headed right now -- but his health wasn’t up to the rest of it. Vesić collapsed in the middle of a bus station in downtown Jude, and after a couple of weeks in the hospital, he died. And he doesn’t care if he goes to Hell, as long as someone helps his grandson.”


  “Poor kid. At least he already knows what he is.” George sounded solemn. “It’s bad when it first happens, even if you think you’re ready. And it’s different for every single person it happens to.”


  George didn’t usually talk about his own history. “Did it freak you out the first time?” I asked.


  “Hellz, yeah. It hurts. And it feels like you’re changing forever. You can’t imagine you’ll ever be back the way you were. It’s like dying. No, it’s like not dying, but you know you’re dead anyway.” His voice hitched a little. “I wish it never had to happen to anyone.”


  It made my insides hurt to hear him. “Yeah, well this guy Uberhardt has forced that on a lot of people, and the ones who did die from it were the lucky ones. So now it’s up to me to put things right.”


  “Up to us, you mean,” said George. He shifted position and the whole trailer wobbled; I could feel it even up in the air-conditioned cab of the four-by-four. George is not a small pig.


  “No, up to me. You’re staying here with Javier until I call for you.”


  “Then I still don’t get why you wanted me along, Bobby.” George sounded half relieved, half indignant.


  “Think about it. This Uberhardt guy is pretty much werewolf Mengele, and he’s probably nutty as cashew brittle. For all I know, he’s already forced Vesić’s grandson to sire a whole pack of lupine super-soldier offspring. It might be a werewolf puppy mill in there for all I know. I need were-experience to deal with whatever I find, George, and you’re the only were-friend I have.”


  Meanwhile, Javier was wrestling the four-by-four up a steeply winding road. We were close. I leaned toward him. “Pull over now, Javier. Over there, off the road a little way. It’s only about half a mile up the hill from here, so I’m going on foot. George, radio silence from now on -- in fact, just don’t make any noise at all.”


  I told Javier he should stay in the truck, too, then checked my guns as I got out. The Smith and Wesson was in my jacket pocket, the Belgian automatic with silver bullets in the back of my waistband. When I go Christmas caroling at the Nazi neighbors’ place at two in the morning, you better believe I’m ready to sing real loud.


  As I worked my way up the scrubby, moonlit hillside, covered in oak and pine and a few lonely-looking redwoods, I had time to worry over how little I knew about Uberhardt’s house and property. Vesić hadn’t had the time or strength to do much scouting, and all I knew about it came from him. The house was a big multilevel job in sort of fake Frank Lloyd Wright style, all unpainted redwood and high windows, and looked like it shouldn’t be too hard to break into. But for all I knew, Uberhardt had turned it into some kind of hardcore neo-Nazi hangout with dozens of racist gangbangers hiding in the bushes and machine-gun emplacements all over the lawn. Not to mention that I only had the few remaining hours of night to get in, to do what I had to do, and to get out again before dawn.


  I quickly had a series of unpleasant surprises. The first came when I was stopped by a chain link fence, eight feet high or so with razor wire at the top. The second was that I could see from there that the lights were on at Uberhardt’s place. Not just a few lamps gleaming cozily in the windows, either, or a sparkling Christmas tree in the parlor waiting for Saint Nick’s arrival, but professional-grade security lights all around the perimeter of the house. They were pointing down (so as not to draw attention, I guess) but were still bright enough to surround the irregular shape of the house with a moat of bright, white light. Even without the fence it would have been hard to sneak up unobserved.


  The third unpleasant surprise made itself known when I glanced up past the lights to the house itself and realized someone was standing on the deck looking right at me. I froze in place, and after a few seconds decided the guy was just looking out in my general direction and couldn’t see me in the shadowy trees. Whoever he was, though, he was definitely awake and probably not waiting to hear reindeer landing on the roof. He was a big guy by his silhouette, kind of Hell’s-Angel-shaped, with a gut, long hair, and a beard, and he looked like he had close to a hundred pounds on me, most of that muscle, not to mention an assault rifle hanging over his shoulder.


  I didn’t move. A couple of minutes later another guy, also biker-ish but a bit thinner, and also carrying a piece of auto-firing nastiness, wandered out onto the deck. He bummed a smoke off the first guy, lit it in a flare of lighter-flame, then walked off again into the darkness around the far side of the house.


  Two guards, so far -- I decided to call them Smokes and Scrounger.


  I waited for a good long while, glad that my angel body doesn’t shiver much -- it was effing cold out there in the late December hills -- but I saw no sign of the second guard again or any others. That part wasn’t as bad as I’d feared, but with the spotlights splashing all around the perimeter, and a chain-link fence between me and the property, I still wasn’t going to get in easily or quietly.


  Other times I’d have gone away and given it some thought, maybe grabbed a couple of friends to try something a bit more hardcore. But I didn’t have the time, and I really wanted to get Anthony Vesić out of there. It wasn’t just the idea of the horrors that Petar Vesić’s poor grandson had almost certainly been put through: the old man’s memories had gotten to me, too. See, Peter Vesić had done a lot of gruesome, terrible things during his years with the Yugoslav resistance, a bad, rough man in a bad, rough time, and he had killed more than a few innocents after Uberhardt’s blood-injection had turned him into a monster, but only until he learned how to keep the worst of his instincts under control. It hadn’t been easy and he hadn’t always succeeded, but Petar Vesić had done his best to fight against the monster inside him.


  But beyond Vesić and his family’s suffering, I now wanted badly to put a stop to Jochen Uberhardt. As someone who’s actually been to Hell, I can tell you that I had no doubt Uberhardt belonged there. I’ve seldom been so glad to know that most of the knowledge I receive from a deceased soul will fade away again when the judgment is finished, because I would hate to think I’d keep on seeing Uberhardt’s bright, merciless blue eyes, keep hearing his emotionless voice saying, “Yes, an inferior Slav perhaps, but an excellent subject. My colleagues, with their foolish racial dogma, have blinded themselves.” And then that huge needle descending, like a V2 rocket bringing death from the sky, followed by pain like very little ever experienced by mortals. Vesić’s memories of his time in the doctor’s care at Mauthausen were making me really queasy, and that hardly ever happens. Heavenly advocates are lucky we don’t remember the details of our clients’ lives for long. I don’t think any of us could do our jobs without the gift of forgetting most of the souls’ intimate secrets afterward.


  And right now, that well-scrubbed torturer was right above me, fifty yards or so uphill in his redwood mansion, rejoicing in his victories. My priority was to free his prisoner and get out again. But if I had the time and the opportunity, well, I would be happy to give Uberhardt a little taste of his own medicine. A fatal dose, if possible. Ugly thoughts for an angel on Christmas Eve, I know, but there they were.


  Over the next couple of minutes I thought up at least a dozen different ways of getting past the fence and onto the property, all of them stupid or far more complicated than likely to succeed. At last I decided on the Gordian Knot approach, which is where I usually wind up.


  You ever seen a Scotsman tossing a caber, one of those telephone-pole things they like to chuck around at the Highland Games? I found a big chunk of fallen tree, a sodden log longer than I am tall, then heaved the heavy, moss-covered thing up into a rough vertical and staggered back toward a part of the fence with a generator hut just on the other side. I’m grateful for my greater-than-human strength (I don’t think an ordinary guy could have done it, because it nearly herniated me to death) but I was even more grateful when I could finally let it fall. It did, taking down the chain-link fencing with a thump, a crash, and a twang of curling razor wire. I ran as lightly as I could over the log and, once inside, clambered up onto the generator hut and lay flat on the roof with a large rock in my hand.


  At that point, with my adrenaline levels pushing all meters into the red, my earbud beeped right in my ear. Pleep! It startled me so badly that if I’d had a less angelic bladder I’d probably have wet myself.


  “What? I said radio silence, George!”


  “Bobby? I know you said not to call, but Javier’s not answering me from up in the cab. It’s been a while. I’m worried.”


  I tried to calm myself by imagining what it might be like to be a pig with a man’s brain trapped in the back of a truck parked in the middle of Werewolf Country Safari. “Look, he probably just stepped out for a piss and he’s staying quiet, which is actually good strategy. Seriously, George, I can’t talk right now. Just hunker down in the truck and when I have a moment, I’ll check back.”


  “I’m not sure…”


  I heard footsteps. “Can’t talk.” I broke the connection.


  The slimy crunch of wet leaves got louder. I held my breath as the smaller biker guy I’d named Scrounger came around the edge of the house. He was on ground level now, looking so alert he could have posed for a Today’s Army recruitment poster, except for the scruffy beard and greasy hair and the Iron Cross tattooed on one cheek. He was glaring around in all directions, so I stayed flat against the roof of the generator shack. When he got to just beneath where I was, he crouched down to examine the log lying across the fence, probably trying to decide whether the fall had been an accident or not. He looked like he might be thinking “not an accident”, so I edged forward a little and brained him with my rock.


  I could have finished him off then, quickly and silently, but as unpleasant as he appeared, I wasn’t willing to kill him, since I could already tell he wasn’t an immortal demon. In fact, compared to those guys, Scrounger might have been comparatively innocent -- you know, a few convictions for meth sales, a prison shanking or two. It’s God’s job to judge these guys, not mine. So once I was certain he wasn’t going to get up anytime soon, I climbed down off the generator shack and left him there as I headed for the house, keeping my eyes open for Smokes, the big guard with the cigarettes.


  The house was built on the side of a hill, and dropped off steeply on one side to a cement and brick patio that looked as if it didn’t get used very often. As I got closer, I still saw no sign of Smokes, or of any general alarm being raised. I hoped the big guard had been inside using the can or something when I breached the fence; maybe he didn’t even know yet. I found my way around to the back stairs and went up them as quietly as I could. I figured I’d start at the bottom and search upward. But something caught my attention.


  The first ground floor window was a big panoramic one, the kind you put in to take advantage of a great view. I’m not sure how good the view was from inside (you’d mostly be seeing cyclone fence between you and the woods) but from the outside the view was astounding. Because the room inside was beautifully decorated for Christmas, like something out of a magazine spread. Tinsel, fake icicle decals on the window, a gorgeous tree covered in sparkling lights, the whole deal. There were even wrapped presents underneath the tree, and not just a few. I stared so long my breath started to fog the glass -- maybe twenty seconds, which was stupid. Because right between second twenty and twenty-one, somebody hit me in the back of the head with what must have been a gun butt. Apparently Smokes was pretty fucking stealthy after all.


  It got weirder, because the first thing I saw when I woke up was Santa Claus himself. No shit.


  I was now inside that room with all the lights and decorations and the beautiful tree, and the person staring at me was the smiling, white-whiskered fellow who comes down your chimney once a year. The two of us weren’t alone, though. Santa had one of his helpers -- the large, biker-ish elf I’d named Smokes stood a short distance away with a sawed-off shotgun in his hand and a sour expression on his face. But it was Santa that really freaked me out. Alive and sitting right in front of me with a bushy beard and a big, friendly grin on his face.


  Look, I’ve seen as many stupid movies as you have. I know what Nazi scientists are supposed to look like -- lean, cruel, maybe with a scar. What they are definitely not supposed to look like was Jolly Old Saint Nick. But the guy smiling at me had the round, red cheeks, the full white beard, the friendly, jelly-jiggling belly. Further departing from the approved Hollywood model of scientific Nazi-hood, he was wearing not a bloodstained lab coat or an SS uniform but a pair of red striped pajamas, an expensive red bathrobe, and fur-lined slippers.


  I, on the other hand, was in a chair, wearing only my pants. My ankles had been duct-taped, and my hands were secured tightly behind my back, too. I was pretty sure they’d already decided I was naughty, not nice. I cleared my throat. “Doctor Uberhardt, I presume.”


  He held up my wireless earbud. “Who is on the other end of this? Who sent you?” He had a bit of a Germanic accent, so I was pretty sure this was the Monster of Mauthausen in person, although he looked awfully damn good for one hundred and three. He said, “Tell me quickly and perhaps you will get a bullet in the head and a quick death.” His eyes were the only part that didn’t look like something out of an old Coca Cola ad, glinting little flecks of blue that might be the last color you saw before hitting Arctic water under the ice.


  “What a lovely gift idea,” I said. “You’re clearly in the seasonal mood.”


  The earbud crackled in his fingers, so low I wasn’t sure if anyone heard it but me, Old Angel Ears. I heard George’s voice saying “Bobby …?” then Uberhardt crushed the earbud between his thumb and index finger like it was a fragile, blown-glass ornament. Centenarians shouldn’t be that strong.


  “Well, you won’t need that anymore … Bobby,” he said, and dropped a small shower of plastic fragments on the carpet.


  I was testing my bonds -- duct tape, which is always nasty. But not impossible. Even with my angel-ized body, I couldn’t just snap it -- they’d wound it around my ankles and wrists several times -- but I’d found what felt like a loose screw head on the back of the chair seat, so I began sawing the edge of the tape that held my wrists against it, and talked to cover the movement. “Seasons greetings from Petar Vesić.”


  “Petar Vesić died yesterday. You no longer have an employer.”


  “Some deals last longer than you’d think. Vesić wants his grandson Anthony back.”


  Santa-Nazi raised an eyebrow and his smile widened. “Is that all? You can find him buried in a shallow grave out by the south fence.” My heart felt cold in my chest: from the offhand way Uberhardt said it, I knew it had to be true. “I took what I wanted from him a long time ago. In a sense, Vesić already has him back.”


  Damn, now I really wanted to kill this bastard -- if I could ever get free. I felt the edge of the outermost strip of tape part where I was working it. I’d have to tear through a lot more before I’d be able to do anything, though, and even if I got loose, what was I going to do? My guns were gone somewhere with my jacket, shirt, and shoes. All they had left me seemed to be Petar Vesic’s silver bullet, which I could feel pressing against my leg in my thigh pocket. Of course, without the Colt revolver still buried in the hospital garden, it was quite useless, unless I could somehow convince Uberhardt to swallow it and choke.


  I set to work trying to stretch the loop of tape around my ankles. They’d taped right over my pants, so it wasn’t as bad as it could have been. “So you went to all that trouble to kidnap the man’s grandson, then you just killed him?” I asked. “What was the point? I mean, I know you concentration camp doctors are all supposed to be crazy, but come on! That’s just wasteful.”


  Uberhardt got out of his chair and walked over to me. He leaned down and grabbed my face in his surprisingly strong fingers -- no fucking way this guy was forty years past retirement age! -- and dragged it up until I was staring into his bright blue eyes. “Wasteful. Hah! Do we speak of things wasted? You are one of God’s angels, and you spend your time on things like this, things that don’t concern you… or God.”


  Okay, that surprised me. I lost the thread of wherever I’d been leading him. “You know what I am?”


  “I have been around a long time, by the standards of mortal men. I have seen many things -- things even you might find hard to credit. Oh, yes, I have met your kind before.” Uberhardt let go of my face and straightened up. “I know you can die, or at least your body can. I know you can feel pain. And I am good at making people feel pain. Now tell me, why are you truly here. No angel would waste his time on a mongrel like Petar Vesić.”


  “I already told you.”


  He nodded. Smokes leaned over and hit me hard with the back of his hand, hard enough to make my head buzz and my vision blur. “Do not treat me like I am stupid,” the doctor said. “Tell me who truly sent you.”


  “Okay, okay! You’re right, it was… it was the Festivus Fairy, Mr. Claus. I think she’s moving into your turf.”


  He didn’t even nod. This time Smokes hit me with the butt of the shotgun just beside my right eye. I was pretty sure my cheekbone was broken. Blood dribbled from my face onto my bare chest.


  The jolly old elf looked from me to the floor with distaste. “We are going to make a mess. My daughter worked hard to decorate this room. She would be upset if there is blood. We should take him downstairs to the lab.”


  “Carl’s busy puking in the bathroom down there,” said Smokes. “I think he’s got a concussion. We owe this guy for that, too.” And he gave me another shot with the gun butt, this time on the back of my head, and only slightly less vicious than the previous blow. I heard nothing but jingle bells for long seconds afterward. “Some angel,” he said. “Look at him. You sure, Doc?”


  “I know the stink of sanctity,” said Uberhardt. “We will not take him upstairs, because the boy is sleeping there.” He turned toward me, and said the following like it was supposed to make sense. “The boy needs his rest. He gets too excited and thinks he hears Santa Claus coming. Then he does not sleep.” He turned to Smokes. “Go and bring some towels to put on the carpet, Henry.”


  So Scrounger was really Carl, Smokes was named Henry, and I was about to become a series of stains on some towels. I was learning things, but they weren’t exactly the kind of things I’d wanted to learn.


  I felt another layer of the tape around my wrist come apart at the edge, but it still wasn’t enough to let me do anything useful. I decided to concentrate on my legs for a while. As I mentioned, they had taped my ankles right over my pants -- dumb move, because duct tape doesn’t hold fabric the way it does skin. I started trying stretch the tape. Discreetly, of course, since Herr Doctor Santa was still sitting across fro me. Meanwhile, I was putting together the bits of what I’d heard, and although I didn’t know exactly what it all meant, I sure didn’t like the shape of it. Uberhardt had a daughter. The daughter seemed to have a child. Vesić’s grandson was dead, but he’d “served his purpose” first.


  Henry came back with a pile of fluffy white towels in his arms, like an ugly giant carrying clouds. I discreetly slowed down my work on the taped bonds as he bent to arrange them around me, but Henry’s pockets were full of tools that looked like they belonged to a demented leatherworker, and I didn’t think he was going to be making toys with them, so I kept scraping quietly at the tape around my wrists and desperately pushing my ankles apart to stretch the tape, like a Thighmaster exercise in reverse.


  When the towels were arranged beneath me like the blanket at the base of a particularly disturbing Christmas tree, The Artist Formerly Known As “Smokes” stood up and began to gag me with a rank bandana. I was still a few seconds short of having made enough of a gouge in the tape around my wrists to snap it outright, but I was out of time. So when Henry moved around in front of me, I tugged my pants-leg out of the loosened duct tape (not as easy as it sounds) then kicked him right in his popcorn balls. My feet were bare, as I mentioned, and it felt like I broke my big toe, but I used the leverage of my seat in the chair to drive that kick so hard that I lifted Henry up onto his tiptoes with it. He fell like a bag of rocks, so far beyond useful speech he only gagged and made little whistling noises.


  Feliz Navidad, fuckhole, is what I wanted to say, but I didn’t waste the breath. My attack on Henry had caught Uberhardt by surprise, but the doctor was already fumbling in the end table beside his chair for what I felt certain was a gun -- probably something cool and Nazi-ish like a Luger that would blast me full of cool and Nazi-ish bullets. I heaved against the tape on my wrists as hard as I could, tensing every muscle in my arms, neck, and shoulders until they felt like swollen blood-sausages. I shouted in agony, but finally snapped the bonds. Even as I did, I saw that Henry had recovered just enough from his ball-booting to level his sawed-off toward me with one wobbly arm. I threw myself out of the chair and under his line of fire, bumping his arm with my shoulder to knock the blast up and out of line. It still went off next to my ear like a bomb, and I couldn’t hear anything except a distant ringing as I got hold of his greasy head and banged it several times against the floor until I felt him go limp. I was exhausted, deaf, and in a lot of pain -- hey, you sit for an hour with your hands taped behind your back while people slug you in the skull -- but I was worried Uberhardt might have found what he was looking for, so I rolled to the side and looked back. Turned out, I didn’t need to worry. Somebody had killed Christmas.


  Well, that’s what it looked like at first, because Dr. Jochen Uberhardt was sprawled on his back. It wasn’t immediately obvious because of the angle, and because of his red dressing gown, but he had taken the largest part of Henry’s shotgun burst, mostly in his head and upper torso. The doctor was a bloody mess, his beard and face spattered in scarlet, but he was still alive, still breathing; as I crawled toward him his weird blue eyes followed my movements. I grabbed his cane, a heavy wooden job now lying next to his empty chair. I briefly contemplated beating the rest of the life out of him, but I could hear somebody coming up the stairs toward the main room. I remembered that the other guard, Carl, had been in the lab on the floor below, recovering from the rock I’d laid against his head, so I clambered to my feet and staggered like a George Romero zombie to the doorway.


  “What the hell’s going on down here?” Carl yelled as he came in. “Did you get that…?”


  I didn’t have much time to admire the big old swollen bruise I’d put on his forehead as he stopped in the doorway and stared in shock at the groaning, blood-spattered lump that was Uberhardt and the less bloody but more silent lump of Henry. I didn’t have time because I was busy swinging that big knob-headed cane of Uberhardt’s.


  You might think it was just a poetic coincidence that I smashed Carl in the same place I’d recently kicked Henry, but really it wasn’t: I was getting tired of all this bullshit, and I fucking well aimed for those nuts. If you’re going to tie me up and beat the shit out of me, and you’re not named Exotic Mistress Christina and I didn’t pay you to do it, you’d better not let me get loose again.


  As he lay writhing on the floor, I gave Carl a couple of more taps on the skull to shut him up, because I was getting tired of the sound of guys with crushed gonads retching. Then I went to hunt for my guns, but I couldn’t find them in Uberhardt’s table or anywhere else in the room. What the doctor had been reaching for was a button that apparently triggered a silent alarm, which meant anyone else on the property would know by now that bad shit was going down. I had no time to waste -- I knew a woman and a child were on the premises somewhere, and there might be more guards as well.


  I stood over Uberhardt, listening to his breathing noises, which sounded like someone trying to drink liquid fat through a straw. I hoped it meant the vicious bastard was dying, as long as he didn’t die too fast.


  “Where are the others?” I asked him. “You said your daughter and a boy. Is that child something to do with Petar Vesić’s grandson? Are there any more guards?”


  “Schwächling…” he grunted. “Ich werde dich toten…!”


  “I dropped out of ‘German For Interrogations’, so let’s just keep it English.” I put my foot on a concentration of blood-oozing holes in his upper chest and leaned a little weight on it. He gasped and coughed bloody froth. “Answer the question, Doc.”


  “No more guards…” he wheezed. “But you’ll die anyway…”


  “Where are the civilians?” I gave it a little push, just like pressing down the accelerator pedal, and watched tears jump unbidden into his eyes. I wondered how often that had happened -- Doctor Uberhardt didn’t seem like the sentimental sort. “Where are the woman and the child?”


  “Upstairs. Door… off… kitchen…” he said, then to my amazement, he smiled, bloody mouth and a couple of broken teeth and all. He looked so unfazed I half-expected him to spit out a couple of shotgun pellets, like Superman. “You’re dead, angel.”


  “Yeah. Tell me something new.” I briefly contemplated simply blowing the doctor’s head off with the remaining shotgun shell, but I didn’t know how difficult it was going to be to get into the downstairs lab or whatever was down there: I might need some additional information out of him. Besides, Uberhardt might have been lying when he said there no other guards, in which case saving my buckshot would be a smart idea.


  I had no idea what time it was, either, but knew I needed to get moving. My guns were lost somewhere in the house, but I had Henry’s sawed-off Remington, and also his big old knife, which I’d lifted from his belt because, let’s face it, he wasn’t going to be doing any whittling any time soon. I slid the blade into my belt and decided to take the doctor’s walking stick as well. Nice to have a non-lethal option when dealing with quite possibly innocent women and kids.


  The kitchen was just as bizarrely normal as everything else I’d seen, smelling of gingerbread and cinnamon. There was no one on the stairs, and no noise from below, but I went up with the shotgun pointing ahead of me and the safety off. I wished I had the assault rifle Henry had been carrying earlier, but I didn’t have time to look for it.


  The hallway at the top of the stairs had several rooms, all empty, but one door near the back was locked. I flicked the shotgun safety on so I didn’t accidentally blow my own head off, then backed up a couple of steps, lowered my shoulder, and smashed the bolt right out of the doorframe. I didn’t have much time to take in details -- a carpeted room, a beautiful view down the tree-covered hillside beyond the single window. There were toys all over the floor, a desk, a television, and a low table with the remains of a meal on it. Two figures sat huddled on a couch, a fair-haired young woman and a dark-haired boy of about seven or eight years old. Then a second woman stepped toward me from behind the door where she had been hiding. She was aiming a pistol at me.


  “Go away! Get out of here or I’ll shoot!” She was an attractive, well-dressed older gal who looked like she could have been dean of a small university. She was trying to sound convincingly dangerous, but it was pretty clear from the one-handed way she was waving the revolver that she didn’t use guns very often.


  I lowered the shotgun and saw her relax a little. “Obviously there’s been a mistake, ma’am,” I said in my calmest voice. I took a step toward her, gun held high so she could see I wasn’t pointing it at anything, then I knocked the pistol out of her hand with the walking stick. She just stood there, squeezing her now sore hand and looking scared and unhappy. “Now who the hell are you?” I asked. “Uberhardt’s daughter?”


  She shook her head and pointed at the blonde woman on the couch. “She is. I’m… I’m just the governess.”


  “Then lie down on the rug, Ms. Poppins, and put your hands behind your head.” As the older woman hurried to obey me, I swiveled the shotgun toward the room’s other occupants, but then thought better of it. The younger woman squeezed up against the end of the couch had ratty hair that hadn’t been brushed in a while. Her dress was plain and sacklike, something you’d expect to see on a patient in long-term care, not the pampered daughter of a wealthy man. She stared at me, the small boy held tight against her breast. “You,” I demanded. “What’s your name?”


  Her blue eyes, big to begin with, got bigger. She looked from the woman on the floor to me, to the shotgun. “Maria,” she said in a small, childlike voice.


  “Right, Maria. Are you Doctor Uberhardt’s daughter?” She nodded. “And is that child your son?”


  She looked down quickly, as though to make sure she was still holding the same child, then nodded again. “He’s named Fritz.”


  “Oh, of course he is. What’s your father running here, a stock company of The Nutcracker? And who is Fritz’s father, Maria?” She looked at me blankly, but I thought there must be something else going on behind those large, pale, sky-colored eyes. “Come on! Who’s the father?”


  She shook her head. “I don’t know.”


  Time was definitely being wasted here. If nothing else, it was going to be dawn soon, and then my friend George was going to be man-body, pig-brain and not much use to me at all. “Okay, enough chat. I need all three of you to get up and walk out of here with me. Carry the boy if you want, but get moving. Now.”


  “Where is my papa?” the young woman asked.


  “He’s not coming on this trip. You and your son are.” I looked down at the governess, who was trying very hard not to move or look up. “Nanny, you’re coming along too -- we’ll work all the details out later. Now come on!”


  “No!” Maria’s voice turned stubborn. “Papa said to go in the room and stay if anything happened. We’re in the room. We have to stay.”


  “Papa was wrong. Please, stand up. I can’t carry all of you.”


  “No!” Maria said loudly. “Papa said stay!”


  I was beginning to think there was something seriously wrong with Uberhardt’s daughter. I reached out to take her arm. “Look, I don’t care what …”


  “No! No!” Her voice became a shriek as she jerked away from me, her hair in looping tangles over her face like a golden fishnet. “You’re spoiling Christmas!” And then she changed.


  Weirdest thing I’ve ever seen, weirder than watching George go pig to man or man to pig. Because unlike George, who’s usually half-buried in mud, it all happened in front of me, like a scientific experiment in good light, and I still couldn’t figure out what was happening. Because Maria Uberhardt just…shifted. Like she was going in and out of focus, but nothing else around her did. And all the changing seemed to happen right where I wasn’t looking. It was like watching a nature documentary while peaking on acid.


  Bam -- a bright, yellow eye. Shadows sliding. Teeth. A sudden jagged edge of white fur sticking up like dune grass on a crest. Skin sliding into hair. The whole mass of woman-shape wriggling like a butterfly trying to get out of its chrysalis, then bam, bam, bam -- legs with claws at the end, a mouth open in a red and white snarl, a growl like someone dragging a tire iron down the slats of a picket fence.


  Down on the floor, the governess was screaming into the carpet like her mind had snapped. At the other end of the couch, the little boy’s eyes were wide, but nowhere near as wide as they should have been, because his mama had just turned into a shaggy white wolf right in front of all of us. Which meant the boy had probably seen this before.


  It wasn’t a full-moon night, either, I suddenly realized: we were still in the dark hours between Christmas Eve and Christmas morning, and the moon had been only a sliver. She’d changed because she wanted to change.


  She leaped. I should have fired, although even the buckshot in the sawed off shottie probably wouldn’t have done any good, but I couldn’t. It wasn’t just that she was female: I’ve faced women-shaped things before and had no trouble pulling the trigger. It was the childishness I’d seen in her eyes while they were still human, the confusion and fear that all but shouted “victim”. Maria Uberhardt was not in her right mind.


  Which of course just made things worse. It’s bad enough trying to prevent a fanged, two hundred pound monster from killing you without a head full of sentimental crap stopping you from trying to kill it right back.


  So all of a sudden I was on my back under a lot of snarling woman-wolf, struggling to keep my face attached to the front of my skull. I think I would have been okay in more normal circumstances: I’m an angel, after all, and I’m trained to fight. I think I could kill a big wolf with my hands if I had to, but I sure couldn’t do the same with a mentally ill woman.


  As we rolled across the floor I managed to grab Maria by the ears and smack her head hard against a table leg, but it didn’t seem to hurt her at all. From the corner of my eye, I saw the governess scramble to her feet and make a run for the door. She left the kid behind -- hey, way to do your job, childcare professional! -- but there wasn’t much I could do about it. The boy was still watching, his face more curious than frightened.


  Oh, crap, I remember thinking, has the kid already reached the werewolfing stage too? Is he old enough? Because Jochen Uberhardt had looked at least three or four decades younger than his calendar age, and I had no idea how old his daughter actually was, just that she looked no more than thirty. Who could guess? But I sure didn’t need a mother- and son-wolf tag team playing gang-pile-on-Bobby.


  I rolled her off me for a moment, then grabbed the coffee table and dragged it with me as I scrambled away, dumping crockery and food everywhere as I backed toward the window. The table was almost as long as I was tall, so I pulled it upright, legs outward, to use as a shield to keep Maria’s snapping jaws away from my neck and face. Her son was still watching us fight, but he seemed oddly detached, as though we were nothing more than some tense and exciting playoff game. It wasn’t exactly clear which team he was rooting for, either, which was another kind of weird -- no “Look out, Mommy!”, no “Get that evil man, Mother dear!”, just that expression of worried consideration on his little face, like a card player with a less than great hand. Then he tilted his head like he was listening to something, and suddenly called out in a high, worried voice, a word that sounded like “Hopa!” or “Opa!”


  I didn’t have time to wonder about it, though, because just that moment the white wolf tried to climb up the coffee table I was holding, using the table legs to scramble over it so she could bite my head off. Her sudden weight made it too much for me to hold, and I stumbled backward with the weight of the table and the wolf pressing down on me. If that already blood-reddened muzzle hadn’t been snapping right at my face, I might have realized I was backing toward the room’s big window. Lucky for me, I slipped on a toy or something and fell over backward. Unluckily for Maria, she and the table went straight into the window, shattering the glass, and out into the cold, pre-dawn air. It seemed like long seconds before I heard the impact.


  I crawled to the window and looked down to the distant cement patio. The furry white body lay twisted, broken, and bleeding from the mouth amid the splintered ruins of the table.


  I turned back in time to see the boy standing up on the couch now, backed into the corner where two walls met. Something was banging and thumping down the hallway outside.


  This time he looked right at me and said that word again -- “Opa. Opa’s coming.” I guessed it was the German word for “grandfather” only about half a second before the huge, gray thing shouldered its way into the small room.


  “Well, shit,” was my weary summation.


  Not so much like an ordinary wolf, this one. Uberhardt had changed over all those years into something not quite wolf or man, something big and hairy that stood on two legs. A ragged corpse in a dark, tasteful woman’s business suit lay in the hallway behind him -- what was left of the governess. I hadn’t been planning to apply for a job here anyway, but the severance package clearly left something to be desired.


  Uberhardt in his were-form was about a foot taller than me, covered in coarse gray fur ticked with black. The eyes were like little orange jack-o-lanterns, ablaze with light, but the wolf-face was more human than the daughter’s, which only made it more horrifying. This was a monster that had haunted people’s myths and stories since history began in the darkness of the past. It might have been a mortal man, once, much like any other, but hatred and heedlessness and unspeakable, selfish greed had created something as close to pure evil as I’d ever seen.


  I backed away, shotgun in one hand and club in the other. I had not the slightest doubt that I was in very, very bad trouble. Uberhardt-as-man was almost a hundred years old, but the were-Uberhardt looked to be in the peak of health and vigor. The hands were not just paws, but had separate blunt fingers, each ending with a hooked, razor-sharp claw. The head was the size of a holiday turkey, and jutted from shoulders nearly twice as wide as mine. And under the stinking, wiry fur I could see hard pit-bull muscles flexing. If the daughter had weighed a couple of hundred pounds, this monster was at least twice that, and I was already exhausted.


  The beast looked at the broken window.


  “Scheiss,” it said. “So you have killed her, then, poor thing.” I wouldn’t have guessed it could speak so clearly past all those teeth. “Gott sei Dank, I have still have the boy -- otherwise I would have to start over. As it is, you have nearly destroyed my family and my work.”


  “Your family? What about Petar Vesić? You kidnapped and murdered his grandson, and murdered his daughter and her husband? What do you mean, your family?” The sawed off shotgun was still shiny with Maria’s wolf spit, but was also still loaded with its single shell. I leveled the shortened barrel toward him.


  The fiery eyes flicked toward the gun, then back to me. A smile curled the not-quite-animal mouth. “You do realize you might as well throw popped corn at me, angel? This body is already dissolving the lead pellets that nearly killed my human form. Even high-velocity bullets barely wound me.”


  He sure acted like he was telling the truth. Not that I was going to throw my only gun away, but it meant my self-defense options were probably down to running or begging for my life. I wondered if I could maneuver him away from the door, then get through it before he tore out my spine.


  “What about the boy here?” I asked, hoping to distract him while I sidled a discreet bit to one side. But when I moved, Uberhardt moved a little also, like a canny old tennis pro playing against a younger opponent. “Young Fritz. Is he Vesic’s great-grandson?”


  A chuffing bark from deep in the monster’s throat -- a laugh. “In a sense, yes. Even God used the clay of the earth to make His creatures. But it does not matter. In all the important ways, he is mine.”


  “If you’re leading up to explaining why you raped your own daughter for science, I think I’ll just blow my own head off now with this shotgun, thanks.”


  “Fool.” But Uberhardt didn’t seem outraged. “There was no need for such unscientific Verrücktheit. It was merely a matter of DNA splicing and epigenetic programming. Others are learning to do it now, but when I began so many years ago…!”


  “Let me guess.” My finger was sweaty on the shotgun trigger. “They called you mad.”


  He smiled. Yes, the wolf-thing smiled. It was extremely disturbing watching a mouth not meant for it twisting that way. “No, they called me a liar. And of course I could not show them my results, because of the pointless demonization of human experimentation.”


  He had barely moved, but I was cut off from making a break from the door. I had no choice except to keep stalling, but Uberhardt had said something that caught my attention. “Hold on, you said ‘DNA splicing’. You took DNA from Vesic’s grandson?”


  “Among other things.” That laugh again. I really, really wished I had something better than buckshot. A silver-throwing bazooka, maybe.


  “But you can get DNA from a cigarette butt these days -- a discarded soda can! Why did you have to kidnap him?”


  “Because I didn’t need his genetic information when he was human, foolish angel. I needed it after he’d changed. But come, I know you are trying to delay me. You cannot hope to understand what I have done -- not a hundred men in the world could manage that. See the boy? See my grandson? He is what I have created. A lycanthrope like me, but capable of passing along the trait with his own genes alone, no matter who the mother might be. Do you see? My bloodline will live forever. That posterity is far superior than a family name or a fortune or some piece of land. Where the Nazis failed, with their childish love of uniforms and marching and their obsession with racial purity, my descendants will forge a true thousand-year Reich. They will be the Wulfenvolk, and the rest of mankind will be their cattle.”


  Oh my sweet Lord, the crazy was thick in there, but despite the copious villain-speak, Uberhardt wasn’t completely caught up in his own words. He had already shortened the distance between us.


  “So that’s your loving gift to your grandson, is it -- you’ve made his grandfather’s insanity genetic? What do you think God is going to think about that?”


  “God?” Uberhardt laughed. A little froth gathered at the corner of his jaw. “When I die, long years from now, I am sure God will respect me as an equal. After all, I have done nothing He has not already done. The strong will continue to rule the meek until the End of Days, whatever nonsense that charlatan of Nazareth might claim. But now the strong will be my descendants…”


  Without any change in tone, he lunged. I was ready for it but he still nearly caught me, sweeping at my legs with his long, hairy arm. I knew if I hit the floor for more than a second he’d be on top of me, pinning me down while he shredded my throat, so I did my best to roll and then bounce up into a crouch. As soon as my feet were under me, I made a ridiculously unlikely attempt to vault right over him. He’d anticipated me, though, and his reflexes were at least as fast as mine; his yellow teeth snapped and caught my pants cuff. It tore away, but the contact also pulled me sideways so that I crashed against the edge of the bed, knocking Uberhardt’s grandson onto the floor.


  A moment later Doctor Wolfbreath was on top of me, just as I feared, although somehow I had managed to hold onto the shotgun. I had a split-second choice between trying to get my arm free for one blast from the shotgun (that I seriously doubted would cause him any permanent damage) or doing something else; I chose the something else, and shoved the butt of the Remington sideways between his teeth to keep them from closing on my face. It was only a moment’s respite. His weight was already crushing the breath out of me, my muscles were nearly limp with fatigue, my lungs squeezed flat inside my chest.


  As the snout pressed down toward me, ropes of saliva dripping over the shotgun stock, I heard a rumbling I hadn’t heard before. For a second I hoped it was an earthquake, and that at least the house might collapse on this evil son of a bitch after he finished killing me. Then I realized it was more likely to be Henry or the other guard, hurrying to help their boss. I fought to get out from under Uberhardt, but it took all my strength just to keep the doctor’s jaws from my throat.


  A second or two later the noise had grown so loud that even Uberhardt paused, orange eyes rolling to the side to see what was happening, his jaws still grinding on the wooden shotgun stock, which was starting to look like an old corncob. But neither of us was prepared for what happened next, namely eight hundred pounds of angry pork reaching the top of the stairs, accelerating down the hallway, then crashing through the door. Uberhardt and I had only broken the bolt on it and splintered the hinges. The arrival of George Noceda, werehog, blew the thing into matchsticks.


  High-speed pig hit monster wolf like a diesel freight train at the end of a long downgrade. Both of them skidded across the carpet and smashed a huge dimple in the plasterboard wall, like a horizontal meteor crater, but they didn’t even seem to notice. I rolled to the side, and for about twenty dazed seconds that seemed longer, watched the damnedest fight I’d ever seen. I mean, seriously, if they’d put that thing on pay-per-view they could have made millions. Grunting, howling, barking, squealing, spraying blood, over a half-ton of meat and bristly hair rolled around the room.


  But big as he was, and as many gouges as his tusks had already put in Uberhardt’s pelt, it was clear to me that George was going to lose this fight. He had size on his side, but the advantage of surprise was now gone and the tide was starting to turn. George didn’t have claws: the Uberhardt-wolf did, and even as George pushed him back against the wall, the doctor’s dirty talons raked his skin into tendrils of bleeding pork rind. I had to do something, anything, to change the odds.


  I had a sudden idea, and slapped at my pocket for the silver bullet, but felt nothing there. I rolled out of the way again as the cyclone of teeth and tusks threatened to pull me in, but even when I turned my pocket inside-out, it was still empty. Petar Vesić’s silver bullet was gone, lost in my various struggles. Hope dissolved like snow in bright sunshine.


  Then I heard a single word above the gasping and snorting of two immense animals locked in a death-struggle. “Here.”


  I turned. The boy had climbed back onto the couch, but he was holding his hand out. The bullet lay in his palm, nestled like a pearl in an oyster. “Here,” he said again.


  For the first time I saw that young Fritz’s eyes had a tinge of yellow around the brown. “Do you…do you know what I’m going to do with this?”


  He only nodded. It seemed he spoke English after all. Still waters and all that.


  I took it from him and turned, letting the silver cylinder slide down the barrel of the shotgun -- the barrel that still contained an unfired shell. Uberhardt was on top of George now, his snout darting over and over again toward George’s fat neck, and my friend was squealing in panicked rage -- he knew he was going to die. Horrible sound. Never want to hear it again.


  I didn’t bother to make a speech, or give Uberhardt a chance to surrender. I’m an angel, not a saint. I just shoved the end of the barrel against the back of the wolf’s low, wide head and said, “God can decide what to do with you.” Then I pulled the trigger.


  The echoes had gone before the wolf finished twitching -- at least I think so, because I couldn’t hear very well. The amateur folklorist in me was interested to see that Uberhardt didn’t revert back to human form after he died. Just lay there looking like a big pile of hairy, dead werewolf.


  I stood over the body long enough to make sure, but pretty much everything above his lower jaw was gone. “I guess he’s not going to get that Nobel Prize now,” I said. I wanted to laugh or cry, but didn’t do either. George didn’t reply. I turned, suddenly terrified that I’d been too late, but my friend was struggling up onto his trotters. It looked like someone was trying to launch a crippled zeppelin smeared with red pain. “Jesus, George,” I said, “are you okay?”


  “No te preocupes por mi, Bobby,” he told me, then listed a little to one side before getting all his feet under him again.


  “You saved my life, buddy.” I looked him over, but despite some awful gouges near his throat and deep scrapes on his belly, none of the wounds seemed life-threatening. “I mean that. I was on the way out.”


  “All in a day’s work, Mr. D.” He drooled some blood, then spat to get rid of some more, which took a few moments. He looked over to the boy on the bed, who didn’t seem any more upset or frightened than he had before his grandfather’s head was blown into sticky specks. “Why don’t you go find the rest of your clothes?” George said to me. “I’ll talk to the kid.”


  I nodded. That’s why I’d brought him along, after all.


  The first thing I did was look out the broken window. I was half-hoping that poor, crazy Maria Uberhardt would be gone, that she had survived and escaped, but the pale, broken body of the white wolf still lay on the concrete below.


  We’re going to have to take the boy out another way, I decided.


  Limping, dripping more than a little blood, I explored the rest of the house, or at least enough to see that I didn’t really want to spend much time on Uberhardt’s downstairs lab at all -- just a glimpse of it made me feel pretty sick. None of the subjects of his experiments were still alive, but there had been plenty of them, now preserved in freezers and formaldehyde. I called him “Mengele” before, but Mengele was a piker compared to the wolf doctor.


  When I struggled back to the upper part of the house, I saw that unlike the doctor’s daughter, the two guards had vanished, although not without leaving a lot of their blood around first. That was okay, since I’d given both of them a few good shots to remember me by, and I had no interest in trying to get them sent to jail for Aiding A Known Werewolf or Torturing An Angel. Even in San Judas, the cops have their limits.


  I had put my shoes on and was buttoning my shirt -- the only things I had now, including my skin and hair, that weren’t stiff with drying blood -- when I got back to the playroom. George was sitting on the floor talking quietly but intently with the boy, who by his expression might have been having a very ordinary conversation with a very ordinary human.


  My friend looked up. “Fritz says he won’t mind staying with me for a while. Until we figure out what’s best for him. He needs food and he needs a safe place to sleep.”


  “Oh, yeah. I guess that makes sense.”


  George gave me a look. Pigs can shame you. Don’t think they can’t. “Jeez, Bobby, what were you going to do, just let him out on a street corner? You’re not very good with kids, are you?”


  “Nobody’s ever accused me of it.” I looked around me at the unholy mess, most definitely including the large, bestial corpse in the center of the room. “But, no, I wouldn’t have put him on the street. This is Petar Vesic’s great-grandson, after all.” But I didn’t want him to see what was going to happen next. “Why don’t you take young Fritz out to your trailer, George? I’ve got a few more things to do here.”


  “Okay.” George levered himself onto all four feet. “He can ride up front with Javier.”


  “So Javier came back?”


  “He went to take a leak, like you said. He’s the one who let me out. But I couldn’t sit around any more waiting to see what happened. I was worried about you, Bobby, and it was getting late…”


  “Thanks, George. And I mean that.”


  “Anyway, Fritz can ride up front with you and him. The sun will be up any time now. I wouldn’t want to scare the kid by him seeing me… that way.”


  “No, of course not. Everybody likes a talking pig. Nobody likes a grunting naked man.”


  “You joke about it, but it’s true.”


  “I know, man. Forgive me, I’m tired.”


  The kid walked down the stairs with one hand on George’s back, like they were already fast friends. When they were out of the house, I took the cans of gasoline I’d found in the garage -- these Nazi-hideout people always keep things like that around for their generators in case of the Great Race War -- and sprinkled it liberally around the doctor’s unpleasant lab, trying not to look at any of the specimens this time. Then, when I could scarcely breathe from the fumes, I took a couple of more cans and soaked the carpets on the stairs all the way to the top floor to make sure that hellhole of a place was burning good and proper before any fire crews arrived. Then I went back for one more can and poured the whole thing over Uberhardt’s corpse. The doctor from Mauthausen might not have felt he had much in common with Hitler, but I’d seen more than a few similarities, so I thought it was appropriate their mortal remains disappeared the same way.


  As we drove the big trailer down the hill, the boy sitting quietly on my lap watching the trees go past, the rearview mirror showed me the first flames reaching high into the sky behind us, scorching the last hour of night like a bright star over Bethlehem.


  Heaven was waiting for me. No sooner had I fallen into my own bed at about dawn on Christmas morning than I found myself in the dim, strange place we call Outside. Ambriel and the soul of Petar Vesić were waiting for me.


  “Where is my grandson?” the old man demanded even before Ambriel spoke.


  I looked to the brightness that was the judge, but Ambriel made no sign, so I told Vesić the whole story. When I said that his grandson was buried on the hillside beside the pile of ashes that had been Uberhardt’s retreat, he wept. Yes, souls can weep. You damn bet they can. “God save his soul, I will never see him again,” Vesic said. “He was a good boy. He will be in Heaven, and I…” He trailed off, but we all knew what he meant.


  “But there’s more you need to know,” I said, and told Petar Vesić about his great-grandson -- the descendant he hadn’t known he had.


  I’d hoped it would cheer him, but at first it seemed only to do the reverse. “But what will become of him? Who will take care of him? Oh, merciful God, if you are real, why have you left my great-grandchild alone in the world?”


  “Actually, he’s in very good hands.” I thought about how bizarre it would sound if I tried to explain it. “He’s with a friend of mine. A friend who… understands. A friend who has some of the same problems.”


  “Truly?” Vesic looked like he wanted to believe but couldn’t.


  “I swear to you it’s true. On my honor as an angel. On my own soul.”


  The old man looked at me long and carefully. Then he turned to Ambriel and said, “All right. It’s enough. I have to trust you all. I’m ready to go to…” He took a breath. “I’m ready to go.”


  The radiance that was Ambriel flared a little. “For the crimes you have committed, Hell should be the only proper punishment, Petar Vesić. But you were not to blame for most of the evil you did, and you tried to repair what you could.


  “You are sentenced to a hundred years in Purgatory. If you continue to show repentance there, I will recommend that Heaven accept you when your sentence ends.”


  Vesic’s look of astonishment as he faded away was something I can’t describe. I was a little surprised myself. “Thank you, Your Honor,” I said. “That family deserves better than they got.”


  “Many do,” said Ambriel. “And now, Doloriel, one further matter. From what you have said, your friend the unfortunate George Noceda risked his life to save the child.”


  “And me. He definitely saved me. George is a good guy.”


  Ambriel was silent for a moment, flickering. “It is beyond my power to undo his curse,” she said, “but a small reward is within the discretion of my authority.” Her fires dwindled a little, and when they blazed back up again they were brighter, hard to look at straight. “There. It is done. Tell him this will only last until the first hour of the new year, so he should enjoy it while he can.”


  “I thought Earthly calendars didn’t mean anything in Heaven,” I said.


  “That is so,” she said. “But sometimes it is good for Heaven to be reminded of the bright, brief flicker of earthly lives.” Then she was gone and I was lying in my bed in my own place, aching like a piece of tenderized meat, but with a good feeling inside. That doesn’t happen that much when I’m dealing with Heaven, so it was a nice Christmas present.


  Later in the morning, after a shower and sleep and enough coffee and breakfast in me to fuel an entire squad of Santa’s elves, I drove back up to George’s place in the hills. Javier let me in, looking like a man who’s just seen Martians land on his lawn, and I quickly found out why. George stood up as I got to the living room. That was the first amazing thing -- George had never been inside his own house as long as I’d known him. But there he was, wearing a terrycloth robe over his bulky form -- his bulky, human form. Young Fritz sat on the floor beside him, playing with a toy car set that I suspected Javier had just bought that morning at the first open place he could find. There was even a tree in the corner, obviously improvised because it had no lights and all the ornaments were Christmas cards from local businesses. Still, it looked pretty damn festive.


  “Look, Bobby!” said George. “I’m human! I mean, my human brain is in my human body!”


  “I know, George. And that’s great, really, but…” I trailed off. I hated having to spoil the amazing look on his face with the rest of the story.


  “But it won’t last. Shoot, Bobby, I know that. I can feel the timer ticking in my head, if that makes sense. I only have a few days.” But he didn’t look very upset about that.


  “Until New Year’s,” I said.


  “That’s plenty of time. Right, Fritz?” The boy looked up, smiled a secretive smile, and went back to his cars. He was a quiet one, the kid, silent and deep, but of course, he’d seen a lot of weird things in his short life. I couldn’t help wondering what the rest of his story would be like. I hoped it would turn out as nicely as we all wanted.


  “So what are you going to do, George?” I asked. “You could spend some time in Vegas. Drinks, shows, find a woman…” I tried to imagine what I’d do if I had my own body back for the first time in decades. “Maybe more than a few women.”


  George spluttered his derision. I’d never seen his big, round face with intelligence behind the eyes. He looked like a really nice guy. “Booze and hookers? Come on, Bobby, not in front of the boy. Nah, I don’t need that.”


  “Then what?”


  “What do you think? I’m going to spend time with this little guy here, before he goes to live with my cousin Rosa.” He ruffled the child’s dark hair. “Your Tio Bobby here will keep an eye out for you when I can’t, Fritz. He and Tia Rosa will take really good care of you. And you can come visit me any time you want!”


  “When you’re a pig?” the boy asked without looking up.


  “Of course. I’m usually no fun when I look like a person. Is that okay?”


  “Sure,” said Fritz, and sounded like he meant it. “I like you when you’re a pig.”


  “Hold up just a second,” I said. “Are you really going to take this once-in-a-lifetime chance and spend it all at home?”


  Human George was just as capable of showing disgust as Porcine George. “Not even! First we’re going to go out to dinner, so I can see what human food tastes like again with a human mouth. Then we’ll go down to see the Christmas lights -- they keep them up for days. And we’ll go to the beach, or maybe up to Big Basin to hike…! Man, there’s a ton of stuff to do, right, Fritz?”


  And the kid smiled, a real, honest, childhood smile. That was it right there as far as I was concerned, the highlight of the whole thing. The reason for the season. “To the beach, Tio George?” he said. “You mean the ocean? The real ocean?”


  “Haven’t you ever been?” George shook his head. “Heck yeah, the real ocean. And we’ll go to the boardwalk, too. Have you ever been on a roller coaster?”


  I left the big bad pig and the last little wolf discussing how many rides they could fit into an afternoon. I had the distinct feeling that I wasn’t needed, and I liked that feeling.


  So I drove home. The Christmas lights were off in the middle of the day, of course, and the decorations were looking just a tiny bit bedraggled, but they still looked mighty nice to me. The streets of San Judas were mostly empty because a good chunk of the populace was home, surrounded by a sea of torn wrapping paper, eating peanut brittle and cookies, and trying to remember where they’d put the AA batteries. Later they’d be driving to visit relatives, and the Jewish ones would be out getting Chinese, and me -- well, I’d probably be down at the Compasses slamming back a few with the rest of the workaholic angels. For now, though, I was just enjoying the quiet streets, and being scraped up and bruised but not dead. Okay, and enjoying the fact that I’d done something good for someone. I almost felt like putting on some Christmas music.


  Almost, but of course I didn’t. I’m an angel, not a sap.
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