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Chapter One

The building was on fire, and it wasn't my faullt.

My boots dipped and did on thetile floor as | sprinted around a corner and toward the exit
doorsto the abandoned school building on the southwest edge of Chicagoland. Distant streetlights
provided the only light in the dusty hall, and left huge swaths of blackness crouching in the old classroom
doors.

| carried an elaborately carved wooden box about the size of alaundry basket in my arms, and
itsweight made my shoulders burn with effort. 1'd been shot in both of them at one time or another, and
the muscle burn quickly started changing into deep, aching stabs. The damned box was heavy, not even
consdering its contents.

Inside the box, abunch of flop-eared grey-and-black puppies whimpered and whined, jostled
back and forth as| ran. One of the puppies, his ear aready notched where some kind of doggie
misadventure had marked him, was either braver or more stupid than hislittermates. He scrambled
around until he got his paws onto thelip of the box, and set up apanfully high-pitched barking full of

squeaky snarls, big dark eyesfocused behind me.



| ran faster, my knee-length black leather duster swishing againgt my legs. | heard arustling,
hissing sound and juked |eft asbest | could. A bal of somekind of noxious-smelling substance that
looked like tar went zipping past me, engulfed in yelow-white flame. It hit the floor severd yards beyond
me, and promptly exploded into alittle puddie of hungry fire.

| tried to avoid it, but my boots had evidently been made for walking, not sprinting on dusty tile.
They did out from under me and | fell. | controlled it asmuch as| could, and wound up diding on my
rear, my back to thefire. It got hot for asecond, but the wards I'd woven over my duster kept it from
burning me.

Another naming glob crackled toward me, and | barely turned in time. The substance, whatever
the hell it was, clung like ngpalm to what it hit and burned with a supernaturd ferocity that had dready
burned a dozen meta lockersto dag in the dim hallsbehind me.

The goop hit my left shoulder blade and dlid off the protective spells on my mantled codt,
gpattering the wall beside me. | flinched nonetheless, lost my balance, and fumbled the box. Fat little
puppies tumbled onto the floor with a chorus of whimpers and criesfor help.

| checked behind me.

The guardian demons looked like demented purple chimpanzees, except for the raven-black
wings sprouting from their shoulders. There were three of them that had escaped my carefully crafted
paralysis spell, and they were hot on my tail, bounding down the halsin long legps assisted by their black
feathered wings.

As| watched, one of them reached down between its crooked legsand . . . Well, not to put too
fineapoint onit, but it gathered up the kind of ammunition primatesin zoostraditionally rely upon. The
monkey-demon hurled it with a chittering scream, and it combusted in midair. | had to duck beforethe
noxious bdl of incendiary goop smacked into my nose.

| grabbed puppies and scooped them into the box, then started running. The demon-monkeys
burst into fresh howls.

Squesky barks behind me made me look back. The little notch-eared puppy had planted his



clumsy paws solidly on thefloor, and was barking defiantly at the oncoming demon-chimps.

"Dammit,” | cursed, and reversed course. The lead monkey swooped down at the puppy. | made
like abdlplayer, did in feetfirst, and planted the hed of my boot squarely on the end of the demon's nose.
I'm not heavily built, but I'm most of ahead taler than six feet, and no one ever thought | wasa
lightweight. | kicked the demon hard enough to make it screech and veer off. It dammed into ametal
locker, and left an inches-deep dent.

"Stupid little fuzzbucket,” | muttered, and recovered the puppy. "Thisiswhy | haveacat." The
puppy kept up itstirade of ferocious, squeaking snarls. | pitched him into the box without ceremony,
ducked two more flaming blobs, and started coughing on the smoke aready filling the building as|
resumed my retregt. Light was growing back where I'd come from, asthe demons flaming missiles
chewed into the old walls and floor, spreading with amalicious glee.

| ran for the front doors of the old building, damming the opening bar with my hip and barely
dowing down.

A sudden weight hit my back and something pulled vicioudy a my hair. The chimp-demon
started biting at my neck and ear. It hurt. | tried to spin and throw it off me, but it had agood hold. The
effort, though, showed me a second demon heading for my face, and | had to duck to avoid acollison.

| et go of the box and reached for the demon on my back. It howled and bit my hand. Snarling
and angry, | turned around and threw my back at the nearest wall. The monkey-demon evidently knew
that tactic. It nipped off of my shoulders at the last second, and | dammed the base of my skull hard
againg arow of meta lockers.

A burst of stars blinded me for a second, and by the time my vision cleared, | saw two of the
demons diving toward the box of puppies. They both hurled searing blobs at the wooden box, splattering
itwith flame.

There was an old fire extinguisher on thewadll, and | grabbed it. My monkey attacker came
swooping back a me. | rammed the end of the extinguisher into its nose, knocking it down, then reversed

my grip on the extinguisher and sprayed acloud of dusty white chemical &t the carved box. | got thefire



put out, but for good measure | unloaded the thing into the other two demons faces, creating athick
cloud of dust.

| grabbed the box and hauled it out the door, and then dammed the school doors shut behind

There were a couple of thumps from the other side of the doors, and then silence.

Panting, | looked down at the box of whimpering puppies. A bunch of wet black noses and eyes
looked back up a mefrom under awhite dusting of extinguishing chemical.

"Hell'sbells" | panted a them. "Y ou guys are lucky Brother Wang wants you back so much. If
he hadn't paid half up front, I'd be the one in the box and you'd be carrying me.”

A bunch of littletailswagged hopefully.

"Stupid dogs," | growled. | hauled the box into my arms again and started schlepping it toward
the old school's parking lot.

| was about halfway there when something ripped the steel doors of the school inward, against
the swing of their hinges. A low, loud bellow erupted from insde the building, and then aKong-sze
versgon of the chimp-demons came stomping out of the doorway.

It was purple. It had wings. And it looked redlly pissed off. At least eight feet tall, it had to weigh
four or fivetimeswhat | did. As| stared at it, two little monkey-demons flew directly at demon
Kong—and were smply absorbed by the bigger demon's bulk upon impact. Kong gained another eighty
pounds or so and got a bit bulkier. Not so much monkey Kong, then, as Monkey Voltron. The origina
crowd of guardian demons must have escaped my spell with that combining maneuver, pooling al of their
energy into asingle vessdl and using the greater strength provided by density to power through my
binding.

Kongtron spread wings aswide asasmdl airplane's and legpt a me with acompletey unfair
amount of grace. Being a professond investigator, aswell asaprofessona wizard, I'd seen dobbering
beasties before. Over the course of many encounters and many years, | have successfully developed a

standard operating procedure for dedling with big, nasty monsters.



Run away. Me and Monty Python.

The parking lot and the Blue Beetle, my besat-up old Volkswagen, were only thirty or forty yards
off, and | can really move when I'm feling motivated.

Kong bellowed. It motivated me.

There was the sound of asmall explosion, then ablaze of red light brighter than the nearby street
lamps. Another firebdl hit the ground afew feet wide of me and detonated like a Civil War cannonbal,
gouging out acoffin-gzed crater in the pavement. The enormous demon roared and shot past me on
black vulture wings, banking to come around for another pass.

"Thomas!" | screamed. "Start the car!”

The passenger door opened, and an unwholesomely good-looking young man with dark hair,
tight jeans, and aleather jacket worn over abare chest poked his head out and peered a me over the
rims of round green-glassed spectacles. Then he looked up and behind me. Hisjaw dropped open.

"Start the freaking car!" | screamed.

Thomas nodded and dove back into the Beetle. It coughed and wheezed and shuddered to life.
The surviving headlight flicked on, and Thomas gunned the engine and headed for the Street.

For asecond | thought he was going to leave me, but he dowed down enough that | caught up
with him. Thomas leaned across the car and pushed the passenger door open. | grunted with effort and
threw mysdlf into the car. | dmost lost the box, but managed to get it just before the notch-eared puppy
pulled himsdlf up to the rim, evidently determined to go back and do battle.

"What the hdll isthat?' Thomas screamed. His black hair, shoulder length, curling and glossy,
whipped around hisface asthe car gathered speed and drew the cool autumn wind through the open
windows. His grey eyeswere wide with apprehension. "What isthat, Harry?"

"Just drive!" | shouted. | stuffed the box of whimpering puppiesinto the backseat, grabbed my
blasting rod, and climbed out the open window so that | was sitting on the door, chest to the car's roof. |
twisted to bring the blasting rod in my right hand to bear on the demon. | drew in my will, my magic, and

the end of the blasting rod began to glow with acherry-red light.



| was about to loose a strike againgt the demon when it siwooped down with another firebal inits
hand and flung it & the car.

"Look out!" | screamed.

Thomas must have seen it coming in the mirror. The Beetle swerved wildly, and the firebadl hit the
asphalt, bursting into aroar of flame and concussion that broke windows on both sides of the Strest.
Thomas dodged a car parked on the curb by roaring up onto the sidewalk, bounced gracelesdy, and
nearly went out of control. The bounce threw me from my perch on the closed door. | was wondering
what the odds were against finding a soft place to land when | felt Thomas grab my ankle. He held on to
me and drew me back into the car with a strength that would have been shocking to anyone who didn't
know that he wasn't human.

He braced me with his hold on my leg, and as the huge demon dove down again, | pointed my
blasting rod &t it and snarled, " Fuego! ™

A lance of white-hot fire streaked from the tip of my blasting rod into the late-night air,
illuminating the street like aflash of lightning. Bouncing along on the car likethat, | expected to miss. But |
beeat the odds and the burst of flame took Kongtron right in the belly. It screamed and fatered,
plummeting to earth. Thomas swerved back out onto the street.

The demon started to get up. " Stop the car!” | screamed.

Thomas mashed down the brakes and | nearly got reduced to sdewalk pizzaagain. | hung on as
hard as | could, but by thetime | had my balance, the demon had hauled itsdf to itsfeet.

| growled in frustration, readied another blast, and aimed carefully.

"What are you doing?' Thomas shouted. "Y ou lamed him; let'srun!™

"No," | snapped back. "If weleaveit here, it's going to take things out on whoever it can find."

"But it won't be us!"

| tuned Thomas out and readied another strike, pouring my will into the blasting rod until wisps of
smoke began emerging from the length of its surface.

Then | let Kong have it right between its black beady eyes.



Thefirehit it like awrecking bal, right on the chin. The demon's head exploded into a cloud of
luminous purple vapor and sparkles of scarlet light, which | have to admit looked redly nest.

Demons who come into the morta world don't have bodies as such. They create them, like asuit
of clothes, and as long as the demon's awareness inhabits the construct-body, it's as good as real. Having
its head blown up was too much damage for even the demon'slife energy to support. The body flopped
around on the ground for afew seconds, and then the Kong-demon's earthly form stopped moving and
dissolved into alumpy looking mass of trand ucent gelatin—ectoplasm, matter from the Nevernever.

A surge of relief made mefed alittle dizzy, and | did bonelesdy back into the Beetle.

"Allow meto reiterate,”" Thomas panted aminute, later. "What. The hell. Was that."

| settled down onto the seat, breathing hard. | buckled up, and checked that the puppies and
their box were both intact. They were, and | closed my eyeswith asigh. "Shen,” | said. "Chinese spirit
creatures. Demons. Shapeshifters.”

"Chrit, Dresden! Y ou amost got mekilled!™

"Don't beababy. Yourefine"

Thomeas frowned a me. "Y ou at least could have told me!"

"l did tel you," | said. "l told you at Mac'sthat I'd give you aride home, but that | had to run an
errand firgt."

Thomas scowled. "An errand is getting atank of gas or picking up acarton of milk or something.
Itis not getting chased by flying purple pyromaniac gorillas hurling incendiary poo.”

"Next timetekethe El."

Heglared a me. "Where are we going?"

"OHare"

"Why?

| waved vaguely at the backseet. "Returning stolen property to my client. Hewantsto get it back
to Tibet, pronto.”

"Anything else you're neglecting to tell me? Ninjawombats or something?*



"l wanted you to see how it feds" | said.

"What's that supposed to mean?"

"Come on, Thomas. Y ou never go to Mac's place to hang out and chum around. Y ou're wealthy,
you've got connections, and you're afreaking vampire. Y ou didn't need meto give you aride home. Y ou
could have taken acab, cdled for alimo, or talked some woman into taking you."

Thomas's scowl faded away, replaced by acareful, expressionless mask. "Oh? Thenwhy am |
here?'

| shrugged. "Doesn't look like you showed up to bushwhack me. | guessyou're hereto talk.”

"Razor intellect. Y ou should be a private investigator or something.”

"Y ou going to St thereinsulting me, or are you going to talk?'

"Yeah," Thomassad. "l need afavor.”

| snorted. "What favor? 'Y ou do remember that technically we're at war, right? Wizards versus
vampires? Ring any bells?'

"If you like, you can pretend that I'm employing subversive tactics as part of afiendishly
elaborate ruse meant to manipulate you," Thomas said.

"Good," | said. ""Causeif | went to dl the trouble of starting awar and you didn't want to
participateit would hurt my fedings.”

Hegrinned. "I bet you're wondering whose sdel'm on.”

"No." | snorted. "Y ou're on Thomassside.”

The grin widened. Thomas has the kind of whiter-than-white boyish grin that makes women's
panties spontaneoudy evaporate. " Granted. But 1've done you some favors over the past couple of
years.”

| frowned. He had, though | didn't know why. "Y eah. So?"

"So now it'smy turn,” he said. "I've helped you. Now | need payback."

"Ah. What do you want meto do?"

"l want you to take a case for an acquaintance of mine. He needs your help.”



"| don't redly havetime” | said. "'l haveto makealiving."

Thomasflicked a piece of monkey flambé off the back of his hand and out the window. "Y ou call
thisliving?"

"Jobs are apart of life. Maybe you've heard of the concept. It's called work? See, what happens
isthat you suffer through doing annoying and humiliating things until you get paid not enough money. Like
those Japanese game shows, only without al the glory.”

"Febe. I'm not asking you to go pro bono. Hell pay your fee.

"Bah," | muttered. "What's he need help with?"

Thomas frowned. "He thinks someoneistrying to kill him. | think he'sright.”

"Why?

"There have been a couple of suspicious deaths around him."

"Like?'

"Two days ago he sent hisdriver, girl named Stacy Willis, out to the car with hisgolf clubs so he
could get in afew holes before lunch. Willis opened the trunk and got stung to desth by about twenty
thousand bees who had somehow swarmed into the limo in the time it took her to walk up to the door
and back."

| nodded. "Ugh. Can't argue there. Gruesomely suspicious.”

"The next morning his persond ass stant, ayoung woman named ShellaBarks, was hit by a
runaway car. Killed ingtantly."

| pursed my lips. "That doesn't sound so odd."

"Shewaswaterskiing & thetime.”

| blinked. "How the hell did that happen?'

"Bridge over the reservoir wastheway | heard it. Car jJumped therail, landed right on her."

"Ugh," | said. "Any ideawhoisbehind it?"

"None. Think it'san entropy curse?' Thomas asked.

"If so, it'sadoppy one. But strong as hell. Those are some pretty mel odramatic desths.” |



checked on the puppies. They had falen together into one dusty lump and were deeping. The
notch-eared pup lay on top of the pile. He opened his eyes and gave me adeepy little growl of warning.
Then he went back to deep.

Thomas glanced back at the box. "Cute little furballs. What's their story?*

"Guardian dogs for some monastery in the Himaayas. Someone snatched them and came here.
A couple of monks hired me to get them back.”

"What, they don't have dog poundsin Tibet?"

| shrugged. "They believe these dogs have afoo heritage.”

"Isthet like epilepsy or something?!

| snorted and put my hand palm-down out the window, waggling it back and forth to make an
arfoil inthewind of the Beetle's passage. " The monksthink their great-grandcestor was adivine
spirit-animal. Celedtia guardian spirit. Foo dog. They believe it makes the bloodline specid.”

"Isit?’

"How the hell should I know, man?I'm just the repo guy.”

"Somewizard you are.”

"It'sabig universe," | said. "No one can know it al."

Thomasfdl quiet for awhile, and the road whispered by. "Uh, do you mind if | ask what
happened to your car?'

| looked around at the Beetle€'sinterior. It wasn't V olkswagen-standard anymore. The seat
coverswere gone. So was the padding underneath. So wasthe interior carpet, and big chunks of the
dashboard that had been made out of wood. There was alittle vinyl |eft, and some of the plastic, and
anything made out of metdl, but everything € se had been stripped completely away.

I'd done some makeshift repairs with severad one-by-sixes, some hanger wire, some cheagp
padding from the camping section at Wa-Mart, and alot of duct tape. It gave the car ared postmodern
look: By which | meant that it looked like something fashioned from the wreckage after amajor nuclear

exchange.



On the other hand, the Beetl€sinterior was very, very clean. My glasses are hdf-full, dammit.

"Mold demons" | said.

"Mold demons ate your car?'

"Sort of. They were caled out of the decay in the car'sinterior, and used anything organic they
could find to make bodies for themsalves”

"You cdled them?'

"Oh, hell, no. They were a present from the guest villain afew months ago.”

"I hadn't heard there was any action this summer.”

"I have alife, man. And my lifeisn't al about feuding demigods and nations at war and solving a
mystery beforeit killsme.”

Thomaslifted an eyebrow. "It's aso about mold demons and flaming monkey poo?!

"What can | say?| put the'ick’ in 'magic.”

"| see. Hey, Harry, can | ask you something?”

"l guess™

"Did you redly savetheworld? | mean, likethe last two yearsin arow?"

| shrugged. "Sort of "

"Word isyou capped afaerie princess and headed off awar between Winter and Summer,”
Thomas said.

"Mostly | was saving my own ass. Just happened that the world was in the same spot.”

"Therésanimage that will give me nightmares,” Thomas said. "What about those demon Hell
guyslast year?'

| shook my head. "They'd have let loose anasty plague, but it wouldn't have lasted very long.
They were hoping it would escalate into a nice gpocalypse. They knew there wasn't much chance of it,
but they were doing it anyway."

"Likethe Lotto,” Thomas said.

"Yeah, | guess. The genocide L otto.”



"And you stopped them."

"I helped do it and lived to walk away. But there was an unhappy ending.”

"What?"

"I didn't get paid. For either case. | make more money from flaming demon monkey crap. That's
just wrong."

Thomas laughed alittle and shook hishead. "I don't get it."

"Don't get what?'

"Why youdoit."

"Dowhat?'

He douched down in the driver's seet. "The Lone Ranger impersonation. Y ou get pounded to
scrap every time you turn around and you barely get by on the gumshoework. You livein that dank little
cave of an apartment. Alone. Y ou've got no woman, no friends, and you drive this piece of crap. Y our
lifeiskind of pathetic.”

"Isthat what you think?" | asked.

"Cdl themlike| seethem.”

| laughed. "Why do you think | do it?"

He shrugged. "All | can figureisthat either you're nursing a deep and sadistic self-hatred or else
youreinsane. | gave you the benefit of the doubt and left monumenta stupidity off thelist.”

| kept on smiling. "Thomas, you don't redly know me. Not at al.”

"| think | do. I've seen you under pressure.”

| shrugged. "Y eah, but you see me, what? Maybe aday or two each year? Usualy when
something's been warming up to kill me by besting the tar out of me."

"

"So that doesn't cover what my lifeislike the other three hundred and sixty-three days,” | said.

"Y ou don't know everything about me. My lifeisn't completely about magica mayhem and cregtive

pyromaniain Chicago."



"Oh, that'sright. | heard you went to exotic Oklahomaafew months back. Something about a
tornado and the Nationa Severe Storms Lab."

"I was doing the new Summer Lady afavor, running down arogue storm sylph. Got to go dl
over the place in those tornado-chaser geekmobiles. Y ou should have seen the look on the driver'sface
when heredlized that the tornado was chasing us.”

"It'sanice story, Harry, but what's the point?' Thomas asked.

"My point isthat theré'salot of my life you haven't seen. | have friends."

"Mongter hunters, werewolves, and atalking skull.”

| shook my head. "More than that. | like my gpartment. Hell, for that matter | like my car.”

"You like thispieceof . . . junk?’

"She may not look like much, but she'sgot it whereit counts, kid."

Thomas douched down in his seat, his expression skeptical. "Now you've forced meto
recongder the monumentaly stupid explanation.”

| shrugged. "Me and the Blue Bestle kick ass. In afour-cylinder kind of way, but it still gets
kicked."

Thomassfacelogt adl expression. "What about Susan?”

When | get angry, I'd like to be able to pull off agreat stone face likethat, but | don't doit so
well. "What about her?'

"Y ou cared about her. Y ou got her involved in your life. She got torn up because of you. She got
attention from al kinds of nasties and she nearly died.” He kept staring ahead. "How do you live with
that?'

| started to get angry, but | had arare flash of insght and my ire evaporated beforeit could fully
condense. | studied Thomass profile at astoplight and saw him working hard to look distant, like nothing
was touching him. Which would mean that something was touching him. He wasthinking of someone
important to him. | had a pretty good ideawho it was.

"How's Jugtine?' | asked.



Hisfeatures grew colder. "It isn't important.”

"Okay. But how is Jugtine?"

"I'mavampire, Harry." Thewordswere cold and distant, but not steedy. "She'smy girlfri—" His
voice ssumbled on the word, and he tried to cover it with alow cough. " She's my lover. She'sfood.
That'show sheis."

"Ah," | said. "l like her, you know. Ever snce she blackmailed meinto helping you at Biancas
masquerade. That took guts.”

"Yeah," hesad. "Shesgot that.”

"How long have you been seeing her now?'

"Four years" Thomassaid. "Almodt five"

"Anyonedse?'

"No."

"Burger King," | said.

Thomasblinked a me. "What?"

"Burger King," | said. "l liketo et at Burger King. But evenif | could afford to do it, | wouldn't
eat my measthere every day for dmost five years."

"What's your point?' Thomas asked.

"My point isthat it's pretty clear that Justineisn't just food to you, Thomas."

Heturned his head and stared at me for amoment, his expression empty and his eyesinhumanly
blank. "Sheis. She hasto be."

"Why don't | believeyou?' | said.

Thomas stared at me, his eyes growing even colder. "Drop the subject. Right now."

| decided not to push. He was working hard not to give anything avay, so | knew he wasfull of
crap. But if he didn't want to discussit, | couldn't force him.

Héll, for that matter, | didn't want to. Thomas was an annoying wiseass who tended to make

everyone he met want to kill him, and when | have that much in common with someone, | can't help but



like him alittle. It wouldn't hurt to give him some space.

On the other hand, it was easy for meto forget what he was, and | couldn't afford that. Thomas
was avampire of the White Court. They didn't drink blood. They fed on emotions, on fedings, drawing
thelife energy from their prey through them. Theway | understood it, it was usualy during sex, and
rumor had it that their kind could seduce a saint. I'd seen Thomas start to feed once, and whatever it was
that made him not quite human had completely taken control of him. It left him acold, beautiful,
marble-white being of naked hunger. It was an acutely uncomfortable memory.

The Whitesweren't as physicaly formidable or aggressively organized as the Red Court, and
they didn't have the raw, terrifying power of the Black Court, but they didn't have dl the usua vampire
wesknesses, ether. Sunlight wasn't a problem for Thomas, and from what 1'd seen, crosses and other
holy articles didn't bother him either. But just because they weren't asinhuman asthe other Courtsdidn't
make the Whites less dangerous. In fact, theway | saw it, it made them more of athreat in some ways. |
know how to handle it when some dime-covered horror from the pits of Hell jumps up in my face. But it
would be easy to let down my guard for someone nearly human.

Speaking of which, | told mysdlf, | was agreeing to help him and taking ajob, just asthough
Thomas were any other client. It probably wasn't the smartest thing I'd ever done. It had the potentia to
lead to lethdly unhedlthy decisons.

Hefdl slent again. Now that | wasn't running and screaming and such, the car started to get
uncomfortably cold. I rolled up the window, shutting out the early-autumn air.

"S0," he said. "Will you help me out?

| Sghed. "I shouldn't even bein the same car with you. I've got enough problems with the White
Coundil."

"Gee, your own people don't like you. Cry meariver."

"Biteme" | said. "What's his name?’

"Arturo Genosa. He's amotion-picture producer, starting up his own company.”

"Ishea dl duedin?'



"Sort of. HEsanormal, but he's real superdtitious.”

"Why did you want him to come to me?"

"He needs your help, Harry. If he doesn't get it, | don't think he's going to live through the week."

| frowned at Thomas. "Entropy curses are anasty business even when they're precise, much less
when they're that doppy. I'd be risking my asstrying to deflect them.”

"I've done as much for you."

| thought about it for amoment. Then | said, "Yeah. You have."

"And | didn't ask for any money for it, either.”

"All right,” | said. "I'll talk to him. No guarantees. But if | do take the case, you're going to pay
meto do it, on top of what this Arturo guy shdllsout.”

"Thisishow you return favors, isit."

| shrugged. "So get out of the car."”

He shook his head. "Fine. Youll get double.

"No," | said. "Not money."

He arched an eyebrow and glanced a me over the rims of his green fashion spectacles.

"I want to know why," | said. "1 want to know why you've been helping me. If | take the case,
you come clean with me."

"You wouldn't believe meif | did."

"That'stheded. Tekeit or leaveit."

Thomas frowned, and we drove for severd minutesin silence. "Okay," he said then. "Ded ."

"Done," | responded. "Shakeonit.”

Wedid. Hisfingersfdt very cold.

Chapter Two



Wewent to O'Hare. | met Brother Wang in the chapel at the international concourse. Hewasa
short, wiry Asian man in sweeping robes the color of sunset. Hisbad head gleamed, making hisage
tough to guess, though his features were wrinkled with the marks of someone who amiles often.

"Misssr Dresden,” he said, breaking into awide smile as| camein with the box of deeping
puppies. "Our little one dogs you have givento ugl"

Brother Wang's English was worse than my L atin, and that's saying something, but his body
language was unmistakable. | returned his smile, and offered him the box with abow of my head. "It was
my plessure.”

Wang took the box and st it down carefully, then started gently sorting through its contents. |
waited, looking around the little chapel, a plain room built to be aquiet space for meditation, so that
those who believed in something would have a place to pay honor to their faith. The airport had
redecorated the room with a blue carpet instead of abeige one. They'd repainted thewalls. Therewasa
new podium at the front of the room, and haf a dozen replacement padded pews.

| guess that much blood leaves a permanent stain, no matter how much cleaner you dump onit.

| put my foot on the spot where agentle old man had given up hislifeto save mine. It made me
fed sad, but not bitter. If we had it to do again, he and | would make the same choices. | just wished I'd
been able to know him longer than | had. It's not everyone who can teach you something about faith
without saying aword to doit.

Brother Wang frowned at the white powder al over the puppies, and held up one dust-coated
hand with an inquisitive expression.

"Oops," | said.

"Ah," Wang said, nodding. "Oops. Okay, oops." He frowned at the box.

"Something wrong?'

"Isit that dl thelittle one dogs are boxed in?"

| shrugged. "I got dl of them that werein the building. | don't know if anyone moved some of

them beforel did.”



"Okay," Brother Wang said. "Lessismore better than nothing.” He straightened and offered me
his hand. "Much thanks from my brothers."

| shook it. "Welcome."

"Planeleaving now for home." Wang reached into hisrobe and pulled out an envelope. He
passed it to me, bowed once more, then took the box of puppies and swept out of the room.

| counted the priest's money, which probably says something about my leve of cynicism. I'd
racked up afairly hefty fee on thisone, first picking up thetrail of the sorcerer who had stolen the pups,
then tracking him down and snooping around long enough to know when he went out to get some dinner.
It had taken me nearly aweek of sixteen-hour daysto find the conceded location of the room wherethe
pups were held. They asked meto go get them, too, so | had to identify the demons guarding them, and
work out aspell that would neutraize them without, for example, burning down the building. Oops.

All indl, my pay amounted to a couple of nice, solid stacks of Ben Franklins. I'd logged aton of
hours in tracking them down, and then added on a surcharge for playing repo. Of course, if I'd known
about the flaming poo, I'd have added more. Some things demand overtime.

| went back to the car. Thomas was sitting on the hood of the Beetle. He hadn't bothered moving
it to the actual parking lot, instead taking up a section of curb at the loading zone outside the concourse.
A patrol cop had evidently come over to tell him to moveit, but she was afairly attractive woman, and
Thomas was Thomas. He had taken off her hat and had it perched on hishead at arakish angle, and the
cop looked relaxed and was laughing as | came walking up.

"Hey," | sad. "Let'sget moving. Thingsto do.”

"Alas" he said, taking off the hat and offering it back to the officer with alittle bow. "Unless
you're about to arrest me, Elizabeth?!

"Not thistime, | suppose,” the cop said.

"Damn theluck,” Thomas said.

She smiled a him, then frowned at me. "Aren't you Harry Dresden?”

"Yesh"



The cop nodded, putting on her hat. "Thought | recognized you. Lieutenant Murphy saysyou're
good people.”

"Thanks"

"It wasn't acompliment. A lot of people don't like Murphy."

"Aw, shucks" | said. "I blushwhen | fed dl flattered like that."

The cop wrinkled her nose. "What'sthat smell?*

| kept astraight face. "Burned monkey poo.”

She eyed me warily for asecond to seeif | wasteasing her, then rolled her eyes. The cop
stepped up onto the sidewalk and began moving on down it. Thomas swung hislegs off the car and
pitched my keysat me. | caught them and got in on the driver'sside.

"Okay," | said when Thomasgot in. "Where do | meet thisguy?'

"He'sholding alittle soiree for hisfilming crew tonight in acondo on the Gold Coast. Drinks,
degay, snacks, that kind of thing."

"Snecks" | sad. "I'min."

"Just promise me you won't fill up your pockets with peanuts and cookies." Thomas gave me
directionsto aposh gpartment building afew miles north of the Loop, and | got moving. Thomaswas
dlent during thedrive.

"Up hereon theright," he said findly, then handed me awhite envelope. "Give thisto the security

| pulled in where Thomas told me to and leaned out of my car to offer the envelope to the guard
inthelittle kiosk at the entrance of the parking lot.

A squeaky, bubbling growl erupted from directly below my sest. | flinched.

"What the hdll isthat?' Thomas said.

| pulled up to the guard kiosk and stopped. | reached for my magica senses and extended them
toward the source of the continuing growl. "Crap. | think it's one of the—"

A sort of greasy, nauseating cold flooded over my perceptions, steding my bresth. A ghostly



charnel-house scent came with it, the smell of old blood and rotting meet. | froze, looking up at the
source of the sensation.

The person I'd taken to be a security guard was a vampire of the Black Court.

It had been ayoung man. Itsfeatures looked familiar, but desiccation had left its face too gaunt
for meto be sure. The vampire wasnt tal. Death had withered it into an emaciated caricature of ahuman
being. Its eyes were covered with awhite, rheumy film, and flakes of dead flesh fell from its decay-drawn
lipsand clung to its yellowed teeth. Hair like brittle, dead grass stood out from its head, and there was
somekind of moss or mold growing iniit.

It snatched at me with inhuman speed, but my wizard's senses had given me enough warning to
keep its skeletd fingersfrom closing on my wris—just barely. The vampire caught abit of my duster's
leasther deeve with thetips of itsfingers. | jerked my arm back, but the vampire had as much strength in
itsfingertipsas| did in my whole upper body. | had to pull hard, twisting with my shouldersto break
free. | choked out a shout, and the sudden rush of fear made it high and thready.

Thevampire rushed me, dithering out through the guardhouse window like afreeze-dried snake.
| had a panicked ingtant to realize that if the vampire closed to wrestling range with me insde the car,
they'd be harvesting my organs out of a mound of scrap meta and spare parts.

And | wasn't strong enough to stop it from happening.

Chapter Three

Thomas's senses evidently didn't compete with mine, because the Black Court vampire was up to
its shouldersin the Beetle before he choked out agtartled, "Holy crap!™”

| threw my left ebow at the vampiresface. | couldn't hurt the cresture, but it might buy mea
second to act. | connected, snapping its head to one side, and with my other hand | reached into abox

on thefloor between the seats, right by the stick, and withdrew the wesgpon that might keep mefrom



getting torn to shreds. The vampire tore a me with its near-skeletd hands, its nailsdigging like claws. If |
hadn't laid those spells on my duster, it would have shoved its hand into my chest and torn out my heart,
but the heavy, spell-reinforced lesther held out for a second or two, buying me enough timeto
counterattack.

The vampires of the Black Court had been around since the dawn of human memory. They had
acres of funky vampire powers, right out of Stoker's book. They had the weaknesses too—garlic, tokens
of fath, sunlight, running water, fire, decapitation. Bram Stoker's book told everyone how to kill them,
and the Blacks had been al but exterminated in the early twentieth century. The vampires who survived
were the mogt intelligent, the swiftest, the most ruthless of their kind, with centuries of experiencein
matters of life and desth. Mostly desth.

But even with centuries of experience, | doubted any of them had ever been hit with awater
balloon.

Or with aholy-water balloon, either.

| kept three of them in the box in my car, in easy reach. | snatched one up, pamed it, and
dammed it hard against the vampire's face. The balloon broke, and the blessed water splattered over its
head. Wherever it struck the vampire, there was aflash of silver light and the dead flesh burst into white,
heatless flame as bright asamagnesum flare,

The vampirelet out adusty, rasping scream and convulsed in instant agony. It began thrashing
around like a haf-squashed bug. It dammed aflailling arm into my steering whed and the meta bent with
agroan.

"Thomad" | snarled. "Help me!”

Hewas aready moving. Hetore his seet belt off, drew up his knees, and spun to hisleft. Thomas
let out ashout and drove both feet hard into the vampire's face. Thomas couldn't have matched the Black
Court vampire's physical power, but he was till damned strong. The double kick threw the vampire out
of the car and through the flimsy wooden wall of the guard kiosk outside.

The squesky growling turned into ferociouslittle barks while the vampire struggled weskly. It



tried to rise, itswhite-filmed eyeswide. | could see the damage the holy water had inflicted. Maybe a
quarter of its head was Ssmply gone, starting above itsleft ear and running down to the corner of its
mouth. The edges of the holy-water burns glowed with faint golden fire. Viscous globs of gelatinous
black fluid oozed forth from the wounds.

| picked up another water balloon and lifted my arm to throw it.

The vampire let out ahissing shriek of rage and terror. Then it turned and darted away, smashing
through the back wall of the kiosk without dowing down. It fled down the Strest.

"He's getting away,”" Thomas said, and started getting out of the car.

"Dont," | snapped over dl the barking. "It'sa setup.”

Thomas hesitated. "How do you know?"

"I recognizethat guy,” | said. "Hewas at Biancas masquerade. Only he was dive back then."

Thomas somehow grew even paler. "One of the peoplethat creepy Black Court bitch turned?
The one dressed like Hamlet's shrink?”!

"Her nameisMavra. And yeah."

"Crap," he muttered. "Y oureright. It'salure. She's probably hiding out there watching us right
now, waiting for usto go running down adark dley."

| tried the steering whedl. It fet alittle tiff, but it till functioned. Hail the mighty Blue Betle. |
found a parking space and pulled into it. The puppy's barks became ferocious growls again. "Mavra
wouldn't need adark dley. She's got some serious talent for vells. She could be sitting on the hood and
we might not see her.”

Thomas licked hislips, keeping his eyes on the parking lot. ™Y ou think she's cometo town for

"Sure, why not. | cheated her out of destroying the sword Amoracchius, and shewasan dly of
Biancasup until | killed her. Pluswere at war. I'm surprised she hasn't shown up before now.”
"Chrigt on acrutch. She spooksthe hdll out of me.”

"Metoo." | bent over and reached benegth the driver's sedt. | felt afuzzy tail, grabbed it, and



drew the puppy out as gently as| could. It was the insane little notched-eared pup. He ignored me, il
growling, and started shaking his head back and forth violently. "Good thing we had a ssowaway. Vamp
might have gotten us both."

"What'sthat he's got in his mouth?' Thomas asked.

The puppy lost hold of whatever he was savaging, and it landed on the floor of the Beetle.

"Ugh," I said. "It'sthat vamp's ear. Holy water must have burned it right off."

Thomas glanced down at the ear and turned a bit green. "It'smoving.”

The puppy snarled and batted at the wriggling bit of rotted ear. | picked it up aslightly as | could
and tossed it out. The grey-and-black puppy was evidently satisfied with that course of action. He sat
down and opened his mouth in adoggie grin.

"Nicereflexes, Harry," Thomas said. "When that vamp came at you. Red nice. Fagter than mine.
How the hell did you managethat?"

"I didn't. | wastrying to fed out thislittle nuisance after he started growling. | felt the vamp
coming a couple seconds before it jumped me."

"Wow," Thomas said. "Talk about strokes of luck.”

"Yeeh. It'ssort of afirst for me."

The pup abruptly spun, facing the direction the vampire had fled. He growled again.

Thomaswent rigid. "Hey, Harry, you know what?"

"No, what?'

"I'm thinking we should get indoors."

| picked up the puppy and scanned the darkness, but saw nothing. "Discretion isthe better part

of not getting exsanguinated,” | said. "Let'sgo.”

Chapter Four



Thomasand | went into the gpartment building, and found the guard who should have beenin the
booth outside drinking a cup of coffee with a second man behind a desk. We took the eevator to the top
floor. There were only two doorsin the hall, and Thomas knocked on the nearest. Music rolled and
thumped inside while we waited, and the spotless carpet had been cleaned with something that smelled
like snapdragons. Thomas had to knock twice more before the door finaly opened.

A pretty woman somewhere around her mid-forties answered Thomass knock, and atide of
loud music came with her. She was maybe five-foot-six and had her dark brown hair held up with a
couple of chopsticks. She held apile of discarded paper platesin one hand and a couple of empty plastic
cupsin the other and wore an emerald knee-length knit dress that showed off the curves of aWWII
pinupgirl.

Her facelit with an immediate smile. "Thomas, how wonderful to see you. Justine said you'd be
coming by."

Thomas stepped forward with his own brilliant smile and kissed the woman on either cheek.
"Madge," hesaid. "You look great. What are you doing here?!

"It'smy gpartment,” Madge replied, her tone dry.

Thomaslaughed. "Y ou're kidding me. Why?"

"The old fool talked meinto investing in his company. | need to make sure he doesn't throw the
money away. I'm keeping an eyeon him.”

"l see" Thomas said.

"Did hefindly tak you into acting?"

Thomas put ahand on his chest. "A modest schoolboy like me?1 blush to think.”

Madge laughed, atouch of wickednessto it, resting her hand lightly on Thomass biceps as she
did. Either sheliked speaking with Thomas or the halway was colder than | thought. "Who isyour
friend?"

"Madge Shdlly, thisisHarry Dresden. | brought him by to talk businesswith Arturo. Harry'sa

friend of mine"



"l wouldn't go thet far." | smiled abit and offered my hand.

She fumbled with plates and cups for amoment, and then laughed. "I'll haveto giveyou aran
check. Areyou an actor?' Madge asked, her expression speculative.

"Tobeor not tobe" | said. "How now brown cow."

She smiled and nodded at the puppy, who wasriding in the curl of my left arm. "And who isyour
friend?'

"He'sthe dog with no name. Like Clint Eastwood, but fuzzier.”

Shelaughed again, and said to Thomeas, "I seewhy you like him."

"Hesmildly amusing,” Thomas agreed.

"He's up past hisbedtime,” | said. "Don't mean to be rude, but | need to talk to Arturo before
fdl adegp onmy feat."

"l understand,” Madge said. "The music'salittle loud in the living room. Thomas, why don' |
show you both to the study, and I'll bring Arturo to you.”

"Is Justine here?" Thomas asked. Hisvoice held anote of quiet tensonto it that | doubted
Madge noticed.

"Somewhere," she said vaguely. "I'll tll her you've arrived.”

"Thank you."

Wefollowed Madge insgde the apartment suite. The living room wasfairly dim, but | saw maybe
twenty people there, men and women, some of them dancing, others standing and drinking or laughing or
talking, like mogt parties. There was a haze of smoke, and only some of it was from cigarettes. Colored
lights shifted and changed in time with themusic.

| watched Thomas as we walked through the room. His manner changed subtly, something |
could sense without being able to define. He didn't move any more quickly, but his steps became more
fluid somehow. He looked around the room as we went through, his eyelids alittle heavy, and he started
drawing the eyes of every woman we waked past.

| drew no such looks, even with the grey puppy seeping in the crook of my arm. It'snot likeI'm



Quasimodo or anything, but with Thomas walking through the room like a predator angel, it was tough to
compete.

Madge led us past the party room and into asmall room with bookshelves and adesk with a
computer. "Have aseat and I'll go find him," she said.

"Thank you," | said, and settled down onto the chair at the desk. Sheleft, her eyeslingering on
Thomas for amoment before she did. He perched on a corner of the desk, his expression pensive. "You
look thoughtful," | said, "which seemswrong somehow. What isit?"

"I'm hungry,” Thomas said. "And thinking. Madgeis Arturo'sfirst ex-wife."

"And she's hosting a party for him?" | asked.

"Yeah. | never thought she liked the guy much.”

"What did she mean about investing?'

Thomas shrugged. "Arturo broke off from alarger studio on the West Coast to found his own.
Madgeisred practical. She'sthe kind of person who could despise someone while still being
professiona and working with him. Acknowledging histaents. If she thought it was awinning bet, she
wouldn't be worried that she didn't like the person in charge. It wouldn't be out of character for her to
have invested money in Arturo's new company.”

"Wheat kind of money are we talking about?'

"Not sure,” Thomas said. " Seven figures, maybe more. I'd have to get someoneto look.”

| whigtled. "L ot of money."

"l guess," Thomas said. Thomas was rich enough that he probably didn't have much perspective
on the value of abuck.

| started to ask him more questions, but the door opened, and atall and vigorous man in hisfifties
entered, wearing dark dacks and agrey silk shirt rolled up over hisforearms. He had a head of
magnificent silver locks framing a strong face with adark, short beard. He had a boater's tan, pae smile
lines a the corners of his eyesand mouth, and large, intelligent dark eyes.

"Tommy!" the man boomed, and strode to Thomas. "Hey, | was hoping | would see you tonight.”



Hisvoice had athick accent, definitely Greek. He clapped both hands on Thomas's shoulders and kissed
him on either cheek. "Y ou're looking good, Tommy boy, red good. Y ou should come work with me,
huh?'

"I don't look good on camera," Thomas said. "But it's good to see you, too. Arturo Genosa, this
isHarry Dresden, the man | told you about.”

Arturo looked me up and down. "Tal son of abitch, huh?'

"| atemy Whesties" | said.

"Hey, pooch," Arturo said. He scratched the grey puppy behind the ear. Thelittle dog yawned,
licked Arturo's hand once, and promptly went back to deep. "Y our dog?”

"Temporarily," | said. "Recovered him for aclient.”

Arturo nodded, his expression caculating. "Y ou know what a strega is, Mr. Dresden?”

"Practitioner of Itdian folk magic,” | responded. "Divinations, love paotions, fertility blessings, and
protections. They aso can manage a pretty vicious set of curses with atechniquethey call the
malocchio. TheEvil Eye"

His eyebrowslifted in surprise. "Guess you know athing or two, huh."

"Just enough to get meinto trouble,” | said.

"But do you bdlievein it?'

"Inthe Evil Eye?'

"es"

"I've seen stranger things."

Arturo nodded. "Tommy boy tell you what | need?'

"He said you were worried about a curse. Said some people closeto you died.”

Arturo's expression flickered for asecond, and | saw grief undermine his confidence. "Y es. Two
women. Good souls, both.”

"Uh-huh," | said. "Assuming thereisacurseinvolved, what makes you think it was meant for

you?”



"They had no other contact with each other," Arturo said. "Far as| know, | wasthe only thing
they had in common." He opened adrawer in his desk and drew out acouple of manilafile folders.
"Reports,” he sad. "Information about their deaths. Tommy says maybe you can help.”

"Maybe," | agreed. "Why would someone curse you?"

"The gudio,” Arturo said. " Someone wants to stop the company from getting off the ground. Kill
it before the first picture gets made.”

"What do you want meto do?"

"Protection,” Arturo said. "1 want you to protect the people on my crew during the shoot. Don't
want anything e se to happen to anyone.”

| frowned. "Can be atough job. Do you know who would want to stop production?’

Arturo scowled at me and stalked across the room to a cabinet. He opened it and withdrew an
aready opened bottle of wine. He pulled out the cork with histeeth and took aswig. "If | knew that, |
wouldn't need to hire an investigator.”

| shrugged. "I'm awizard, not afortune-teller. Got any guesses? Anyone who might want to see
youfal?'

"Ludille" Thomassad.

Arturo glanced at Thomas, scowling.

"WhoisLucille?" | asked.

"My second ex-wife," Arturo answered. "Lucille Delarossa. But sheisnot involved.”

"How do you know?"' | asked.

"Shewould not," hesaid. "l am certain.”

"Why?

He shook his head and stared down at hiswine bottle. "Lucille. . . well. Let ussay that | did not
marry her for her mind."

"Y ou don't have to be smart to be hostile," | said, though | couldn't redlly think of the last time

someone stupid had pulled off powerful magic. "Anyone e s2? Isthere another ex-wife around?’



Arturo waved ahand. "Triciawould not try to stop the picture.”

"Why not?' | asked.

"Sheisthedar."

Thomas made a choking sound. "Chrigt, Arturo.”

The silver-maned man grimaced. "No choice. She had a standing contract. Could have killed me
incourt if | did not cast her.”

"Isthere an ex-wife number four?' | asked. "I can keep track of three. If theresfour, | haveto
gart writing things down."

"Not yet," Arturo muttered. "I am single. So far just the three.”

"Well, that's something,” | said. "L ook, unlesswhoever is bringing this curse onto you does
something right in front of me, thereésnot alot | can do. We cdl aspel like the Evil Eye an entropy
curse, and it's damned near impossible to trace any other way."

"My people must be protected from the malocchio,” Arturo said. "Can you do that?*

"If I'm there when it goes down, yes."

"How much doesthat cost?" he asked.

" Seventy-five an hour, plus expenses. A thousand up-front.”

Arturo didn't hesitate. "Done. We gtart shooting in the morning, nine o'clock.”

"I'll haveto be close. Within sight, if possible,” | said. "And the less anyone knows about it, the
better."

"Yeah," Thomas agreed. "Hell need a cover sory. If he sands around in the open, the bad guy
will just wait until he leaves or goesto the bathroom or something.”

Arturo nodded. "He can boom for me."

"Boom?' | asked.

"Boom microphone," Thomas supplied.

"Oh. That isn't such ahot ideg,”" | said. "My magic doesn't get on so well with machinesand



Arturo's face clouded with annoyance. "Fine. Production assstant.” Something in his pants made
achirping sound, and he drew acell phone from his pocket. He held up ahand to me and stepped over
to the other side of the room, speaking in low tones.

"Production assistant. What'sthat?" | asked.

"Gofer,” Thomas said, "Errand boy." He stood up, his movements restless.

Therewas aknock at the door, and it opened to admit agirl who may not have reached drinking
age. She had dark hair, dark eyes, and was alittle taller than average. She wore awhite sweater with a
short black skirt that showed off alot of leg, and even compared to the pretty people outside, shewasa
knockout. Of course, the last time 1'd seen her sheld been naked except for ared,
Christmas-present-type bow, so it was possible that | was biased.

"Jugtineg," Thomas said, and there wasthe kind of relief in hisvoicethat | would usualy have
associated with higtorical sailors shouting, "Land ho." He took a step over to the girl and pulled her to him
inakiss.

Justing's cheeks colored and she let out a breathlesslittle laugh before her lipstouched his, and
then melted into the kiss like there wasn't anything e se in the whole world.

The puppy inthe curl of my arm vibrated, and | glanced down to see him staring at Thomas, an
inaudible, disapproving growl shaking hisfuzzy chest.

They didn't kissfor along time, redly, but when Thomasfinaly lifted his mouth from hers, she
wasflushed and | could see the pulse beating in her throat. Nothing remotely like thought or restraint
touched her face. The heat in her eyes could have scorched meif 1'd been alittle closer, and for a second
| thought she was about to drag Thomasto the carpet right there in front of me.

Instead Thomas turned her so that she stood with her back to his chest, and drew her against
him, pinning her there with hisarms. Helooked paler, and his eyes had become an even fainter shade of
grey. Herested his cheek on her hair for amoment, and then said, "Y ou've met Harry."

Justine regarded me with heavy, sultry eyes and nodded. "Hello, Mister Dresden.” Sheinhaed

through her nose, and made avisible effort to draw her thoughts together. Y ou're cold,” she said to



Thomas. "What happened?’

"Nothing," Thomassaid, histonelight.

Justinetilted her head and then took atiny step away from him. Thomas blinked at her, but didn't
try to keep her there. "Not nothing," she said. She touched his cheek with her fingers. "Y ou're freezing.”

"I don't want you to worry about it,” Thomastold her.

Jugtine looked over her shoulder at me.

| checked on Arturo, who was il in his conversation on the phone, then said in alow voice,
"Black Court. | think it was one of Mavras goons.”

Jugting's eyes widened. "Oh, God. Was anyone hurt?"

"Only thevampire," | said. | gave the puppy, now slent, avague wave. "The pup saw him
coming.”

"Thomas," Jugtine said, looking back a him. ™Y ou told me you didn't have to worry about
Mavra

"Inthefirgt place, we don't know it's Mavra," Thomas said. He gave me alook over Justine's
head that warned me to shut the hell up. "And in the second place, they were after Dresden. He's here
under my invitation, so | helped him out alittle.”

"Boot to the head," | agreed. "Ran him off."

"My God. I'm glad you are dl right, Mister Dresden, but this shouldn't have happened. Thomas,
we shouldn't even bein town. If you don't—"

Thomas put afinger under Jugtine's chin and drew her eyesup to his.

Justine shuddered, her lipsfatering to ahalt, her mouth partly open. Her pupilsdilated until there
was practicaly no color showing around them. She swayed alittle on her feet.

"Reax," Thomassad. "I'll take care of things."

Her brow furrowed with atiny line, and she ssammered, "But . . . | don't want youto. . . get
hurt.”

Thomass eyes glittered. Ddliberately he raised one pale hand and touched afingertip to the pulse



in Justinesthroat. Then hedrew it down in adow, lazy spird that sopped half an inch under her
collarbone. She shuddered again, and her eyes dipped entirely out of focus. Whatever thought had been
in her head, it died aslent little death, and left her swaying on her feet making soft, mindless sounds
between quick breaths.

And she loved it. From the looks of things she didn't have a choice.

The puppy's silent growl buzzed againgt the skin of my arm. Anger flashed through mein awave
of slent outrage.

"Stopit,” | said inaquiet voice. "Get out of her head."

"This doesn't concern you,” Thomas replied.

"Like hdl it doesn't. Back off on the mind-mojo. Right now. Or you and | are going to have
words."

Thomas's gaze moved to me. Something viciousin his eyes flashed with a cold fury and one of his
hands closed into afist. Then he shook his head and closed his eyesfor amoment. He spoke before they
opened.

"The less she knows about the details," he said in arough, strained voice, "the safer she'sgoing to

"Fromwho?" | demanded.

"From anyone who might not like me or my House," Thomas said. The words were laced with a
hint of afera snarl. "If she doesn't know any more than any other doe, there's no reason to target her. It's
one of the only things | can do to protect her. Back off, wizard, or I'll be happy to start the conversation
mysdf.”

Just then Arturo finished his call and turned back to us. He blinked and stopped short of
conversation distance. "I'm sorry. Did | miss something?'

Thomas arched an eyebrow at me.

| took a deep breath and said, "No. We just ssumbled onto an uncomfortable topic. But we can

put alid onit until later."



"Good," Arturo said. "Now where were we?"

"I need to take Justine home," Thomas said. " She's had alittle too much tonight. Best of luck,
Arturo.”

Arturo nodded to him and managed to smile. "Thank you, Tommy boy, for your help."

"It'snothing." He dipped an arm around Justine, drawing her with him, and nodded to me ashe
|eft the room. "L ater, Harry."

| rosetoo, and asked Arturo, "Where do you want me tomorrow?"

He sat down his bottle of wine, grabbed amemo pad off the desk, and scribbled down an
address. Then hewithdrew aroll of money, pedled off ten bills and dapped athousand dollars cash
down on top of the address. | collected all of it.

"l do not know if | believein your sincerity, Mr. Dresden,” Arturo said.

| waved the bills. "Aslong asyou're paying, | don't redly need you to believein me. Seeyouin

the morning, Mr. Genosa."

Chapter Five

| shambled back to my place around late o'clock. Mister, the bobtailed grey tomcat who shares
my gpartment, hurled himsdlf a my legsin a shoulder-block of greeting. Mister weighs twenty-five or
thirty pounds, and | had to brace mysdlf againgt hisritua affection.

Migter tilted his head a me and sniffed at the air. Then he made alow, warning sound of his
imperial displeasure. As| camein, he bounded up onto the nearest bit of furniture and peered at the
puppy sill degpingin my arm.

"Temporary,” | assured him. | sat down on the couch. "Heisn't staying.”

Mister narrowed his eyes, prowled over to me, and swatted at the puppy with an indignant paw.

"Takeit easy. Thislittle lunaticisafeatherweight.” | murmured aminor spell and lit afew candles



around my gpartment with my will. | dided the number where | had been contacting Brother Wang while
he was in town, but got only arecording telling me the number had been disconnected. The phonesare
occasiondly wacky when it'sme using them, so | tried again. No success. Bah. My bones ached and |
wanted to rest, safe and cozy in my lair.

Said lair wasin the basement of acreaky old boardinghouse built better than ahundred years
ago. It had sunken windows high up onitswalls, and largely consisted of asingleliving areaaround a
fireplace. | had old, comfortable furniture—a sofa, alove seat, acouple of big recliner-type chairs. They
didn't match, but they looked soft and inviting. The stone floor was covered with avariety of arearugs,
and I'd softened the look of the concrete walls with anumber of tapestries and framed pictures.

Thewhole place was sparkling clean, and the air smelled of pine boughs. Even the fireplace was
scoured down to a clean stone surface. Y ou can't beet the Fair Folk as housekeepers. Y ou aso can't tell
people about them, because they'll pack up and clear out. Why? | have no idea. They're faeries, and
that'sjust how it works.

On one sde of the living room there was a shallow a cove with awood-burning stove, an
old-fashioned icebox, and some cabinets that held my cooking ware and groceries. On the other, a
narrow doorway led to my bedroom and bath. There was barely enough room for my twin bed and a
secondhand dresser.

| pulled up the rug that covered the entrance to the subbasement, atrapdoor set into thefloor. It
was deegp enough underground to keep a subterranean chill the year-round, so | juggled the puppy while
putting on a heavy flannd robe. Then | got acandle, opened the trapdoor, and descended the folding
stepladder into my laboratory.

| had forbidden the cleaning service to move around my lab, and asaresult it had been dowly
losing the war againgt entropy for acouple of years. The wallswere lined with wire racks, and I'd filled
them with Tupperware, boxes, bags, tubs, bottles, cups, bowls, and urns. Most of the containershad a
label ligting their contents, ingredients for any number of potions, spells, summonings, and magica devices

| had occasion to make from timeto time. A worktable ran down the middle of the room, and at itsfar



end was a comparatively recent concrete patch that did not match the rest of the floor. The patch was
surrounded by the summoning circle set into the stone. 1'd splurged on replacing the old ring with anew
one made of dlver and I'd moved everything in theroom asfar fromit as| could.

Thething I'd locked up under the circle had been quiet sincethe night | had sedled it into a
Spirit-prison, but when it came to entombing afallen angel, | was pretty sure that there was no such thing
astoo much caution.

"Bob," | said as| lit some more candles. "Get up.”

One shelf didn't match the rest of the room. Two simple metd struts held up a plain wooden
plank. Mounds of old candle wax spread in multicolored lumps at either end of the board, and in the
middle rested a human skull.

The skull shivered alittle, teeth rattling, and then adim glow of orange light gppeared in its empty
eye sockets. Bob the Skull wasn't redly askull. He was an air spirit, abeing with agreat deal of
knowledge and centuries of magica experience. Since I'd stolen him from Justin DuMorne, my own
persona childhood Darth Vader, Bob's knowledge and skills had let me save lives. Mostly my own,
maybe, but alot of other lives, too.

"How did it go?' Bob asked.

| started rummaging through the various and sundry. "Three of the little bastards dipped through
that paralysis charm you were so sure of," | said. "I barely got out in one piece.”

"Y ou're 0 cute when you whine," Bob said. "I'd dmost think that—Holy cats, Harry!"

"You stole one of the temple dogs?'

| petted the puppy's fur and felt alittle offended. "It wasn't anything | meant to happen. Hewasa
sowaway."

"Wow," Bob said. "What are you going to do with him?"

"Not sureyet," | said. "Brother Wang's dready gone. | tried to call his contact number just now,

but it was out of service. | can't call up amessenger and send it back to the temple, because that entire



area of mountainsiswarded, and aletter might take monthsto get through. If it getsthrough at dl.” |
finaly found abig enough box, scrounged around a bit more, and dropped a couple of old flanne
bathrobesinto it, followed by the exhausted puppy. "Besides, I've got better things to worry about.”

"Likewhat?'

"Likethe Black Court. Mavraand her . . . her . . . Hey, what'sthe term for agroup of Black
Court vampires? A gaggle? A passd?'

"A scourge,” Bob said.

"Right. Lookslike Mavraand her scourge are in town. One of them came pretty closeto
punching my ticket tonight.”

Bob'seydightsflickered with interest. "Neat. So the usud drill? Wait for them to try again so you
can backtrack the attackersto Mavra?'

"Not thistime. I'm going to find them firgt, kick down their door, and kill them al in their deep.”

"Wow. That's an atypicaly vicious plan, Harry."

"Yesh. | likedittoo."

| put the puppy's box on thetable. "1 want you to take Mister out on the town in the morning.
Find wherever itisMavrais holing up during the day, and for the love of Pete, don't ep on any more
warding spels”

Bob somehow gave the impression that he shivered. "Y eah. I've been alot more careful. But the
vampires aren't supid, Harry. They know they're hepless during daylight. They'll have taken some
measures to protect their refuge. They dwaysdo.”

"I'll take careof it," | said.

"It might be more than you can handle done.”

"That'swhy I'm going Justice League on them," | said, fighting ayawn. | put the cardboard box
with the puppy on the worktable, picked up my candle, and went to the stepladder.

"Hey, where do you think you're going?' Bob asked.

"Bed. Early day tomorrow. New case."



"And the temple dog is staying here why?*

"Because | don't want to leave him dl by hislonesome,” | said. "If | take him with mel think

Mister would eat him after | went to deep.”

"Dammit, Harry, I'm avoyeur, not aveterinarian.”

| scowled. "1 need shut-eye.”

"And | get to babysit the dog?’

"Yegh"

"My job sucks."

"Formaunion,” | said heartlesdy.

"What's the new case?' Bob asked.

| told him.

"Arturo Genosa?' Bob asked. " The Arturo Genosa? The movie producer?”

| lifted my eyebrows. "Y eah, | guess. Y ou've heard of him?"

"Heard of him? Heck, yeah! He'sthe best thereig!”

My intuition piped up again, and | felt something in my ingdes drop. "Uh. What kind of movies?"
"Criticaly acclaimed erctic festured" Bob said, fairly bubbling with enthusiasm.
| blinked. "There are erotic film critics?'

"Surel" Bob bubbled. "All kinds of periodicas.”

"Likewha?'

"Juggs, Hooters, Funkybuns, Busting Out—"

| rubbed at my eyes. "Bob, those are porno magazines, not trade journals.”
"Four stars, four boners, what's the difference?' Bob asked.

| wasn't going to touch that one.

The skull sighed. "Harry, I'm not trying to call you stupid or belabor the obvious, but you did get

hired by avampire of the White Court. An incubus. What kind of job did you think thiswasgoing to

be?'



| glowered a Bob. Hewasright. | should have known it wasn't going to be smple.

"Speaking of," | said, "how much do you know about the White Court?'

"Oh, theusud," Bob said, which meant he knew plenty.

"I saw Thomas get real weird tonight,” | said. "I don't know how to describeit, exactly. But
Justine was there, and she said that he was freezing and that it worried her. Then he hit her with some
kind of mind-magic hypnosis whammy, and zoned her out entirdly."

"Hewas Hungry," Bob said. "I mean, capitd H kind of Hungry. The Hunger isakind of . . . |
don't know. Symbiotic spirit, insde a White Court vamp. They're born withit."

"Ah," | said. "That'swhere they get the strength and powers and stuff."

"Among them nigh-immortdity,” Bob said. "But it don't happen for free. That'swhy they do the
wholefeeding thing. The Hunger needsit to survive."

"l gotit, | gotit,” | said, through ayawn. "They use their powers and it makes the spirit hungry so
they havetofeed.” | frowned. "What happensif they don't feed?'

" Short-term? Moodiness, anger, violent behavior, paranoia. In the long term, they'll use up
whatever reservoir of life energy they have. Once that happens, the Hunger pretty much takes over and
meakesthem hunt.”

"If they can't hunt?"

"They goinsane.”

"What about the people they feed on?" | asked.

"What about them?' Bob said. "They get little pieces of their life nibbled away. It doesaform of
spiritud damage, like when the Nightmare mauled Mickey Maone. It leaves them vulnerable to the
Whites mental alure and control, so it's easy for the Whitesto come by for another bite."

"What happensif they keep getting fed on?"

"It'sfed upon, o Bard, and if it keeps up the morta burns out early. Sort of fades away into a
kind of mindless daze. Heart attack during an intense feeding usudly killsthem.”

"Killer sx," | sad. "Literdly."



"Todiefor," Bob confirmed.

An eeriethought, and one that disturbed me alot more than | thought it should. "Wheat if the
vamp doesn't want to feed on someone?"

"Want doesn't matter,” Bob said. "They feed on purereflex. It'swhat they are.”

"Soif they stay with someone,” | said, "eventudly they kill them.”

"Sooner or later," Bob said. "Always."

| shook my head. "I'll remember that,” | said. "Tough to keep up the paranciaaround Thomas.
Hes. .. wdl, hdl, if hewashuman | might not mind buying him abeer oncein awhile."

Bob's tone turned serious. "He might be agreat guy, Harry, but it doesn't change the fact that he
isn't dwaysin control of hispower, or hisHunger. | doubt he can stop himself from entrancing that pretty
girl of his. Or from feeding upon her." Bob paused. "Not that he'd really want to. | mean, she's hot. Who
wouldn't want alittle nibble of Justine now and then? Am | right?*

"Focus," | growled. "Just find Mavras hiding place. I'll be back from the job before sundown if |

Bob sghed dreamily. "Some guys get al the luck. Genosa dways caststhe prettiest girls. Lots
and lots of pretty girls. I'm going to be prowling the mean streets, looking for hideous creatures of the
night. And you're going to be standing right there next to the most beautiful women in erotica, getting to
waich everything going on. Big aslife.”

| felt my face flood into afeverish blush. "Keep an eye on the dog. Y ou have my permisson to
take Mister on the town after the sun rises. Be back by sundown.”

"Will do,” Bob said. "Harry, Harry, Harry. What | wouldn't give to bein your shoesthisweek.”

Which in retrospect just goes to show that a pretty face can inspire even abodiless spirit of

intellect to dizzying heights of idiocy.

Chapter Six



My cat walked on my face just after dawn. My body thought | should have been getting a couple
more hours of shut-eye at the least. Instead | shambled to the door to let Mister outside. Before the cat
left, he bobbed hishead a me, and his eyes glittered with nearly invisible flickers of orange light. Bob had
taken temporary possession of Mister'sbody. (Actually, | suspected that Mister tolerated Bob's control
only because he got to go see new thingswhen | sent Bob out on amission.)

Bob wasabeing of spirit, and wastoo fragile to go drifting around in sunlight. It could burn his
usua form to vapor in afew seconds. The spirit needed some form of protection during full daylight, and
Migter wasit. | had my usud flash of concern and mumbled, "Be careful with my cat.”

The cat rolled his eyes and gave me a contemptuous-sounding feline mrowl. Then Migter hurled
himsdlf against my legsin agesture that had nothing to do with Bob, before bounding up the steps and
out of Sght.

| showered, got dressed, and got enough of afire going in my kitchen stove to scramble some
eggs and toast some bread. There was a scratching sound from the open trapdoor to my lab. Then |
heard a series of thumps. A moment later the scratching came again, and | peered down the stepladder.

Thelittle grey puppy had escaped the box, and was attempting to climb the stepladder. He made
it up five or six steps, dipped, and thumped back down to the stone floor at the bottom of the
ladder—evidently for at least the second time. He didn't whimper when hefdll. Hejust sprawled, wiggled
to get his paws back under him, then started up the stepladder again full of, well, dogged determination.

"Hel'sbells, dog. You'reinsane. Did you know that? Certifigble.

The puppy climbed to the next step and paused to look a me, mouth dropping open in adoggie
grin. Hewagged histail so hard he nearly fell off again. | went down and scooped him up, put him on the
love seat, and sat down with him to eat breskfast. | shared, and made sure he got a bit of water to drink.
Just because | wasn't keeping him didn't excuse me from showing aguest some measure of hogpitdity.
Evenif the guest wasfuzzy.

Whilel ate, | mapped out my plan for the day. I'd have to spend most of it at Genosa's studio, if



| was going to be able to protect anyone from incoming curses. But ultimately that was alosing Strategy.
Sooner or later | would be in thewrong place, or else the curse might comein too hard or fast for meto
stop. The smart plan wasto find out where these curses were coming from. Someone had to be sending
them. What | redlly had to do was find that person and push their facein alittle. Problem solved.

What's more, | was pretty confident that whoever was behind these curses was close to
Genosas socid circle. While not asinvasive or vicious as magic that directly attacked a person's physical
body, this curse was il plenty potent. For magic to work, you haveto believeinit. Redly believe,
without any doubts or reservations. It isn't dl that common for someone to have that much conviction
directed toward murderous ends. It's even less common to have that kind of rancor for acomplete
stranger.

All of which meant that the killer was probably someone close to Genosa's crowd.

Orinit.

Which meant that there was at |east achance that | would come face-to-face with the killer at
work today. Best pack for trouble.

Speaking of which, | wouldn't have to worry much about the Black Court making amove on me
indaylight, but it didn't mean | could afford to let my guard down for long. Vampires had agenerd habit
of recruiting surrogate thugs for wetwork in broad daylight, and a bullet between the eyeswould kill me
just aswell as some vampire ripping my lower jaw off. In fact, it would be alot better, because then the
vamp could order the flunky to give himself up or suicide, and the mortd authoritieswho might otherwise
cause trouble would become a nonissue.

| was better than most at maintaining ahigh aert, but even so | couldn't be sharp on my guard
forever. I'd get tired, bored, make mistakes. To say nothing of how grumpy it would make me, generally
speaking. Thelonger | waited to solve the vampire problem, the more likely I'd be to get dead. So | had
to move fast. Which meant that I'd need to round up some help fast. It took me about ten secondsto
figure out who | wanted to call. | even had time enough to go see one of them before work.

Wefinished breskfast, and | let the puppy handle the prewash. | got out my Rolodex, got on the



phone, and left two messages with two answering machines. Then | pulled on my heavy black mantled
duster, dropped the pup into one of its huge pockets, fetched my staff and rod a ong with a backpack full
of various gadgets for on-the-fly spellwork, and went out to face the day.

My first destination, Dough Joe's Hurricane Gym, resided on the first floor of an old office
building not far from the headquarters of Chicago PD. The place had once been atragicaly if predictably
short-lived country-and-western bar. When Joe moved in, he tore down every wall that wasn't a
load-bearing section, ripped out the cheap celling tiles, peeled the floor down to smooth, naked concrete,
and ingtalled alot of lights. To my right lay a couple of bathrooms large enough to do double duty as
locker rooms. A large square of safety carpet boasted about thirty well-used pieces of weight-training
equipment and severd racks of weights and dumbbells that made my muscles ache just looking at them.
In front of me was an honest-to-goodness boxing ring, though it wasn't raised. On the other side of the
ring, araised platform boasted along row of boxing targets—heavy bags, speed bags, and a couple of
flicker bagsthat | could rarely hit more than oncein arow.

Thelast areawas covered with athick impact mat and wasthe largest in the gym. Severd people
in judo pgamas were dready working through various grappling techniques. | recognized most of the
pajama people on sight as members of Chicago'sfinest.

One of the men, alarge and brawny rookie, let out a sharp shout, and then he and another man
closed into attack asingle opponent. They were quick, and worked well together. If it had been anyone
but Murphy up against them, they probably would have been successful.

Lt. Karrin Murphy, the woman in charge of the Specid Investigations division of Chicago PD,
stood an even five feet. Her blond hair had been tied back into atail, and she wore white pgamas with a
faded belt that was more grey than black. She was attractive in a pleasantly wholesome kind of
way—crystd blue eyes, clear skin, an upturned nose.

And sheld been a student of aikido since she was eleven.

The brawny rookie underestimated her speed, and she had dipped aside from hiskick before he

redlized hismistake. She caught him by an ankle, twisted with her whole frame, and sent him stumbling



away for a second or two—time enough for her to handle the second attacker. He struck more
cautioudy, and Murphy let out an abrupt shout of her own, faked ajab, and drove afront kick into his
belt. It wasn't at full strength, and he'd taken the blow correctly, but he fell back a couple of steps, hands
lifted in acknowledgment. If Murphy had been in earnest, sheld have put him down, hard.

The rookie came back in, but he hadn't really gotten up to speed. Murphy blocked ajab and a
dow reverse punch, got the rookie by the wrist, and sent him smashing down on the impact mat, one
hand twisted to the breaking point and held firm at the small of his back. The rookie grimaced and
dapped the mat three times. Murphy released him.

"Hey, Stdlings," she said, loudly enough to be heard by the whole gym. "What just happened
here?'

The older opponent grinned and said, "OToole just got beat up by agirl, Lieutenant.”

There was agenera round of applause and good-natured jeers from the other copsin the gym,
including severd cdlsof "Pay up!" and "Told you so!*

OToole shook his head ruefully. "What did | do wrong?'

"Telegraphed the kick," Murphy said. "Y oure amoose, OToole. Even alight kick from you will
do the job. Don't sacrifice speed to get more power. Keep it quick and simple.”

OToole nodded, and walked over to an open corner of the mat with his partner.

"Hey, Murphy,” | cdled. "When are you gonnastop picking on little kids and fight someone your
ownsgze?'

Murphy flicked her tail over her shoulder, her eyes shining. "Come say that to my face, Dresden.”

"Give me aminute to amputate my legsand | will," | responded. | took my shoes off and set them
againg thewall, dong with my duster. Murphy got a smooth wooden staff about five feet long from a
rack on thewall. | took my staff into a square marked in tape on the mat, and we bowed to each other.

Wewarmed up with asimple sequence, aternating strikesin a steady, working rhythm, wooden
staves clacking solidly. Murphy didn't start pushing for more speed. "Haven't seen you for amost two

weeks. Y ou flaking out on this salf-defense notion?”



"No," | said, keeping my voice down. "Been on ajob. Finished it up last night.” | lost focus,
dipped up in the sequence, and Murphy's staff banged down hard on the fingers of my left hand. "Hell's
bels, ow"

"Concentrate, wimp." Murphy gave me a second to shake my fingers, and then she Sarted again
from the beginning. ™Y ou've got something on your mind.”

"Something off therecord,” | said, lowering my voice.

She looked around. No one was close enough to listen in. " Okay."

"I need athug. Y ou available?

Murphy arched abrow. ™Y ou need manpower?"

"Thugpower,” | said.

Murphy frowned. "What do you havein mind?'

"Black Court," | said. "At least two in town, probably more."

"Hitters?'

| nodded. "One of them came pretty close to taking me last night.”

"Y ou okay?'

"Y eah. But we have to shut these guys down, and fast. They aren't gentle and fun-loving like the
Reds"

"Meaning?'

"Meaning that when they feed, their victims don't usualy survive. They don't feed as often, but the
longer they stay, the more people are going to get killed."

Murphy's eyes glittered with asudden, angry fire. "What'sthe plan?”

"Find them. Kill them."

Her brows shot up. "Just like that? No formal balls, no masquerades, no clandestine meetings as
preliminaries?’

"Nah. | thought it might be nice to get the drop on the bad guys for achange.”

" likethet plan.”



"Itssmple” | agreed.

"Likeyou," Murphy said.

"Jugt likeme."

"When?'

| shook my head. "As soon as| find where they're holed up during daylight. | can probably do it
inaday or three"

"How's Saturday?"

"Uh. Why?'

Sherolled her eyes. "Murphy annual family reunion isthisweekend. | try to be working on
reunion weekend."

"Oh," | said. "Why don't you just, you know . . . not show up.”

"I need agood excuse not to show up, or my mother won't let me hear the end of it."

"Solie"

Murphy shook her head. "Sheld know. She's psychic or something.”

| felt my eyebrows go up. "Well, gee, Murph. | guess!'ll just try to arrange things so that the
deadly mongter threat will be convenient to ducking your annua family fun-fest. Y our sense of priorities
once more astounds me."

She grimaced. " Sorry. | spend time dreading this every year. Things are sort of hard between me
and my mother. Family skews your sanity. | don't expect you to under—"

She broke off abruptly, and alittle pang of hurt went through me. She didn't expect meto
understand. | didn't have amother. | didn't have afamily. | never had. Even my dim memories of my
father had al but vanished. 1'd been only six years old when he died.

"God, Harry," Murph said. "1 wasn't thinking. I'm sorry.”

| coughed and focused on the sequence. "It shouldn't be along job. | find the vamps. We goiin,
pound in some stakes, cut some heads, toss some holy water, and we're gone.™

She began to speed the pace, evidently asglad as| to leave that comment unremarked. The



srength of her swings made my hands buzz when her saff hit mine. ™Y ou mean we get to live the cliché?
she asked. " Stakes and crosses and garlic?

"Y esh. Cakewalk."

Murphy snorted. "Then why do you need thugs?*

"In case they have goons. | need thugpower with countergoon capability.”

Murphy nodded. "A few extrahands wouldn't be abad idea." She sped up again, her staff ablur.
| had to struggle to keep up. "Why don't you ask the holy knight guy?'

"No," | said.

"Wheat if we need him?'

"Michadl would comein ahot second if | asked him. But I'm tired of seeing him get hurt because
of me." | frowned, amost lost the rhythm, then found it again. "God or someone like Him does Michad's
event scheduling, and | get the feding that Michadl'salot lessinvincible when heisnt officidly on the
clock."

"But he'sabig boy. | mean, he knowstherisks. He hasbrains.”

"Hedso haskids"

Murphy fatered thistime, and | hit one of her thumbs. She winced and nodded toward the
rookie cop shed humbled. "OToole thereis Mickey Maone's nephew. HeEd jump through fire for you, if
| asked him dong."

"God, no. No newbies on thisrun. A stupid mistake could be fatd."

"l could talk to Stalings."

| shook my head. "Murph, the boysin Sl are alot better at handling supernatura weirdness than
the average bear—but alot of them till don't redlly believe what they're dealing with. | want someone
smart and tough, and who won't freeze or freak out, and that's you."

"They're better than that.”

"What happensto them if something goeswrong? If | make amistake. Or you do. Evenif they

got out in one piece, how do you think they would handle the backlash when they got back to the redl



world? Where people don't believe in vampires, and there are bodies to explain?'

Murphy frowned. "The same thing that would happen to me, | guess.”

"Y eah. But you're their leader. Y ou want to be responsible for sending them into that kind of
mess? Expose them to that?"

Murphy looked at several of the men around the gym and grimaced. ™Y ou know | don't want
that. But my point isthat I'm asvulnerable asthey are.”

"Maybe. But you know the score. They don't. Not redlly. Y ou know enough to be careful and

"What about the White Council?' Murphy asked. " Shouldn't they be willing to help you? | mean,
you're one of their own."

| shrugged. "By and large they don't like me. | need their help like | need asword in the neck.”

"Gee. Someone actudly resisted your charm and finesse.”

"What can | say. They have no taste.”

Murphy nodded. " So who else are you going to get?*

"Y ou and one more will do for coffin patrol,” | said. "1 know aguy who is good with vampires.
And I'm going to have adriver standing by when it goes down."

"How many laws are you planning on bregking?'

"None" | said. "If | canhelpit.”

"What if these vampires have human goons?'

"We disable them. I'm only gunning for Black Court. But if you want to pull double duty as
conscience officer, that'sfine by me.”

Wefinished the sequence, backed a step away, and bowed to each other. Murphy walked with
meto the edge of the mat, frowning and mulling things over. "1 don't want to Sdestep any laws. Vampire
hunting is one thing. Going vigilante isanother.”

"Done" | said.

Shefrowned. "And I'd redlly, redlly likeit if wedid it on Saturday."



| snorted. "If we go early, maybe you can get laid up in the hospital or something, at least.”

"Ha-ha," Murphy said.

"Do meafavor and keep an eye on missing personsfor afew days. It might help tip us off to
their location. | want every bit of information | can get.”

"Gotcha," Murphy said. "Y ou want to work on some hand-to-hand?"

| picked up my duster. "Can't. Got to be on the new job in half an hour.”

"Harry, aikido isademanding discipline. If you don't practice every day, you're going to lose
what you've learned.”

"I know, | know. But it isn't like | can depend on aroutine from day to day.”

"A little knowledge isadangerousthing,” Murphy said. She held my staff for mewhilel put on
my coat and abruptly frowned as she handed it back.

"What?' | asked her.

Her mouth twisted into the shape it got when shetried to hold back laughter. "Isthat a puppy in
your pocket, or are you just glad to see me?"

| looked down. The puppy had woken from his nap and poked its head out of my duster's
pocket, and was panting happily. "Oh. Right."

Murphy plucked the puppy out of my pocket, turned him belly up, and started rubbing his
tummy. "What's hisname?'

"No name. I'm not keeping him."

"Ah," Murphy said.

"Want adog?"

She shook her head. "They take too much attention, and I'm gone at al hours."

"Tell me about it. Know anyone who does?

"Not redly.”

"Do meafavor. Keep him for aday.”

Murphy blinked. "Why me?"



"Because | haveto go on anew job thismorning and | haven't had timeto get him settled with
someone. Come on, Murph. He'sfriendly. HE's quiet. Y ou'll never know he'sthere. Just for the day.”

Murphy glowered a me. "I'm not kegping him."

"l know, | know."

"I'm not kegping him."

"You just sad that, Murph.”

"Just so long as you understand that I'm not keeping him."

"| get it dready.”

She nodded. "Just this once, then. I'm doing paperwork at my desk today. But you'd better be
thereto pick him up by five."

"You'rean angd, Murph. Thank you."

Sherolled her eyes and settled the pup in the curl of her arm. "'Y eah, yeah. What's the new job?"

| sighed and told her.

Murphy burst out laughing. "Y ou're apig, Dresden.”

"l didn't know," | protested.

"0ink. Oink, oink."

| glowered at her. "Don't you have some paperwork to do?’

"Get there by five, pig.”

"By five" | sghed. | grumbled to mysdlf as| waked out to my car and |eft for my first day on the

Chapter Seven

Chicago isabusinesstown. Entrepreneurs of every stripe duke it out ferocioudy in pursuit of the

American dream, discarding the carcasses of falen ventures dong theway. Thetownisfull of old



bus ness headquarters, most of them held by the long-term commercid giants. When anew business sets
its sghts on Second City, it's chegper for them to settle in one of the newer industrial parkslittered
around the city's suburbs. They al look more or less alike—agrid of plain, blocky, readily adaptable
buildings two or three stories high with no windows, no landscaping, and gravel parking lots. They look
like enormous, ugly concrete bricks, but they're cheap.

Arturo had acquired a short-term lease on such abuilding in such an industrial complex twenty
minuteswest of town. There were three other cars parked initslot by thetime | got there. | had anylon
backpack full of various magica tools | might need to ward off maevolent energies: sdt, abunch of white
candles, holy water, aring of keys, asmall silver bell, and chocolate.

Y eah, chocolate. Chocolate fends off dl kinds of nasty stuff. And if you get hungry while warding
off evil, you have a snack. It's multipurpose equipmern.

One end of my carved wooden blasting rod protruded from the backpack in case | needed to
make afast draw. | was also wearing my shield bracelet, my mother's pentacle amulet, my forcering, and
anew gizmo I'd been working with—a silver belt buckle carved into the shape of astanding bear. Better
to have the magica arsenal and not need it, than to not have it and get killed to desth.

| got out of the car. | had on a pair of dacksand a polo shirt, sincel had no idea of what a
production assistant on an adult film set was supposed to wear. The client would have to be happy with
business casud. | dung the backpack over one shoulder and locked up the car. A second car pulled up
as| did, ashiny green renta number, and parked next to the Blue Beetle.

Two men got out. The driver was afit-looking man, maybein hislatethirties. Hewas alittletaler
than average and had the build of someone who works out in anonfanatic kind of way. His
medium-brown hair was long enough to look alittle disheveled. He wore round-rimmed spectacles, a
Nike T-shirt, and Levis, and his cross-trainers probably cost him upwards of a hundred bucks. He
nodded at me and said, "Good morning,” in atone of genuine cheer.

"Hi," | responded.

"New guy?' he asked.



"New guy."

"Cameraman?"'

"Stunt double.”

"Cooal." He grinned, pulled a designer-label gym bag out of the back of the renta car, and dung it
over his shoulder. He approached, offering his hand. "I'm Jake."

| traded grips with him. His hands had the calluses of someone who worked with them, and he
had a confidence that conveyed strength without attempting to crush my fingers. | liked him. "Harry," |
responded.

The second man who got out of the rental car looked like aweight-lifting commercid. Hewastall
and built like a statue of Hercules benegth tight |eather pants and a deevelessworkout shirt. He had a
high-tech tan, cod-black hair, and wasn't old enough to qudify for decent rates on his auto insurance. His
face didn't match the Olympian body. His features rated on the western dope of the bell curve of physica
apped . Though to be fair he was staring at me with a murderous scowl, which probably biased my
opinion.

"Who the hdl areyou?' he growled.

"I thehdl amHarry," | said.

He pulled out his own gym bag and dammed the car door closed. "Y ou dways awiseass?'

"No. Sometimes I'm adeep.”

Hetook apair of hard steps toward me and thrust the heel of one hand at my shoulder ina
belligerent push. Classic macho-jitsu. | could have done abunch of fairly violent thingsin response, but |
try not to get into fightsin agravel parkinglot if | can hepit. | took the push without yielding and grunted.

"Wrig isalittlelimp,” | said. "If you like can show you an exercise or something, help you out.”

Hisface twisted with abrupt heat. "Son of abitch," the man swore, and dropped hisbag so he
could bal his huge handsinto hugefigs.

"Whoa," Jake said, and stepped between us, facing the big guy. "Hey, come on, Bobby. It'stoo

early for thiscrap.”



Bobby got alot more aggressive once Jake was there to hold him back, snarling and cussing. I'd
faced too many litera ogresto betoo terribly impressed by ametaphorical one, but | wasjust asglad
that it hadn't gone any farther. The kid was ahell of alot stronger than me, and if he knew more than
nothing about how to handle himsdlf, he could ruin my whole day.

The kid subsided after aminute, picked up his stuff again, and scowled at me. "I know what
you're thinking, and you can forget it."

| lifted my eyebrows. "So you're psychic too?"

"Wiseass stunt double," he snarled. "It happened once. Y ou aren't going to make a name for
yoursdf. Y ou might aswel just leave now.”

Jake sighed. "Bobby, he's not a stunt double.”

"But he said—"

"Hewasjoking," Jake said. "Chrigt, he's newer at thisthan you. Look, just go insgde. Get some
coffee or springwater or something. Y ou don't need this on a shooting day."

Thekid glared a me again and jabbed hisindex finger at me. "I'm warning you, asshole. Stay out
of my way if you don't want to get hurt.”

| tried to keep al the panic and terror he'd inspired off of my face. "Okeydoke."

The kid snarled, spat on the ground in my direction, and then sormed inside.

"Someone woke up with histestosterone in aknot today,” | said.

Jake watched Bobby go and nodded. "He's under pressure. Try not to take it personal, man.”

"That'stough,” | said. "What with the insults and violent posturing and such.”

Jake grimaced. "Nothing to do with you persondly, man. Hesworried."

"About being replaced by a stunt double?”

"Yegh"

"Areyou serious? What the hell does a stunt double do in aporno flick?"

Jake waved ahand vaguely toward his belt. "Extreme close-ups.”

"Uh. What?"'



"Higoricaly spesking, it doesn't happen often. Especialy what with Viagranow. But it isnt
unknown for adirector to bring in adouble for the close of ascene, if the actor ishaving trouble
finshing"

| blinked. "He thought | was a stunt penis?'

Jake laughed at my reaction. "Man. You are new.”

"Y ou been doing thiswork long?*

"Awhile" hesad.

"Guessit'sadream job, en? Gorgeous women and dl."

He shrugged. "Not as much asyou'd think. After awhile anyway."

"Then why do you do it?'

"Habit?" he asked with an easy grin. "Pluslack of options. | thought about doing the family thing
once, but it didn't work out." He fell sllent for a second, his expression touched with faint grief. He shook
his head to come out of it and said, "L ook, don't worry about Bobby. HEll calm down once he figures
out hisstage name."

"Stage name?"

"Yeah. | think that'swhat has got him dl nervous. Thisisonly his second shoot. First oneisinthe
can, but it'll be abit before they do fina edits and such. He's got until next week to figure out his
performing name.”

"Performing name, huh."

"Don't make fun of it," he said, expression serious. "Names have power, man.”

"Dothey. Redly."

Jake nodded. "A good name inspires confidence. It'simportant for ayoung guy.”

"Like Dumbo's magic feather,” | said.

"Right, exactly."

"So what name do you go by?" | asked.

"Jack Rockhardt,” Jake replied promptly. He eyed me for amoment, his expression assessing.



"What?' | asked.

"Y ou mean you don't recognize the name? Or me?"

| shrugged. "I don't haveaTV. Don't go to those theaters, either.”

His eyebrows shot up. "Redly? Are you Amish or something?"

"Yeeh, that'sit. I'm Amish."

He grinned. "Maybe you'd better come inside with me. I'll introduce you around.”

"Thanks"

"No problem," Jake said.

We went on into the building, a place with serile beige walls and invincible medium-brown
carpeting. Jake led me to adoor with a computer-printed sign that read, GREEN ROOM, and went
indde.

A long conference table ran down the center of acomfortably sized room. Doughnuts, drinks,
fruits, bagels, and other foods of every description were laid out on trays down itslength. The room
amelled like fresh coffee, and | promptly homed in on the coffee machine for acup.

A plain-faced woman in her mid-forties entered, wearing jeans, a black tee, and ared-and-white
flannel shut. Her hair wastied back under ared bandanna. She seized a paper plate and dumped food on
it & random. "Good morning, Guffie."

"Joan," Jake responded easily. "Have you met Harry?'

"Not yet." She glanced over her shoulder a me and nodded. "Wow. You arevery tal."

"I'm actualy amidget. The haircut makes melook taller.”

Joan laughed and popped a doughnut hole in her mouth. ™Y ou're the production assstant, en?

"es"

She nodded. "So let's produce.”

"| thought that was Arturo's bag.”

"He's the director and executive producer. I'm the actua producer. Makeup, cameras, lighting,

&ets, you nameit. | handle the crew and the details." She turned to me and offered her hand, shaking off



sugary doughnut goodness as shedid. "Joan Ddlas."

"Pleasure” | said. "Harry Dresden.”

Joan nodded. "Come on then. There's till alot to do before we can shoot. Guffie, get to the
dressing room and clean yoursdlf up.”

Jake nodded. "Arethey hereyet?

Her tone of voice became annoyed. "Gisdle and Emmaare.”

There was amoment of slent, pregnant tension. Jake winced and headed for the door. "Harry,
nice to meet you. Joan's okay, but shell work you to death.”

Joan threw an gpple at him. Jake caught it when it bounced off his chest, crunched into it with his
teeth, and held it in hismouth so that he could wave as he left the room.

"Grab yoursdlf somefood, Stilts," Joan said. Y ou can help me put cameras together.”

"I was hoping to talk to Arturo beforewe got going,” | said.

She turned around with two plates |oaded with breskfast pastries. She hadn't bothered getting
any fruit. "You're afunny guy. He's probably not out of bed yet. Bring that box of cookies. If my blood
sugar dropstoo low | might take your head off."

She led me down a short hallway to a cavernous room—a shooting studio. A dightly raised stage
held an unlit set, which looked like alavishly gppointed bedroom. Arrayed in alinein front of it were
severd black plastic crates and afreestanding shop light. Joan flicked it on and started opening crates,
popping abit of food into her mouth every third or fourth movement.

"Niceplace" | said.

"Been ahitch,” Joan said between bites. "Last company here was supposed to be some kind of
computer production dedl, but they had to belying. They redid al the wiring in here, routed in way
heavier than they were supposed to have. Took me aweek to get things working, and then | had to turn
their old gym into something like adressing room, but this place till isn't up to code.”

"Y e canna changethelaws of physics” | said.

Shelaughed. "Amen."



"Engineer then?" | asked.

"By way of necessity,” she answered. "I've done sets, lighting, power. Even some plumbing.
And," she said, opening boxes, "cameras. Gather 'round, gofer boy; you can help.”

| settled down while shelaid out parts from heavy plagtic crates. She assembled them, severa
professiona cameras and tripods, with the surety of long practice. She gave meingtructions as she did,
and | did my best to help her out.

There was a pleasant, quiet rhythm to the work, something that | hadn't redlly felt Sncethe last
time I'd been on afarm in Hog Hollow, Missouri. And it was interesting—technology was unfamiliar
territory for me.

See, those who wield the primordia forces of creation have along-running grudge with physics.
Electronic equipment in particular tends to behave unpredictably—right up until it shuts down and stops
working dtogether. Old technol ogies seemed more stable, which was one reason | drove around town in
aVolkswagen Beetle that had been built before the end of the Viethnam War. But newer
products—videocameras, televisons, cdl phones, computers—would die ahorrible fizzling degth after
any extended timein my presence.

There was asense of order to what we were doing that appealed to me on some leve. Putting
parts together, locking them into place, lining up plugsinto their corresponding sockets, taping groups of
wirestogether so that they wouldn't get tangled. | did well enough that Joan sat back and watched me
work on the last cameraon my own.

"So how isthis supposed to work?' | said. "What happens next?'

"Thelights." She sighed. "The damned lights are the most annoying part. We have to set them up
S0 that no onelooks too shiny or too wrinkly. Oncethat's done, I'll et the technical manager handle
sound, and go ride herd on the actors.”

"Metaphoricaly, | hope."

She snorted. "Y es. Some of them are decent enough—like that blockhead Guffie. But if you

don't push them into getting things done, they'll never be ready for the set on time. Makeup, costume, that



sort of thing."

"Aha And some of them are late?" | asked.

"Scrump will be" she said. It amost came out agrowl.

| pushed. "Who?"

"TriciaScrump. Actress.”

"Youdon't likeher?' | asked.

"I despisethat sdf-absorbed, egotiticd little bitch,” Joan said chearfully. "Shell play the princess
and everyone elsein the cast will know that they don't have to show up on time, or be ready to go on
time, or be entirely sober, since Her Lascivious Highness Trixie Vixen will be showing up lateto
everything anyway, high asakite and doing exactly as she pleases. | long to dap her slly.”

"Y ou shouldn't repress your emotionslike that,” | said.

Shelet out abelly laugh. "Sorry. No reason to drag anewbie into old palitics. Guess I'm just
upset to be working with her again. | didn't expect it."

Aha. Hodlility for the porn starlet. That'swhat wein the business call "motive." Joan did not strike
acreepy, murderous Srega vibewith me, but I'd learned the hard way that a skilled liar can look
innocent right up until she stabs you in the back. | dug for moreinformation like agood investigator.
"Why not?"

She shook her head. "When Arturo left Siverlight Studiosto start his own company, he made a
lot of people angry.”

"What do you think about that? The move, | mean.”

Shesighed. "Arturoisanidiot. HE's akind man, and he meanswell. But he'sanidiot. Anyone
who workswith him now risks getting blacklisted by Silverlight.”

"Even Trixie? | mean, if she'sabig star, won't the studio kind of kowtow to her?'

Joan leaned down to check a connection I'd made, shoving the plug in. "Are you on drugs or
something? She'sabig star with alimited shelf life. They'd replace her without blinking.”

"She sounds gutsy.”



Joan shook her head. "Don't confuse courage with stupidity. | think she's vapid enough to
actualy believe shé'stoo important to lose.”

"If I didn't know better, 1'd say you don't like her much.”

"Doesn't matter whether or not | like her," Joan said. "It'smy job to work with her."

| watched her set her mouth in afirm line as she started closing cases and stacking them up. |
waswilling to bet that Tricia Scrump, alk/aTrixie Vixen, didn't have the samekind of professiond
resolve.

| helped Joan pick up the crates and tools and stack them againgt the far wall of the dim studio.
She moved briskly, tension and distaste S mmering under the surface of her determined expression. |
studied her as covertly as| could. She clearly wasn't happy to be here. Could she be gunning for Arturo
with some kind of heavy-duty entropy curse?

It didn't track. There hadn't been any hostility when she spoke about Arturo. And if shewerea
strong enough practitioner to throw out deadly spells, she wouldn't be able to keep up a career amidst so
much technology. If she was harboring vengeful fedings toward Arturo, she was the best actress1'd ever
seen.

| suppose that could have been possible. But my ingtincts were sending me mixed messages. On
the one hand, they told me that Joan was on the level. On the other, they aso told me there was moreto
the woman than met the eye. Something told me that things were more serious than they appeared—that
this Stuation was even more dangerousthan | had origindly beieved.

It bothered me. It bothered me alot.

Joan shut the last case and interrupted my train of thought. " Okay then,” she said. "L et's get the
studio powered up,”

"Um," | said. "Maybe shouldn't be here when you do."

Shelifted her eyebrows, evidently waiting for an explanation.

"Uh," | said. "l have aplatein my head. It'salittle twitchy around electric fields. High-voltage

equipment, that kind of thing. I'd rather come in when it was aready up and running, so | can back off if



therésaproblem.”

Joan stared at me with alot of skepticism. "Isthat s0?"

"Yegh"

She frowned. "How did you get thisjob?’

Chrig, I'm aterribleliar. | tried to think of an answer that didn't begin with, "Um."

But | wasinterrupted.

A surge of slent, invisble energy swept through the room, cold and foul. My stomach twisted
with abrupt nausea, and my skin erupted in gooseflesh. Dark, dangerous magic swirled by, drawing my
attention to the studio's exit. It was the kind of magic that destroys, warps, rots, and corrupts.

The kind of magic you'd need to feed a deadly entropy curse.

"What'swrong?' Joan shook me with one hand. "Harry?Y ou're shaking. Areyou al right?'

| managed to choke out, "Who dseisin the building?

"Jake, Bobby, Emma, and Giselle. No oneelse.”

| sumbled to my pack and picked it up. If Joan hadn't helped me baance, | might havefalen
down. "Show mewhere."

Joan blinked in confusion. "What?"

| shoved the sensation of the dark magic away asbest | could and snarled, "They'rein danger.
Show mewhere! Now!"

My tone might have aarmed her, but her expression became more worried than frightened. Joan
nodded and half ran out of the studio, leading me out aside door, up aflight of meta spird sairs, and
into another hallway. We sprinted down it to aroom with asign on it that said, DRESSING ROOM.

"Get back," | said, and stepped in front of her.

| hadn't yet touched the doorknob when awoman began to scream.

Chapter Eight



| tore the door open onto aroom the size of my gpartment, lined with freestanding mirrors,
folding tables, and chairs. A cloud of foul energies dapped mein the face. Bobby stood off to my right,
his expression registering surprise and confusion. To my |eft sood awoman in the corner of my vision,
mostly naked. | didn't stop to goggle, but ran through the room to a second door. It was partly open and
swinging closed again.

| dammed through it into a bathroom as big as my bedroom, which | supposeisn't dl that
unusud. The air was hot, humid, and smelled like fresh sogp. The shower was running, its glass door
broken into jagged teeth. The floor was covered in more broken glass, alittle water, and alot of blood.
Two rigid, motionless bodieslay on thefloor.

My instincts screamed awarning, and just before | stepped into the pool of bloodstained water, |
threw mysdlf into ajump. My shins hit heavily on the counter of thesink and | started tofall. | grabbed on
to the faucet and hauled mysdlf up. My shinshurt like hell, but I'd kept my feet off the floor. My brain
caught up to my ingtincts, and | saw what was going on. The two people on the floor weren't
motionless—they were locked into positions of rigid agony.

Sparks legpt up in the back corner of theroom. A heavy, high-voltage light fixture had broken
loose from the ceiling and falen, hauling exposed wiring to liein the thin sheet of scarlet liquid onthe
floor.

Likel said, | don't get dong with technology when I'm trying to useit. But when | actudly want
to bust it up, I'm hell on wheds. | extended my right hand at the light fixture, snarled incoherently, and
willed raw power over the e ectric menace like an invisble wrecking ball. The hex rippled through the air,
and the live wires exploded into wild blue arcs of e ectricity for maybe two seconds.

And then the lights went out.

Inthe whole damn building.

Whoops.

| heard apair of gasps from whoever was on the floor, presumably Jake and someone named



Gisdle. | got out my pentacle amulet.

"What's happening?' Bobby's voice sounded suspicious. Stars, what adolt. "Hey, prick, what do
you think you're doing?"

"Where are the damned emergency lights?' said an annoyed femae voice. A light flicked onin
the dressing room, and Joan appeared at the bathroom door holding a pocket flashlight on her key chain.
"What's going on?'

"Call nine-one-one," | snapped. "Hurry, there's bleeding."

"You need alight,” Joan said.

"Got one." | willed energy through the silver pentacle. It flickered and began to brighten with a
steady blue glow that made the blood on the floor look black. "Hurry, and bring al theice you can find
with you when you come back.”

Joan vanished from the door. She snarled, "Get out of the way, you blockhead," and her
footsteps retreated back down the hdl. | got off the sink, splashed into the water, and knelt beside the
downed people.

Jake, naked from thewaist up, stirred as | did. "Ow," he said in arough voice. "Ow."

"Areyou dl right?" | asked.

He sat up, wobhbling alittle. "Never mind. Gisdlle, she must have dipped in the shower. | camein
to help her."

| turned my attention to the girl. She was young and alittle scrawny for my tastes, al long limbs
and long hair. | rolled her onto her back. She had acut running the length of her neck, curving from the
base of her ear to above her collarbone. Blood shone on her skin, her mouth was partly open, and her
dark eyeswere glassy.

"Crap," | sad. | seized atowe from alarge shelf of them and pressed it down hard on the girl's
wound. "Jake, | need you."

Helooked up alittle blearily. "Is she dead?’

"Shewill beif you don't help. Hold this down hard. Keep pressure on the wound.”



"Okay." He didn't look steady, but he clenched hisjaw and did as| instructed. While| elevated
her feet with arolled towel, Jake said, "I can't fed apulse. Sheisn't breathing.”

"Dammit.” | tilted the girl's head back and made sure her mouth was clear. | sealed my mouth to
hers and blew in hard. Then | drew back and put the heels of my hands near her sternum. | wasn't sure
how hard to push. The practice dummy in the CPR class didn't have ribsto break. | guessed and hoped |
got it right. Five pushes, then another breath. Five more, then another breath. The blue light from my
amulet bobbed and waved about, making shadows lurch and shift.

For therecord, CPR ishard to do for very long. | made it for maybe six or seven minutes, and
was getting too dizzy to see when Jake told me to switch off with him. We swapped jobs. Joan returned
with abig stedl bow! of shavedice, and | had her fold it into another towel, which | then pressed down
over thewound.

"What are you doing?' Joan asked.

"She's cut bad. If we get her heart started, shelll bleed out,” | panted. "The cold will make the
blood vessels congtrict, dow down the bleeding. It might buy her sometime.”

"Oh, God," Joan muttered. "'Poor thing."

| leaned down to peer at her face. The skin on the left side of her features and on her throat was
covered in blotches of dark, angry red. "Look. Burns."

"From the eectricity?' Joan asked.

"Her facewasn't in the water,” | said. | squinted between the girl and the shower. "Thewater," |
sad. "It turned hot on her. She got scalded and fell right through the damned glass.”

Joan flinched asif she'd been stabbed with aknife, and her face turned grey. "Oh, my God. This
ismy fault. I hooked up the water heater mysdif.”

"Jnxed," said Bobby from the dressing room. "Thiswhole shoot isjinxed. We're screwed.”

Joan was holding hersdf steady, but tearsfell from off her chin onto the naked girl. | kept
pressure on theinjury. "1 don't think thiswas your fault. | want you to get out front and show the

paramedicsin when they arrive.”



Her face dtill ashen, sherose and took off without looking back. Jake kept up the
mouth-to-mouth like he knew what he was doing. | was panting and holding the towel and ice against the
wound when the paramedicsfindly showed up, carrying heavy-duty flashlights and rolling awheded
dtretcher between them.

| told them what had happened to the girl and got out of their way, taking a seat on the corner of
acounter that ran dong awall of makeup mirrors. Jake joined me aminute later. "Thought | felt her
breathe," he panted, his tone subdued. We watched the paramedics work. "God, thisisredly terrible.
What are the odds of al that happening? Y ou know?"

| frowned and closed my eyes, extending my sensesinto the room around me. Somewherein the
furor and panic, the choking cloud of destructive magic had dissipated. Barely atrace remained. With the
criss over and no action to occupy my mind, my hands started shaking and | saw afew starsin the
corners of my vison. A phantom surge of panic sent my heart and breething racing. | bowed my head
and rubbed at the back of my neck, waiting for it to pass. The paramedics had some big old flashlights,
S0 | put my amulet away, letting the blue light die out.

"Youdl right?" Jake asked.

"Will beinaminute. | hope shell be okay."

Jake nodded, frowning. "Maybe Bobby'sright."

"About ajinx?"

"Maybe." He studied mefor a second, expression guarded. "How did you know?"

"Know whet?'

"That wewerein trouble. | mean, | thought you were in the studio. | ran in a couple of seconds
after | heard her fall, and | was only afew feet away. Y ou must have come through the door a couple of
seconds after | did. How did you know?"

"Just lucky. We finished the cameras and Joan took me up there to introduce me or something.”

"What was thet light you had?'

| shrugged. "Present from afriend'skid. Some kind of fancy new thing the kids have. Light up



jewdry for dance clubs and keggers.”

"They cdl them ravesnow."

"Raves Right."

Jake watched me for amoment and then dowly nodded his head. " Sorry. I'm being paranoid, |
think."

"Been there. No problem.”

He nodded and dumped down tiredly. "I thought | was adead man in there. Thank you."

It seemed smart to keep the wizard thing aslow-key as possible. Someone was flinging some
nasty energy around. No sensein advertisng my identity asawizard of the White Council. "I didn't do
much but runin," | said. "We'rejust lucky the power went out."

"Yeeh"

The paramedics stood up, loaded Gisdlle onto the stretcher, and picked it up. Jake and | both
cameto our feet asthey did. "Is she going be okay?' he asked.

The paramedics didn't dow down, but one of them said, "' She's got a chance." The man nodded
to me. "Without the ice she wouldn't have had that."

Jake frowned and chewed on hislip, clearly upset. "Take care of her."

The paramedics started moving out with quick, steady steps. "' Sir, you'd better come aong with
usto the hospital so that the doctors can check you out.”

"| fed fine" Jake said.

The paramedics went around the corner, but the second one called back, "Electricity can do
some nasty damage you might not fed. Come on.”

But Jake stayed where he was. The paramedicstook their lights with them, leaving the dressing
room in darkness for amoment, until Joan returned with her little flashlight. " Guffie, get your Bowflexed
assinto that ambulance.”

Helooked up at hisreflection in the mirrored wal. His hair was sticking up every which way.

"Though | apparently see the same stylist as Eingtein, the Bride of Frankenstein, and Don King, | fed fine.



Don't worry about me."

"| thought you'd say that," shesaid. "Fine, I'll drive you there myself. Everyone else needsto
leave until | can make sure the power lines aren't going to kill anyone. Bobby and Emmaare dready
outside. Harry, be back here by three, dl right?"

"Why?" | asked.

"To dart shooting.”

"Shooting," Jake blurted. "After that?'

She grimaced. "The show must go on. Everyone out so | can lock up. Guffie, get inmy car and
don't argue with me. Arturo ismeeting us at the hospita.”

"Okay," Jake said. He didn't sound like he minded agreeing. "What about Bobby and Emma?
They haveacar?'

"Dont think s0."

Jake picked up his sports bag, dug init, and tossed me a set of keys. "Here. Give those to Emma
for me?'

| caught them, and we dl started out of the building. "Gotcha"

Joan sighed. "Maybe we arejinxed. It'slike someone said Macbeth."

"What are the odds," Jake agreed.

Bubble, bubble, toil and trouble, fire bum and cauldron bubble. | didn't say anything to them,
but | was pretty sure things would get worse before they got better.

A wholelot worse,

Chapter Nine

We went outside. Joan and Jake spoke briefly with Bobby and the woman | presumed to be

Emma. Then Joan chivvied Jake into acar and drove out in ahurry, leaving the stage open for meto do



some more snooping. There wasn't any time to waste with lethal magic like that on the loose, and the
keys gave me a good excuse to do some more sniffing around.

| didn't hold out much hope that anything in Bobby the Bully's head would be important, so |
focused on the woman and walked over to them. "Heya. I'm Harry. Production assistant."”

"Emma," thewoman said. Shewas actualy very pretty. She had the kind of beauty that seemed
to convey a sense of personal warmth, of kindness—aface best suited to smiling. Her eyeswere
shamrock green, her skin pale, her hair long and red, highlighted with stregks of sunny gold. Shewore
jeanswith ablack sweater, and made both of them look inviting—but she wasn't smiling. She offered me
her hand. "I'm pleased to meet you. I'm glad you were there to help them.”

"Anyonewould have" | said.

"Comeon, Emma," Bobby said, hisexpression sullen. "Let'scall acab and go.”

Sheignored him. "I don't think I've seen you around before.”

"No, I'mlocal. A friend introduced meto Arturo, told him | needed ajob."

Emma pursed her lips and nodded. "He'sa softie,” she said. "In case no one'stold you, thisisn't
an average day onthe s&t.”

"I'd hope not. I'm sorry about your friend."

Emmanodded. "Poor Gisdlle. | hope shell bedl right. She's from France—doesn't have any
family. | couldn't see her from where | was standing. Wasit her throat that was hurt?*

"Yeeh"

"Where? | mean, where was she hurt?'

| drew aline on my own face, starting at the back corner of my jaw and curving around to beside
my Adam's gpple. "There. Back to front.”

Emmashuddered visbly. "God, the scars.”

"If shelives, | doubt shell mind them.”

"Likehdl shewont,” Emmasaid. "They'll show. No onewill cast her."

"Could have beenworse"



She eyed me. "Y ou don't approve of her professon?

"] didn't say that."

"What, are you areligioustype or something?'

"No. | just—"

"Becauseif you are, I'd like to tell you right now that I'm not, and | don't appreciate it when
people pass judgment on my line of work."

"I'm not religious. |, un—"

"| get sotired of hypocritical bastardswho . . ." She started to say something else, then made a
visble effort and shut her mouth. "I'm sorry. I'm not usudly oversengitive. Sometimes| just get Sick of
peopletelling me how bad my work isfor me. How it corrupts my soul. That | should abandon it and
givemy lifeto God."

"You're not going to believeme,” | said. "But | know exactly what you mean."

"Youreright," shesaid. "l don't believeyou."

Her belt chirped, and she drew acell phone fromitsclip. "Yes?' She paused for amoment. "No.
No, sweetheart. Mommy dready told you before| left. If Gracie says you get one cookie, then you only
get one cookie. She'sthe boss until Mommy comes home." She listened for amoment, and then sighed.
"I know, sweetie. I'm sorry. I'll be home soon. Okay? | love you too, swestie. Kisses. Bye-bye."

"Kid?" | asked.

She gave me half of asmile as she put the phone back onto her belt. "Two. Their grandmother is
with them.”

| frowned. "Wow. | never redly thought about, uh, actresseswith children.”

"Not many do," shesaid.

"Does, uh. . . doestheir father mind your career?’

Her eyesflashed hotly. "Heisn't involved with them. Or me."

"Oh," | said. | offered her the keys. "From Jake, for the car. Sorry if | offended you. | didn't

meanto."



She exhaded, and it seemed let out the pressure of her anger. She accepted them. "Not your fault.
I'mtense”

"Everyone around here seemsto be" | said.

"Yeah. It'sthisfilm. If it doesn't do well wereal going to be looking for work."

"Why?

She shrugged ashoulder. "It's complicated. But were al on contract with Siverlight. Arturo left
them, but he had managed to dip something into his own contract with the sudio that would let him
continue hiring cast from Silverlight for three months after his departure.”

"Oh," | said. "Jake said something about another movie."

She nodded. " Arturo wanted to do three of them. Thisisthe second. If the movies go over well,
Arturo will have anamefor himsdf, and well have leverage to either quit contract with Slverlight or
renegotiate better terms.”

"l see" | sad. "And if the movies crash, Silverlight will never pick up your contracts.”

"Exactly." Shefrowned. "And we've had so many problems. Now this."

"Come on, Emma," Bobby caled. "I'm starving. Let's go find something.”

"Y ou should start practicing some sdf-restraint for achange." The woman's green eyes flashed
with irritated anger, but she smoothed it away from her face and said, "'I'll see you here this afternoon
then, Harry. Niceto meet you."

"Likewise"

Sheturned and glowered at Bobby as she walked to the car. They got in without speaking,
Emmadriving, and |eft thelot. | walked over to my car, pensive. Thomas and Arturo had been right.
Someone had whipped out one hell of anasty entropy curse—assuming that this wasn't a coincidental
focus of destructive energy—the mystical equivaent of being struck with abolt of lightning.

Sometimes energy can build up due to any number of causes—massve amounts of emotion,
traumatic events, even smple geography. That energy influences the world around us. It'swhat givesthe

Cubbies the home-field advantage (though that whole billy goat thing sort of cancelsit out), leavesan



intangible aura of dread around sights of tragic and violent events, and causes placesto get abad
reputation for strange occurrences.

| hadn't sensed any particular confluence of energies until just before the curse happened to
Gisdlleand Jake, but that didn't entirely rule out coincidence. Thereisawhole spectrum of magical
energiesthat are difficult to define or understand. There are thousands of names for them, in every
culture—mana, psychic energy, totem, juju, chi, bioetheredl power, the Force, the soul. It'san incredibly
complex system of interweaving energy that influences good old Mother Earth around us, but it al boils
down to afairly smple concept: Shit happens.

But then again, other people around Arturo had been hurt. | could buy that lightning could strike
once—but if | hadn't interfered, it would have hit four times. Not much chance for coincidence there.

No matter how much | might have wished it, the energy that had caused Gisdleto dipinto the
glassdoor, the glassto break and cut her, and the lights to fal down and e ectrify the floor was not one
of those natura hot spots of power. It had swirled past me like some vast and purposeful serpent, and it
hadn't gone after the first person to crossits path. 1t had ignored me, Joan, Jake, Bobby, and Emmaand
goneinto the shower after thegirl.

So Arturo was wrong about at least one thing. He wasn't the target of the malocchio.

Thewomen around him were.

And that pissed me off. Cal me aNeanderthd if you like, but | get red irrationa about bad
things happening to women. Human violence was at its most hideous when awoman was on the receiving
end, and supernatural predators were even worse. That was why seeing Thomas entrance Justine had set
me off. | knew the girl waswilling, sure. | was pretty sure Thomas didn't want any harm to cometo her.
But the more primitive ingtinctsin me only saw that she was awoman and Thomas had been preying
upon her.

No matter what the rational part of my head thinks, when | see someone hurt awoman my inner
gigantopithicus wants to reach for the nearest bone and go Kubrickian on someone's head.

| got into the car, frowning more deeply, and forced myself to calm down and think. | took deep



breaths until | relaxed enough to start analyzing what | knew. The attacks had the feding of vendettato it.
Someone had a grudge against Arturo and was ddliberately striking women near him. Who would hold a
grudgethat vicious?

A jedlous woman, maybe. Especidly since he was aman with three ex-wives.

Madge wasin business with Arturo, though. She didn't seem to me the sort who would
jeopardize her fortunes with something so primitive and intangible as vengeful hatred. The most recent
wife, Tricia, wasin the same Stuation, though | hadn't yet met her. The other ex-wife, Lucille maybe, was
not supposed to be in the picture. Could she be using magic to get alittle payback?

| shook my head and started my car. I'd been briefly exposed to an entropy curse once. It had
been alot more powerful than the malocchio that had nearly killed Jake and Gisdlle. | bardly survived
it—even with a hefty arsend of magic and the sacrifice of agood man'slifeto divert the curse from me.

I'd saved Jake and Gisdlle, but 1'd been lucky. It could as easily have been me getting
electrocuted in apool of my own blood. I'd managed to mitigate the malocchio, barely, but there was
nothing to say that it couldn't happen again. And it was more than possible that next time the lance of
vicious magic would beamed right at me.

| started up the Blue Beetle and headed for my office, pondering on the road.

| didn't have enough information to make a solid guess on a perpetrator. Maybe it would make
more sense to examine the murder weapon, asit were, and determine how it was being used.

Curses had the same sorts of limitation as any other spell, after al. Which meant that whoever
was sending the Evil Eye had to have some sort of means of directing the magic a atarget. Body parts
worked best—alock of hair, nail clippings, and fresh blood were the most common items used, but they
weren't the only ones. A poppet, alittle dolly dressed up like the intended victim, could aso be used to
am amaevolent pell. I've heard you can even employ agood photo.

But targeting the pell was only one part of the process. Before the killer could send it anywhere,
he had to gather up the energy to make it happen. A curse that strong would require awhole lot of work,

gathering and focusing raw magic in one place. And after that, the energy would have to be molded,



shaped into its desired result. Even among the magically gifted, that kind of disciplinewasrare. Sure, any
of the White Council could do that as a matter of routine, but the White Council didn't include everyone
with magical skill. Most weren't talented enough to apply for an apprenticeship. And there were plenty of
people who washed out and never made it through their schooling.

Magic this powerful would be adangerous business for someone new to the use of magic. Odds
were good that this wasn't some petty, jealous whim of an arcane dabbler. Someone with adisturbing
amount of ability was methodically committing murder.

But why?Why kill women working for Arturo? What effect would it have? The peopleinvolved
in hisfilms were clearly very nervous. Maybe someone was attempting to Spread terror, to cause
Arturo's business venture to implode.

Vengeance of some kind could be amotive, but after amoment's thought, | decided that greed
opened up the field to more possibilities. Greed isanice, sterile motivation. If the money'sright, you don't
need to know someone to take advantage of them. Y ou don't have to hate them, or love them, or be
related to them. Y ou don't even have to know who they are. Y ou just have to want money more than
you want them to keep on breathing, and if history isany indicator, that isn't aterribly uncommon frame
of mind.

| parked in my building'slot and stomped up the Stairway to my office. Who would gain by
Arturo'sruin? Slverlight Studios. | nodded. That line of thought fit alot better than some sort of
demented vengeance kick. It was agood place to get started, and | had a couple of hoursto put to use.
With luck, | could dig up the information | would need to support (or demolish) the idea of abad guy
with dollar sgnswhere his conscience should be.

| opened my office door, but before| could go insde | felt something cold and hard press against
the back of my neck: the barrdl of agun. My heart fluttered into sudden, startled panic.

"Go into the office," said aquiet, rough voice, relaxed and masculine. "Don't make this any louder

than it hasto be"



Chapter Ten

Apparently agun held to the back of my head engenders a sense of fellowship and goodwill in
the depths of my soul. | cooperated.

| unlocked the door to the office, and the gunman followed mein. My officeisnt big, but it'son
the corner, and has windows on two walls. Theré's atable, a counter with my old coffee machine oniit,
some metd filing cabinets, and atable holding adisplay of pamphlets meant to help public relationswith
the normals. My desk sat in the corner between the windows, two comfy chairsfor clientsfacingit.

The gunman waked meto one of my comfy chairsand sad, "Sit."

| sat. "Hey, man, |look—"

The gun pressed harder. "Hush."

| hushed. A second later something dapped my shoulder.

"Tekeit," thegunman sad. "Put it on."

| reached back and found a heavy cloth deeping mask with an eastic head strap. "Why?"

The gunman must have thumbed back the hammer of hiswegpon, becauseit clicked. | put the
stupid mask on. ™Y ou might not know this, but | don't function al that well as an investigator when
blinded.”

"That'stheidea," the gunman drawled. The gun left my neck. "Try not to meke mefed
threatened,” he said through ayawn. "I'm all spooked and jittery. If you make any noise or start to get
up, I'll probably twitch, and thistrigger is pretty sendgitive. My gunis pointed at your nose. The ensuing
cause-and-effect chain could be inconvenient for you.”

"Maybe next time you could just say 'freeze," | said. "No need to walk methrough it step by
dep.”

Histone sounded like held colored it with afaint smile. " Just want to make sure you understand

the situation. If | blew your head off over a stupid misunderstanding, gosh, would our facesbered.” He



paused, then added, "Wdl, mine, anyway."

He didn't sound jumpy to me. He sounded bored. | heard him moving around for aminute, and
then there was a sudden vibrationinthe air. | felt asif the skin of my face had suddenly dried into leather
and tightened over my cheekbones.

"Okay," hesaid. "That'll do. Takeit off."

| took the mask off and found the gunman sitting on the edge of my desk, a compact
semiautomatic in his hand. He had it pointed at me in a casua way. Hewas abig guy, amost my own
height, with dark golden hair just long enough to look alittle exotic. He had grey-blue eyesthat stayed
steady and missed nothing. He wore casud black pants and a black sports jacket over agrey T-shirt. He
was built more like asvimmer than aweight lifter, al leonine power and lazy grace taken completely for
granted.

| looked around and saw acircle of sdt aswide astwo of my fingers poured around the chair. A
Morton's sdt cylinder sat on the floor nearby. A bit of scarlet stained some of the sdlt circle; blood. Hed
used it to power up thecircle, and | could fed its energy trapping dl the magicinit, including my own.

Thecircle had formed a barrier that would stop magica energy cold. I'd have to physicaly break
thecircle of salt and disrupt that barrier before | could send any magic at the gunman. Which was
probably the point.

| eyed him and said, "Kincaid. | didn't expect to hear from you until tomorrow at least.”

"Ralling stones and mass, baby," the mercenary responded. "I was going through Atlantawhen |
got your message. Wasn't hard to get adirect flight here.”

"What's with the Gestapo trestment?’

He shrugged. "Y ou're a pretty unpredictable guy, Dresden. | don't mind making asocid cal, but
| needed assurance that you were redly you."

"| assure you that I'm me."

"That'snice"

"Now what?'



Herolled one shoulder in ashrug. "Now we have anicetalk.”

"Whileyou point agun at me?" | asked.

"I just want afriendly chat without either of us getting his brain redecorated with magic.”

"l can't dothat," | said.

He shook afinger at mein anegeative gesture. "The Council will burn anyone who gets caught
doing it. That's different.” He nodded at the circle. "But from in there, you literdly can't. I'm hereto talk
business, not to die of stupidity. If you like, think of the precautions as acompliment.”

| folded my arms. "Because nothing saysflattery like agun to the head.”

"Ain't that God's own truth," Kincaid said. He set the gun down on my desk, put left his hand on
it. "Dresden, I'm just plain folks. I'm still dive because | don't take stupid chances or walk into things
blindly."

| tried to ditch the stubborn anger and nodded. " Okay, then. No harm, no foul.”

"Good." He checked a nylon-strap watch on hisleft wrist. "1 haven't got al day. Y ou wanted to
talk to me. Sotalk."

| felt annoyed enough to start screaming, but forced mysdf to reinit in. "There's a scourge of
vampiresintown."

"Black Court?'

"Yesh," | said.

"Whose scourge?'

"Mavra"

Kincaid pursed hislips. "Cagey old hag. | hear she heads up a pretty big crew.”

"Y eah. I'm going to downsize them.”

Kincaid'sindex finger tapped on hisgun. "Black Court are tough to take down."

"Unlessyou get them inther coffing,” | sad. "I can find them.”

"Y ou want meto bodyguard you until then?'

"No. | want you to go there with me and help mekill them all.”



A smile parted hislips from white teeth. " Going on an offensive would be nice. I'm getting bored
on defense. What'sthe play?"

"Find 'em. Kill ‘em."

Kincaid nodded. "Simple enough.”

"Y eah, that'sthe idea. What are you going to cost me?”

Hetold me.

| choked. "Do you offer coupons or anything?"

Kincaid rolled his eyes and stood up. "Christ. Why did you waste my time, Dresden?”

"Wait," | said. "L ook, I'll figure out away to pay you."

He arched an eyebrow.

"I'm good for it."

"Maybe" he said. "But it's funny how aspending alifetime as ahired gun makesyou alittle
cynicd.”

"Takeachance" | said. "I'll get the money to you. And I'll owe you one.”

His eyesglittered, flickers of maice and amusement sharing space in them. "Owed afavor by the
infamous Dresden. | guessit might be worth enough of my timeto give you a chance.”

"Gredt."

"Two conditions," he said.

"Like?"

"l want a least one more set of eyesaong,” he said. "Someone good in afight.”

"Why?

"Because if someone gets hurt, it takes two people to get him out dive. Oneto carry him and one
to lay down cover fire."

"| didn't think you cared.”

"Of course| do," he said. "The wounded guy might be me."

"Fine" | sad. "What's the second condition?'



"Y ou need to understand that if you try to stiff me, I'll haveto protect my interests.” Helifted a
hand. "Don't get mewrong. It'sjust business. Nothing persond.”

"It won't beanissug," | said. "Besides, you wouldn't want to eat my death curse, would you?"

"No. So I'd use arifle a athousand yards. The bullet outrunsits own sonic boom, and you'd
never even hear the shot. Y ou'd be dead before you realized what happened.”

That scared me. I've faced more than afew gruesome or nightmarish creatures, but none of them
had been that calm and practica. Kincaid believed that he could kill me, if it cameto that.

And thinking about it, | believed him too.

Hewatched my face for aminute, and his smile turned ashade wolfish. "Y ou sure you want me
on board?"

There was a pregnant half second of sllence. "Y eah.”

"All right." Kincaid stepped forward and brushed the sdlt circle with histoe. The tension of the
circlé's barrier vanished. "But I'm on the clock. I've got to get back to lvy's place before Sunday.”

"Understood,” | said. "How do | get in touch?'

He dipped hisgun into his jacket pocket and drew out a grey business card. He put the card on
my desk and said, "Pager.”

Heturned to leave. | stood up and said, "Hey, Kincaid."

He glanced back at me. | tossed the degp mask to him. He caught it.

"Just plainfolk?" | asked.

"y egh”

"Not supernatura ?*

"l wish," hesad. "Vanillamortd .

"Yourealiar."

His features smoothed into aneutral mask. "Excuse me?”’

"l said you'realiar. | saw you during the fight at Wrigley, Kincaid. Y ou fired adozen shots, on

the move and dodging bad guys thewhole time.”



"What's so supernaturd about that?"

"Inafight, just plain folks miss sometimes. Maybe most times. Y ou didn't miss once.”

"What's the point of shooting if you're just going to miss?' He smiled, made amime-gun of his
thumb and index ringer, and aimed at me. Histhumb fell forward and he said, "I'm as human asyou are,
Dresden. I'll seeyou later.”

Then heleft.

| didn't know whether to fed better or worse. On one hand, he was an experienced gunman, and
absolutely deadly in afight. Human or not, | might need someone like that with me when | confronted
Mavra.

On the other hand, | had no ideahow | would be able to pay him, and | believed him when he
said held assassinate me. The entire concept was scary as hell. The threat of a death curse that could be
levied againgt awizard's dayer was amgjor asset. It meant that anyone or anything that tried to attack a
member of the White Council would hesitate, unwilling to risk the burst of destructive power awizard
could relessein thelast ingants of hislife.

But those instants would be too dow againgt a high-powered sniper round fired from ambush. |
could imagineit, aflash and athump on the back of my head, asplit second of surprise, and then
blackness before | could even redlize the need to pronounce my curse.

Kincaid wasright: It could work. Thetactica doctrine of the powers-that-be in the magical
communities of the world tended to run along acouple of centuries behind the rest of the planet. It was
entirely possible that the seniormost wizards of the White Council had never even considered the
possibility. Ditto for the vampires. But it could work.

The future abruptly seemed like afairly unpleasant place for professond wizards.

| set about cleaning up the salt and settled down at my little desk, putting my thoughtsin order. |
had to find out more about the circumstances around the victims of the malocchio. | had to go digging
for more information on Arturo Genosa's venture into the world of erotic film.

And if that wasn't enough, whilel did al of that, | also had to figure out how to get enough



money to keep my own hired thug from putting holesin my skull.

For most people it would be a desperate situation. But most people hadn't been through them as
many timesas| had. My worry and tension dowly grew, and asthey did | took a perverse comfort in the
familiar emations. It actudly fet good to fed my surviva ingtincts put me on guard againgt premature
mortity.

Hdl'sbdls. Isthat insane or what?

Chapter Eleven

| ran up along-distance bill while | did my digging on Genosa. | cdled adozen different
organizations and business entities around Los Angeles, but computers answered almost every phone,
and everyone | talked to referred meto their home page on the Internet. Evidently conversation with an
actua human being had become passe. Stupid Internet.

| hit somewalls, dammed my head against some closed doors, got alittle information, and ran
out of time. | wrote down Internet addresses, picked up some food, and went to see Murphy.

Specid Investigations hasits office in one of the clump of mismatched buildings comprising
Chicago Police Headquarters. | checked in with the desk sergeant and showed him the consultant's ID
card Murphy had given me. The man made me sign in and waved me through. | marched up the sairs
and came out on the level housing holding cells and Specid Investigations.

| opened the door to Sl and stepped inside. The main room was maybe fifty feet long and twenty
wide, and desks were packed into it like sardines. The only cubicle wallsin the room were around a
small waiting areawith a couple of worn old couches and atable with some magazines for bored adults
and some toys for bored children. One of them, a plush Snoopy doll spotted with old, dark stains, lay on
thefloor.

The puppy stood over it, tiny teeth sunk into one of the doll's ears. He shook his head, hisown



torn ear flapping, and dragged Snoopy in alittle circle whileletting out small, squeaky growls. The puppy
looked up a me. Histail wagged furioudy, and he savaged the doll with even more enthusiasm.

"Hey," | told him. "Murphy's supposed to be watching you. What are you doing?'

The puppy growled and shook Snoopy harder.

"l can seethat.” | Sighed. "Some babystter sheis.”

A tal man, going bald by degrees and dressed in arumpled brown suit, looked up from his desk.
"Hey, there, Harry."

"Sergeant Stallings,” | responded. "Nice moves on Murphy today. The way you dammed her
foot with your somach wasingpiring.”

Hegrinned. "I was expecting her to go for alock. Woman isanasty infighter. Everyonetried to
tell OToole, but he's fill young enough to think he'sinvincible.

"| think she made her point,” | said. "She around?"

Stdlings glanced down the long room at the closed door to Murphy's cheap, tiny office. Y eah,
but you know how sheiswith paperwork. She's ready to tear someone's head off."

"Don't blame her," | said, and scooped up the puppy.

"You get adog?'

"Nah, charity case. Murphy was supposed to be kegping an eye on him. Buzz her for me?”’

Stalings shook hishead and turned his phone around to face me. "'l plantoretire. You doit."

| grinned and went on down to Murphy's office, nodding to a couple other guyswith Sl dong the
way. | knocked on the door.

"God dammit!" Murphy swore from the other side. "I said not now!"

"ItsHarry," | said. "Just stopping by to get the dog.”

"Oh, God," she snarled. "Back away from the door."

| did.

A second later the door opened and Murphy glared up at me, blue eyes bright and cold. " Get

more away. I've been fighting this computer al day long. | swesr, if you blow out my hard drive again,



I'mtaking it out of your ass."

"Why would your hard drive bein my ass?' | sad.

Murphy's eyes narrowed.

"Ah, hah, hah, heh. Y eah, okay. I'll be going, then."

"Whatever," she said, and shut her office door hard.

| frowned. Murphy wasn't really a"whatever" sort of person. | tried to remember the last timel
had seen Murphy that short and abrupt. When she'd been in the midst of post-traumatic stress, she'd
been remote but not angry. When she was keyed up for afight or feding threatened, sheld be furious but
shedidn't draw away from her friends.

Theonly thing that had come close to thiswas when she thought | wasinvolved in astring of
supernaturd killings. From where sheld been standing, it looked like | had betrayed her trust, and she had
expressed her anger with aright cross that had chipped one of my teeth.

Something was upsetting her. A lot.

"Murph?" | asked through the door. "Where did the diens hide your pod?’

She opened the door enough to scowl a me. "What's that supposed to mean?’

"No pod, huh. Maybe you're an evil twin from another dimension or something.”

The muscles aong her jaw clenched, and her expression promised murder.

| sighed. ™Y ou don't seem to be your usua serf. I'm not an anadyst or anything, but you kinda
look like something is bothering you. Just maybe.”

She waved ahand. "It's this paperwork—"

"No, itisn't," | said. "Come on, Murphy. It'sme."

"l don't want to talk about it."

| shrugged. "Maybe you need to. Y ou're about two steps shy of psychotic right now."

She reached for her door again, but didn't closeit. "Just abad day."

| didn't believe her, but | said, "Sure, okay. I'm sorry if the dog added to it."

Her expression became tired. She leaned against the doorway. "No. No, he was great. Barely



made asound. Quiet asamouse al day long. Even used the papers| put down.”

| nodded. ™Y ou sure you don't want to talk?'

She grimaced and glanced around the office. "Maybe not here. Walk with me."

Weleft and headed down the hall to the vending machines. Murphy didn't say anything until she
bought a Snickersbar. "My mom called,” she said.

"Bad news?' | asked.

"Yeah." She closed her eyesand hit off athird of the candy bar. "Sort of. Not redlly."

"Oh," | said, asif her answer made some kind of sense. "What happened?’

She ate more chocolate and said, "My siter, Lisa, isengaged.”

"Oh," | said. When in doubt, be noncommittal. "I didn't know you had asgter.”

"She'smy baby sder."”

"Um. My condolences?" | guessed.

She glowered at me. "She did this on purpose. With the reunion this weekend. She knew exactly
what shewasdoing.”

"Wadll, it'sagood thing someone knew, 'cause so far | have no freaking clue.”

Murphy finished the candy bar. "My baby sigter is engaged. She's going to be showing up this
weekend with her fiancé, and | am going to be there without afiancé or a hushand. Or even aboyfriend.
My mother will never let me hear the end of it."

"Widl, uh, you had a husband, right? Two of them, even.”

She glared. "The Murphys are Irish Catholic,”" she said. "My not one but two, count them, two
divorceswon't exactly wash clean the sigma.”

"Oh. Wdll, I'm sure whoever you're dating would show up with you, right?"

She glanced back toward the Sl offices. If looks could kill, hers would have blown that section
of the building into Lake Michigan. "Areyou kidding? | don't havetime. | haven't been on adatein two
years”

Maybe | should have gonefor the ultimate inept remark, and started singing about how short



people got nobody to love. | decided to sting her pride alittle instead. Sheld reacted well to it before.
"The mighty Murphy. Slayer of various and sundry nasty monsters, vampires, and so on—"

"Andtrolls" Murphy said. "Two more when you were out of town last summer.”

"Uh-huh. And you'reletting alittle family shindig get you down likethis?

She shook her head. "L ook. It'sa persond thing. Between me and my mom.”

"And your mom isgoing to think less of you for being single? A career woman?' | regarded her
skepticdly. "Murphy, don't tell me youre amamasgirl under al the tough-chick persona.”

She stared at me for amoment, exasperation and sadness sharing space on her features. "1'm the
oldest daughter,” shesaid. "And. . . well, thewholetime | was growing up, | just assumed that I'd be. . .
her successor, | guess. That 1'd follow her example. We both did. It's one of the things that made us
close. Thewholefamily knew it."

"And if your baby sster isal of asudden more like your mom than you are, what? It threatens
your relaionship with her?"

"No," she said, annoyancein her tone. "Not like that. Not really. And sort of. It's complicated.”

"l can seethat,” | said.

She dumped againgt the vending machine. "My mom is pretty cool," Murphy said. "But it'sbeen
hard to stay closeto her the past few years. | mean, the job kegps me busy. She doesn't think 1 should
have divorced my second husband, and that's been between us alittle. And I've changed. The past
couple of years have been scary. | learned more than | wanted to know."

| winced. "Y eah. Well. | tried to warn you about that.”

"Youdid," shesad. "I made my choice. | can handleliving withit. But | can't exactly sit down
and chat with her about it. So it'sone more thing that | can't talk about with, my mother. Little things, you
know? A lot of them. Pushing us apart.”

"Sotdk to her," | said. "Tell her there's stuff you can't talk about. Doesn't mean you don't want
to be around her."

"l can't do that."



| blinked. "Why not?'

"Because| can't,” shesad. "It just doesn't work like that.”

Murphy had genuine worry on her face and actud tearsin her eyes, and | started fedling out of
my depth. Maybe because it was afamily thing. It seemed like something completely dien, and | didn't
Oetit.

Murphy was worried about being close to her mom. Murphy should just go talk to her mom,
right? Bite the bullet and clear the air. With anyone €l se she'd have handled the problem exactly that way.

But I've noticed that people get the mogt irrationa whenever family was around—while
smultaneoudy losing their ability to distinguish reason from insanity. | cdl it familia dementia

| may not have understood the problem, but Murphy was my friend. She was obvioudy hurting,
andthat'sal | really needed to know. "L ook, Murph, maybe you're making more of it than you need to. |
mean, seemsto methat if your mom cares about you, she'dd be aswilling asyou areto talk."

"She doesn't gpprove of my career,” Murphy said tiredly. "Or my decisonto live alone, oncel
was divorced. We've dready done dl the talking on those subjects and neither one of usisgoing to
budge.”

Now that | could understand. I'd been on the receiving end of Murphy's stubborn streak before,
and | had a chipped tooth to show for it. " So you haven't shown up at the reunion, where you'd see her
and haveto avoid al kinds of awkward topics, for the past two years."

"Something like that,” Murphy said. "People are talking. And we're dl Murphys, so sooner or
later someoneis going to start giving unasked-for advice, and then it will beamess. But | don't know
what to do. My sister getting engaged is going to get everyone talking about subjects I'd rather dash my
wrigts than discusswith my unclesand cousins.”

"Sodontgo,” | sad.

"And hurt my mom'sfedingsalittle more," she said. "Hell, probably make people tak even more
than if | wasthere"

| shook my heed. "Well. Y ou're right about one thing. | don't understand it, Murph.”



"'Sokay," shesad.

"But I wish| did,” | said. "l wish | worried about my uncle's opinions, and had problems to work
out with my mom. Hell, I'd settle for knowing what her voice sounded like." | put ahand on her shoulder.
"Trite but true—you don't know what you have until it's gone. People change. The world changes. And
sooner or later you lose people you care about. If you don't mind some advice from someone who
doesn't know much about families, | can tell you this: Don't take yoursfor granted. It might fed like dl of
them will aways be there. But they won't."

She looked down, so that | wouldn't see atear fdll, | guess.

"Tak to her, Karrin."

"Y ou're probably right,” she said, nodding. "So I'm not going to kill you for shoving your
well-intentioned opinion down my throat in avulnerable moment. Just thisonce.”

"That's decent of you," | said.

She took a deep breath, flicked ahand at her eyes, and looked up with amore businesdike face.
"Y ou'reagood friend, putting up with this crap. I'll make it up to you sometime.”

"Funny you should say thet," | said.

"Why?

"I'm scouting out amoney trail, but the information I'm after is gpparently on the Internet. Could
you hit afew stesfor me, help me get my handson it?'

"es"

"Gracias." | passed her the addresses and gave her abrief rundown of what | was|ooking for.
"I'm going to be out and about. I'll call you in an hour or two?!

She sighed and nodded. "Did you find the vampires?'

"Not yet, but | got some backup.”

"Who?"' she asked.

"Guy named Kincaid. He'stough."

"A wizard?'



"No. One of those soldier of fortune types. Pretty good vampire dayer.”

Murphy arched abrow. "Ishe clean?’

"Asfar asl know," | said. "l should hear from our wheelman tonight. With luck, I'll find thelair
and well hit them."

"Hey, if it just SO happensthat we have to go after them on—"

"Saturday,” | finished for her. "'l know."

| left, and told the pup my theory about familiad dementia on the way down the gairs. "It'sjust a
theory, mind you. But it's got the support of aton of empirical evidence." | felt aquiet pang of sadnessas
| spoke. Family troubles were something | hadn't ever had. Wouldn't ever have. Murphy's problemswith
family might have been complicated and unpleasant, but at |east they existed.

Every timel thought | had gotten through my orphan baggage, something like this came up.
Maybe | didn't want to admit how much it ill hurt. Not even to mysdlf.

| scratched the pup's notched ear as| walked out to the Bestle. "My theory isjust theoretical,” |

told him. "Because how the hdl should | know?"

Chapter Twelve

| swung past my apartment to grab lunch, ashower, and some clothes without so much blood on
them. A beaten-up old Rabbit had lost agame of bumper tag with a Suburban, and traffic was backed
up for amile. Asaresult, | got back to the set afew minuteslate.

A vagudy familiar girl with aclipboard met me at the door. She wasn't old enough to drink, but
made up for alack of maturity with what | could only describe as a gratuitous amount of perkiness. She
was pretty, more awkwardly skinny than deek, and had skin the color of cream. Her dark hair was done
up in Princess Leia cinnamon ralls, and she wore jeans, a peasant-style blouse, and clunky-looking

sandds. "Hi!" shesad.



"Hi, yoursdf."

She checked her clipboard. ™Y ou must be Harry, then. Y ou're the only onel€eft, and you'relate.”

"l was on time thismorning.”

"That makes you half as good as a broken watch. Y ou should be proud.” She smiled againto let
me know shewasteasing. "Didn't | see you talking to Justine at Arturo's party?"

"Yeah, | wasthere. Had to leave before | turned into a pumpkin.”

She laughed and stuck out her hand. "I'm Inari. I'm an associate production assistant.”

| shook her hand. She wore somelight, sweet scent that | liked, something that reminded me of
buzzing locusts and lazy summer nights. "Nice to meet you—unlessyou're stegling my job. Y ou're not a
scab, areyou?"

Inari grinned, and it transformed her face from moderately attractive to lovely. She had great
dimples. "No. As an associate gofer, I'm down the ladder from you. | think your job is safe.” She
checked a plastic wristwatch. " Oh, God, we need to get moving. Arturo asked meto take you to his
office as soon as you got here. Thisway.”

"What's he want?"

"Beatsme," Inari said. She started abrisk walk, and | had to lengthen my steps to keep up with
her as she led me deeper into the building. She nipped to a second page and took a pen from behind one
hair-bun. "Oh, what would you like on your vegetarian pizza?'

"Dead pigsand cows," | said.

She glanced up at me and wrinkled her nose.

"They'revegaarians” | sad defensvely.

Shelooked skepticd. "With al the hormones and things they put in megts, you know that they're
having anumber of very bad effects on you. Right? Do you know the kind of long-term damage fatty
mesats can do to your intestind tract?"

"| choose to exercise my datus as an gpex predator. And | laugh in the face of cholesteral .”

"With an attitude like that, you're going to wind up with bulletproof arteries.”



"Bringit."

Inari shook her head, her expression pleasant and unyielding. "Everyone decided they wanted to
stick with veggieswhen | order. If someone has medt, the grease will get al over therest of the pizza, so
they settled on veggies.”

"Then| guess| will too."

"But what do you want on yours? | mean, I'm supposed to make everyone happy here."

"Kill mesome animas, then," | sad. "It'saprotein thing."

"Oh, you should have said," Inari replied, smiling a me. We stopped in front of adoor and she
scribbled on her clipboard. " Some extra cheese, maybe some beans and corn. Or wait. Tofu. Protein. I'll
fix youup."

Bean-curd pizza, good grief. | should raise my rates. ™Y ou do that." The puppy stirred in my
pocket and | stopped. "Here, there's something you could help me with."

Shetilted her head a me. "Oh?'

| reached into my pocket and drew the pup out. He was deeping, every inch of him completely
limp. "Could you keep my friend company while| talk to Arturo?'

The girl melted with adoration the way only girls can, and took the pup, cradling him in the crook
of her arm and crooning to him. "Oh, he's so sweet. What's his name?"

"No name," | said. "Just watching him for aday or three. He might be hungry or thirsty when he
wakesup."

"I lovedogs,” shereplied. "I'll take good care of him."

"Appreciaeit.”

She started to walk away. "Oh, Harry, | amost forgot. What do you want to drink? Is Coke
okay?'

| eyed her suspicioudy. "It isn't noncaffeinated, isit?"

Shearched abrow. "I'm health-conscious, not insane.”

"Dear child," | said. She gave me another sunny smile and jounced off down the hdl, holding the



pup asif hewere made of glass. | went into the office.

Arturo Genosawasingde, sitting on the corner of adesk. Hissilver hair looked rumpled, and a
half-smoked cigar smoldered in athick ashtray beside him. He summoned up atired smilefor me as|
camein. "Hey, Harry." He came over and gave me one of those manly Mediterranean hugs, the kind that
leave bruises. "God bless you, Mister Dresden. Without you there, | think we would have lost them both.
Thank you."

He kissed me on either cheek. I'm not akissy-huggy type, redly, but | figured it was another
manly European affection thing. Either that or held just marked mefor death. | stepped back and said,
"Thegirl going to bedl right?"

Arturo nodded. "Going to live. All right? That | don't know." Hewaved ahand at hisneck. "The
scars. They will be very bad.”

"Tough on an actress.”

He nodded. "1n the phone book, your ad saysyou give advice."

"Technicdly | sl it," | said. "But thet's redly more for—"

"I need to know," he said. "Need to know whether | should stop the project.”

| arched an eyebrow. "Y ou think that's why these people have been attacked?”

He picked up hiscigar, fiddling around with it. "I don't know what to think. But | was nowhere
nearby. This could not have been an attack on me.”

"l agree,” | said. "And it wasthe Evil Eye. I'm sureof it."

"Misgter Dresden, if aman threatens me, then it is nothing to faceit. But this person, whoever he
is, ishurting the people near me. | no longer choose only for mysdf.”

"Why would someone want to stop your film, Mr. Genosa?' | asked. "I mean, pardon meiif this
insultsyou, but it'saskin flick. There arelots of them.”

"I don't know. Maybe it isthe businessend,” he said. "Small entrepreneur, maybe could be a
threat to more entrenched businessmen. So they lean. Apply pressure. Quietly, you understand.”

"If I didn't know better, I'd swear you just told me that you think you're being persecuted by a



covert pornography syndicate.”

Genosa put the cigar in hismouth, rolling it around. He drummed his fingers on the desk and
lowered hisvoice. "Y ou joke, but in the past few years someone has been buying the sudios alittle at a
time"

"Who?'

He shook hishead. "It ishard to say. | have investigated, but | am not a detective. Isthere any
way you could—"

"I'mdready onit. I'll tell you if | turn up anything."

"Thank you," he said. "But what should | do today? | can't dlow any of these peopleto be
harmed.”

"Y ou'reracing the clock, right? If you don't finish the film, your businessis kaput.”

"Wes"

"How long do you have?

"Today and tomorrow," he said.

"Then you should ask yoursdlf how willing you areto let ambition get someonekilled. Then weigh
it againgt how willing you are to let someone scare you out of living your life." | frowned. "Or maybe lives,
plurd. Y ou'reright when you say you aren't choosing only for yourself.”

"How can | make that choice?' he asked.

| shrugged. "L ook, Arturo. Y ou need to decide if you are protecting these people or leading
them. Therésadifference.”

Herolled the cigar back and forth between hisfingers, and then nodded dowly. "They are adults.
| am not their father. But | cannot ask them to risk themselvesiif they do not wish to. | will tell them they
arefreeto leave should they choose, with noiill will."

"But you will say?'

He nodded firmly.

"Leader, then," | said. "Next thing you know, Arturo, I'll be buying you abig round table.”



It took him a second, but he laughed. "I see. Arthur and Merlin.”

"Yesh," | said.

He regarded me thoughtfully ™Y our advice is good. For ayoung man, you have good judgment.”
"Y ou haven't seen my car.”

Arturo laughed. He offered meacigar, but | turned him down with asmile. "No, thank you.”
"You look troubled.”

"Y eah. Something about your Situation doesn't St right with me. Thiswholething is hinky."
Genosablinked. "Itiswhat?'

"Hinky," I said. "Uh, it's sort of a Chicago word. | mean that there's something not right about

what'sgoing on."

"Yes" he agreed. "People are getting hurt."

"That'snot it," | said. "The attacks have been brutal. That means that the intentions of whoever is

behind them are equally brutd. Y ou can't ding around magic that you don't redly believein. That isn't

something asmple business competitor would come up with—even assuming some hardball corporate

types decided to Sart trying asupernatura angleinstead of hiring fifty-dollar bruisersto lean onyou."

"Youthink it ispersond?' he asked.

"I don't think anything yet," | said. "I need to do more digging.”

He nodded, expression sober. "If you stay here, you can keep protecting my people?’
"l think s0."

He pressed hislipstogether, expression resolved. "Then | will tell th—"

The door flew open and aliving goddess of awoman stormed into the office. She was maybe

five-foot-four and had brilliant, lush blond-highlighted red hair that fell to the small of her back. Shewore

only high-hedled pumps and amatching dark green two-piece set of expensive-looking designer lingerie,

trand ucent enough to defeet the purpose of wearing clothing at all. It ably displayed dl kinds of pleasant

proportions of tanned, athletic female.

"Arturo, you Eurotrash pig," she snarled. "What do you think you are doing, bringing that woman



here?'

Genosaflinched at the tone, and did not look at the woman. "Hello, Trish."

"Do not cal methat, Arturo. I'vetold you over and over.”

Genosasighed. "Harry, thismy newest ex-wife, Tricia Scrump.”

And helet thisgem dip out of hisfingers? Shocking.

Thewoman'seyes narrowed. "Trixie. Vixen. It's been legaly changed.”

"Okay," Arturo said mildly. "Now what are you talking about?'

"Y ou know full well what I'm talking about.” She spat the words. "'If you think you are going to
Fplit this feature between two stars, you are sadly mistaken.”

"That isn't going to happen a dl," he said. "But with Gisdlle hurt, | had to find someone ese, and
on such short notice. . ."

"Dont patronize me." Triciaground her teeth. "Laraisretired. Re. Tie. Urd. Thisfilmismine. |
am not going to let you use my drawing power to fuel a comeback appearance for thet . . . that bitch.”

| thought about pots and kettles.

"It won't be anissue," Genosasaid. "She has agreed to amask and a pseudonym. Y ou are the
gar, Tricia. That has not changed.”

Trixie Vixen folded her arms, geometrically increasing her cleavage. "Fine, then,” she sngpped.
"Aslong aswe understand each other.”

"Wedo," Arturo said.

She threw her hair back over her shoulder, a gesture filled with arrogance, and glared at me.
"And whoisthis?'

"Harry," | provided. "Production assistant.”

"Well then, Larry. Wherethe hdl ismy latte? | sent you for it an hour ago.”

Evidently, redlity did not often intrude on Tricia Scrump'slife. It was probably shacked up with
courtesy somewhere. | prepared to return verba fire, but a panicked look from Arturo stopped the first

reply that sprang to mind. "Sorry. I'll take care of it."



"Seethat you do," she said. She spun on one high hedl, displaying her G-string and an assthat
probably deserved its own billing in the credits, and stalked out.

At least she started to.

She abruptly stopped, frozen, her body tightening with tension.

A woman that made Trixie Vixen look like the ugly stepsister gppeared in the door and blocked
the starlet's exit. | had to force myself not to stare.

Tricia"Trixie" Scrump nee Genosa nee Vixen's beauty was up to code. Y ou could run achecklist
fromit: lovely mouth, deep eyes, full breasts, dender waigt, flared hips, long and shapely legs. Check,
check, check. She looked like she'd been ordered from a catal og and assembled from akit. Shewasa
vision of awoman—~but a prefabricated one, painted by numbers.

The newcomer wasthe red thing. She was grace. Beauty. Art. As such, shewas not so easily
quantified.

Shewould have been tal, even without the heeled faux-Victorian boots of Italian lesther. Her
hair was so dark that its highlights were nearly blue, atorrent of glossy curlsheld partialy in check with a
pair of milky ivory combs. She had eyes of dark grey with hints of violet twilight at their centers. Her
clotheswere al effortless style: naturd fabrics, black skirt and jacket embroidered with abstract dark
crimson roses with awhite blouse.

Thinking back later, | couldn't clearly remember her facial festures or her body, beyond anotion
that they were superb. Her looks were amost extraneous. They weren't any more important to her
gpped than aglasswasto wine. It was at its best when invisible and showing the spirit contained within.
Beyond mere physica presence, | could sense the nature of the woman—strength of will, intelligence,
blended with a sardonic wit and edged with alazy, sensuous hunger.

Or maybe the hunger was mine. In the space of five seconds, my attention to detail fractured, and
| wanted her. | wanted her in the most primal sense, in every way | could conceive. Whatever gentle and
chivarous tendencies my soul harbored suddenly evaporated. Images swarmed over me—images of

unleashing thefires burning in me upon willing flesh. Conscience withered a heartbest later. Something



hungry, confident, and unrepentant took its place.

| redlized, on some distant leve, that something was wrong, but there was no tangible, tactile
sense of truth to the thought. Ingtincts ruled me, and only the most ferd, vicious drives remained.

| liked it.

Alot.

While my inner Neanderthal was pounding his chest, Trixie Vixen took astep back from the
dark-haired woman. | couldn't see her face, but her voice crackled with too much anger. Shewas afraid.
"Hello, Laa”

"Trish," thewoman said, with faint contemptuous emphasis on the name. Her voice smoldered,
s0 low and delicious that my toes started to curl up. ™Y ou look lovely."

"I'm surprised to seeyou here," Triciasaid. "There aren't any whips or chainson the s&t.”

Larashrugged, perfectly relaxed. "I've dwaysfdt that the best whips and chainsarein the mind.
With alittle credtivity, the physical ones are hardly necessary.” Larastared down at Triciafor amoment
and then asked, "Have you given any more thought to my offer?"

"l don't do bondage films" Triciasaid. A sneer colored the words. "They'refor wrinkled old
has-beens.” She started forward with a determined stride.

Laradidn't move. Tricia stopped abare inch from her and they met gazes again. The redheaded
film star sarted trembling.

"Perhapsyou'reright,” Larasaid. She smiled and stepped clear of the doorway. "Keep in touch.
Trish"

Trixie Vixen fled—at least as much as someone wobbling away on six-inch hedscan flee. The
dark-haired woman watched her with asmug smile on her mouth and then said, "Exit scene. It must be
difficult to be the center of the universe. Good afternoon, Arturo.”

"Lara," Arturo said. Histone wasthat of an uncle chiding hisfavorite niece. He came around his
desk and walked over to the woman, offering both hands. "Y ou shouldn't tease her like that.”

"Arturo,” she said warmly. Shetook his hands, and they did more socia cheek kissing. | shook



my head while they did, and managed to shove my libido out of the driver's seat of my brain. Captain of
my own soul (even if my pantswere consdering mutiny), | began focusng my thoughts, building up a
barrier to shield them.

"You arean angd,” Arturo said to her. His voice was steady and kind and not at dl that of aman
having most of his blood channdled south of his belly button. How the hell could he not have reacted to
her presence?"An angel to come here so quickly. To help me."

She waved ahand in alazy motion. Her fingernails weren't terribly long, and didn't have any
polish. "I'm aways glad to help afriend, Arturo. Areyou al right?" she asked. " Joan said you'd forgotten
to refill your prescription.”

Hesghed. "I'm fine. Lowering my blood pressure would not have heped Gisdle™

Laranodded. "It's horrible, what happened. I'm so sorry.”

"Thank you," he said. "l am not sure | am comfortable to have Inari here. She'sachild.”

"That'sarguable," Larasaid. "After dl, she's old enough to perform now, if she wishes."

Arturo looked startled and alittlesick. "Lara.”

Shelaughed. "I'm not saying she should, dear fool. Only that my baby sster makes her own
choices now."

"They grow," Arturo said. Hisvoice was alittle sad.

"They do." Laras eyesmoved over to me. "And whoisthis? Tal, dark, and slent. | like him
dready."

"Harry," Arturo replied. He beckoned me over. "Lara Romany, meet Harry, our new production
assgtant. Hejust sarted today, so be kind to him."

"That shouldn't be too hard,” she said, and dipped her arm through Genosa's. "' Joan wanted me
to tel you that your prescription came in, and that she needs your help on the set."

Arturo nodded with astrained but genuine smile. "And you are to escort me down to take my
medicine, en?'

"Viamy femininewiles" Laraconfirmed.



"Harry," Arturo said.

"I need to make aquick cdl,” | answered. "I'll beright behind you."

Thetwo of them |eft. Larathrew another look at me over her shoulder, her expression
speculative. And hot. | mean, wow. If sheld crooked her finger, | think | would have been in danger of
floating off the floor and drifting aong behind her on acloud of her perfume. Me and Pepé le Pew.

It took me maybe haf aminute after they walked away before | was able to reboot my brain.
After that, | ran aquick review of what had just happened through the old grey matter.

Pretty, pae, supernaturaly sexy, and just alittle scary. | could do the math. And | waswilling to
bet that Romany wasn't Laraslast name.

Shelooked ahell of alot morelike aRaith.

Son of abitch. The White Court was here.

A succubus on the set. Strike that, the health-conscious kid sister madeit two . . . succubuses.
Succubusees? Succubi? Stupid Latin correspondence course. Or maybe she wasn't one, because |
hadn't felt athing like the attraction Lara Romany exuded when | was near little Inari.

It redly hit me, then, that I'd wandered into amessthat might get mekilled, regardless of how
slly and embarrassing it sounded. Now | had to contend not only with pornography-syndicate
conspiracies, but aso asuccubus of the White Court. Or maybe more than one, which for grammatical
reasons | hoped was not the case.

So in addition to afeisty new Black Court partner in the war dance between the Council and the
Vampire Courts, | dso got angry lust bunny movie stars, deadly curses, and athoroughly embarrassing
job asmy investigative cover.

Oh, and bean-curd pizza, which isjust wrong.

What a mess.

| made amental note: The next time | saw Thomas, | was going to punch him right in the nose.



Chapter Thirteen

After two or threetries, | got Genosas phoneto dia out to Murphy. "It's me, Murph. Y ou get
that information off the Internet?'

"Yeah. And then | talked to some people | know out there. | dug up some goodies for you.”

"Peachy. Likewhat?"

"Nothing that will stand up inacourt, but it might help you figure out what's going on.”

"Wow, Murph. It'sasif you're adetective."

"Bite me, Dresden. Here's the deal on Genosa. He'sadual citizen of the States and Greece. He's
the last son of abig money family that fell on hard times. Rumor hasit he left Greece to avoid his parents
debts."

"Uh-huh," | said. | continued searching through Genosa's desk and found a big old leather-bound
photo dbum. "I'm ligtening.”

"Hewound up making and directing sex films. Did well investing the money, and hesworth a
little more than four million, persondly.”

"Sex s | frowned, flipping through the photo album. It was neatly packed with excerptsfrom
newspapers, transcripts, and photos of Genosa on the set of anumber of national talk shows. Therewas
another of him standing beside Hugh Hefner and surrounded by anumber of lovely young women.
"That'salot of money. Isthat al?'

"No," Murphy said. "He's paying alimony to three ex-wives out of some kind of fund set up to
provideit. HEs got dmost al of what's|eft tied up in starting his own sudio.”

| grunted. "Genosa's under some serious pressure, then.”

"How s0?'

"He'sonly got about thirty-six hoursto finish hismovie," | said. "He's got one project done, but if
he doesn't get apair of profitable films, hell lose the studio.”

"Y ou figure someoneistrying to run him out of busness?'



"Occam thinks s0." | turned another page and blinked at the article there. "Damn.”

What?"

"Hesarevolutionary.”

"He'swhat?' Murphy asked.

| repeated myself redundantly again. "Apparently Arturo Genosais considered arevolutionary in
hisfidd."

| could dmost hear Murphy lift a skeptica eyebrow. "A revolutionary boink czar?'

"Soit would seem.”

She snorted. "How exactly do you get to become a porn revol utionary ?*

"Practice, practice, practice?’ | guessed.

"Wiseess."

| kept flipping pages, skimming the abum. "He's been interviewed in about thirty magazines.”

"Yeah," Murphy sad. "Probably with illustrious nameslike. . . like Jugs-A-Poppin and Barely
Legal Lolita Schoolgirls.”

| thumbed through pages. "And People, Time, Entertainment Weekly, and USA Today. He's
also been on Larry King and Oprah.”

"Yourekidding," shesad. "Oprah? Why?'

"Hang on; I'm reading. It looks like he's got this crazy notion that everyone should be able to
enjoy themsalvesin bed without going insane trying to meet an impossible sandard. He thinksthat sex is
neturd.”

"Sex isnaturd,” Murphy said. "Sex isgood. Not everybody doesit, but everybody should.”

"I'm the wiseass. Y ou're the cop. Respect my boundaries.” | kept reading. "Genosaa so casts
people of alot of different agesinstead of using only twenty-year-old dancers. According to atranscript
of Larry King, he avoids gynecologica close-ups and picks people based on the genuine sensudlity of
their performance rather than purely on appearance. And he doesn't believein using surgicaly atered . . .

uh..."



My face heated up. Murphy was probably my best friend, but shewas still agirl, and a
gentleman just doesn't say somewordsin front of alady. | held the phone with my shoulder and made a
cupping motion in front of my chest with both hands. "Y ou know."

"Boobs?' Murphy said brightly. "Jugs? Hooters? Y aryas?

"l guess”

She continued asif | hadn't said anything. "Melons? Torpedoes? Tits? Gazongas? Knockers?
Tatas?'

"Hdl'sbdls, Murph!"

She laughed a me. "Y ou're cute when you're embarrassed. | thought breast implants were
required industry equipment. Like hard hats and stedl-toed boots for construction workers.”

"Not according to Genosa," | said. "He's quoted here saying that natural beauty and genuine
desre makefor better sex than dl the silicon in Cdifornia”

"I'm not sure whether | should be impressed or alittle nauseous,” Murphy said.

"Six of oneand haf dozen of another,” | said. "Bottom lineisthat he's not your average
pornographic artig.”

"I'm not sure that's saying much, Harry."

"If you'd said that before | met him, I'd probably have agreed. But I'm not so sure now. | don't
get any nasty vibe off him. He seems like a decent guy. Taking some measure of responsbility.
Chalenging the status quo, eveniif it hurts his profits.”

"I'm pretty sure theres no Nobel prize for pornography.”

"My point isthat he's gpplying some measure of integrity to it. And people are responding well to
hm."

"Except for the onestrying to kill him," Murphy said. "Harry, thisis cynicd, but people who
choose alifelike that draw problems down onto themselves sooner or later.”

"Youreright. That iscynicd.”

"Y ou can't help everyone. Youll goinsaneif you try.”



"L ook, theguy isintrouble and he'safellow human being. | don't haveto love hislifestyleto
want to keep bad things from happening to him."

"Yeah." Murphy sghed. "I guess| know thistune.”

"Do you think | could convince you to—"

The skin on the back of my neck went cold and clammy, tingling. | turned to the office doorway
intimeto seethelightsin the hdl flick out. My heart pounded in sudden apprehension. A shadowy figure
appeared in the office door.

| picked up thefirst thing my hand found, Genosas heavy glass ashtray, and flung it hard at the
figure. The ashtray rebounded off the inner edge of the door and struck whoever it was. | heard a
voicdessgasp of ar. At the same time something hissed past my ear. A sharp thumping sound came from
thewal behind me.

| shouted at the top of my lungs and ran forward, but my foot tangled in the phone cord. It didn't
tug meinto apratfdl, but | sumbled, and it gave the shadowy figuretimeto run. By thetimel'd
recovered my balance and gotten to the hallway, | couldn't see or hear anyone.

The hdl itsdf was dark, and | couldn't remember the locations of ether light switches or doors,
which made a headlong pursuit less than advisable. It occurred to me that | made awonderful target,
leaning out of the door of the dimly lit office, and | dipped back inside, shutting and locking the door
behind me as| went.

| looked at whatever had thumped into the wall behind me, and found, of dl the stupid things, a
small dart fixed with exotic-looking yellow feathers fringed with atinge of pink. | tugged the dart out of
thewall. It wastipped with what appeared to be bone instead of metal, and the bone was stained with
something dark red or dark brown. | had the fedling it wasn't Turtle Wax.

A poisoned blowgun dart. I'd been ambushed before, but that was pretty exotic, even for me.
Almogt silly, redly. Who the hdll got killed with poison blowgun darts these days?

A buzz of noise came from the dropped receiver of the phone. | picked up an empty plastic cigar

tube from next to Genosa's humidor and dipped the dart into it, then capped it before | picked up the



phone.
"Harry?' Murphy was demanding. "Harry, areyou al right?"
"Fing" | sad. "Andit lookslike I'm on theright track.”
"What happened?’
| held up the cigar tube and peered at the dart. The poisoned tip gleamed with its semi-gelatinous

gain. "It was pretty clumsy, but | think someone just tried to kill me."

Chapter Fourteen

"Get out of there, Harry."

"No, Murph,” | said. "Look, | think it was just someone trying to scare me, or they'd have used a
gun. Can you get to those records today ?"

"If they're matters of public record,” she said. "We've got the time difference on our sde. What
areyou hoping to find?'

"More" | sad. "Thiswhole thing stinks. Hard to put a puzzle together when you're missing
pieces.

"Get in touch if you learn something,” Murphy said. "Magic or not, attempted murder is police
business. It'smy busness"

"Thistimefor sure" | said.

"Watch your ass, Bullwinkle."

"Always. Thanksagain, Murph.”

I hung up and flipped through the next severa pages of Genosa's scrapbook, expecting nothing
but more articles. | got lucky on the last few pages. He had big, glossy color photos there—three
women, and | recognized two of them.

A subtitle beneath the first picture read, Elizabeth Guns. The photo was of Madge, Genosa's



first wife. She looked like sheld been in her mid-twentiesin the picture and she was more or less nude.
Her hair was enormous and stiff-looking, an artificia shade of deep scarlet. She probably had to take off
her makeup with aZamboni machine.

The next photo read, Raven Velvet, beneath a picture of anearly Amazonian brunette| didn't
recognize. She had the kind of build that fairly seriousfemae athletes can get, where the muscles are
present, defined with obvious strength, but softened and rounded enough to look more pretty than
formidable. Her hair was cut in ashort pageboy, and at first | thought her featureswere redly quite
sweet, dmost kind. But her expression was an unsmiling, haughty stare at the camera. Ex-Genosatwo, |
supposed. Hed caled her Lucille.

Thelast picture was of the third former Mrs. Genosa. It was subtitled, Trixie Vixen, but
someone had written acrossit in black permanent marker, ROT IN HELL, YOU PIG. Therewasno
sgnature to tell who was responsible. Gee. | wonder.

| flipped through the album once more but didn't see anything new. At some point | redlized that |
was delaying going down to the set. | mean, yeah, there were probably going to be naked girlsdoing a
variety of interesting things. And | hadn't gotten laid in a depressing number of months, which probably
made it sound alittle more interesting. But theré's atime and a place to enjoy that kind of thing, and for
mein front of abunch of people and cameraswas not it.

But | was aprofessiona, dammit. And thiswasthejob. | couldn't bodyguard anyoneif | wasn't
close enough to them to act. | couldn't figure out the source of the dark mojo without figuring out what
was going on. And to do that, | needed to observe and ask questions—preferably without anyone
knowing that'swhat | was doing. That was the smart thing, the professiona thing. Conduct covert
interviews whileicons of sensud beauty got it on under stage lights.

Onward. | screwed up my courage, so to speak, and dipped warily out of the office and down
thedimly lit hdl to the sudio.

There were a surprising number of people there. It was an enormous room, but it still looked

busy. There were a couple of guys on each of four cameras, and there were afew more on hanging



scaffolds that supported the stage lighting. A crew was working on the lighted set, which consisted of a
bunch of panels madeto look like an old brick wall, acouple of garbage cans, atrash bin, someloading
pallets, and random bits of litter. Arturo and the beflanneled Joan were at the center of the activity,
gpeaking to each other asthey moved around placing camerasto their liking. Colt-legged Inari drifted
aong behind them marking positions on a chart. The notch-eared puppy followed her clumsily around, a
piece of pink yarn tied around his neck and one of the loops of Inari'sjeans. The puppy'stail wagged
heppily.

| was supposed to be doing the assistant thing after all, so | walked over to Genosa. The puppy
saw me and galloped headlong into my shoe. | leaned down and scratched hisears. "What should | doto
help, Arturo?'

He nodded at Joan. " Stick with her. She can show you the ropes aswell as anyone. Watch, ask
questions.”

"Okeydoky," | said.

"Youvemet Inari?" Arturo asked.

"Bumped into her dready,” | said.

Thegirl smiled and nodded. "1 like him. He's funny.”

"Looksaren't everything,” | said.

Inari'slaugh was interrupted when her pants beeped. She reached into them and drew out an
expengve cell phone the size of a couple of postage stamps. | scooped up the puppy and held him in the
crook of onearm, and Inari untied his makeshift lead and handed it to me before walking afew steps
away, phoneto her ear.

A harried-looking woman in sweeping skirts and a peasant blouse came haf running acrossthe
studio floor, straight to Joan and Arturo. "Mr. Genosa, | think you'd better come to the dressing room.
Right now."

Genosa's eyes widened and his face went pale. He shot me a questioning glance. | shook my

head at him and gave him athumbs-up. He let out adow bregth, and then said, "What is happening?'



Joan, behind him, checked her watch, rolled her eyes, and said, "It's Trixie."

The woman nodded with asigh. " She says she'sleaving.”

Arturo sighed. "Of course sheld say that. Shall we, Marion?”

They left, and Joan scowled. "There's no time for that prima donna.”

"Isthereever?'

Her frown faded, replaced by smple weariness. "'l suppose not. | just don't understand the
woman. This project means as much to her future asto everyone el se's.”

"Being the center of the universeisabig job. Maybe it'sweighing on her nerves.”

Joan threw her head back and laughed. "That must beit. Let's get moving.”

"What'sfirg?'

We went to one of the other sets, this one dressed up like achesp bar, and started going through
boxes of random bottles and mugs for amore detailed appearance. | set the puppy down on the bar, and
he waddled up and down the length of it, nose down to the surface and sniffing. After afew momentsl
asked, "How long have you known Arturo?"

Joan hesitated for a second, then continued dressing up the set. "Eighteen or nineteen years, |
think."

"He seemslikeanice man."

She amiled again. "Heisnt," she said. "He'sanice boy."

| lifted my eyebrows. "How 07"

Sherolled one shoulder in ashrug. "Helives on the outside of his skin. HEsimpulsve, more
pass onate than he can afford to be, and helll fal inlove at the drop of ahat.”

"And that's bad?"

"Sometimes," she said. "But he makes up for it. He cares about people. Here, you get that top
shelf. Y ou don't need a stepladder.”

I complied. "Soon I'll move up to putting stars and angels on the tops of Christmastrees. Meand

that yeti in Rudol ph the Red-Nosed Reindeer.”



Joan laughed again and answered me. Her words became indistinct and toneless, like the teacher
in the Peanuts cartoons. My heart began to race, and a stab of both food hunger and lust went through
my stomach on itsway to the base of my spine. My head turned of its own volition, and | saw Lara
Romany enter the studio.

Sheld done her hair up in astyle belonging to ancient Greece or Rome. She wore a short black
g1k robe with matching hed's and stockings. She did over thefloor with akind of fascinating, serpentine
grace. | wanted to watch without moving. But some stubborn part of me shoved my braininto an
intellectud cold shower. Shewas alife-draining vampire. 1'd be stupid to let mysdlf keep on reacting that
way.

| tore my eyes off of her, and redlized that the puppy had come to the edge of the bar near me.
He was crouched, hiseyes on Lara, and was growling his squesky little growl again.

| looked around, and kept my eyes from moving back to her only by an effort of will. Every man
in the room had become still, eyeslocked onto Lara as she walked.

"ThewomanisViagrawithlegs," Joan muttered. "Though I've got to admit, she knows how to
make an entrance.”

"Um. Yesh"

Laratook aseat inafolding chair, and Inari hurried over to knedl besideit in conversation. The
electric sense of desire and compulsion faded alittle, and people started moving about their tasks again. |
hel ped Joan out, and kept the puppy near me, and in half an hour the first scene started shooting with
Jake Guffie and a somewhat sullen-looking Trixie Vixen onthe dley s&t.

Okay, let metell you something. Porno sex isonly loosely related to actud sex. The actorsare
congtantly getting interrupted. They have to keep their faces turned in the right direction, and the body
angling they have to do for the camerawould make a contortionist beg for mercy. Every oncein awhile
someone has to touch up their makeup, and it isn't only on their faces. Y ou wouldn't believe where dl it
goes. There arelights shining in their eyes, people with cameras moving al around, and on top of dl that,

Arturo was giving them directions from behind the cameras.



Granted, my own sexua experienceis somewhat limited, but | had never found any of that
necessary. It was embarrassing for meto watch. Maybe in the editing room the scene would turn into
something sensua and dluring, but on the set it mostly looked avkward and uncomfortable. | found
excusesto look at other things, working hard to make sure one of them wasn't the lovely vampire. And |
kept my eyes pecled for more deadly magic.

Maybe an hour into the shoot, | glanced aside and saw Inari pacing back and forth, a phone at
her ear, speaking quietly. | closed my eyes, concentrated, and Started Listening to her.

"Yes, Papa," shesaid. "Yes, | know. | will. | won't." She paused. "Y es, heshere." Her cheeks
suddenly flushed pink. "What aterrible thing to say!" she protested. "I thought you were supposed to
chase the boys off with ashotgun.” She laughed, glanced across the studio and started walking away.
"Bobby, Papa. HisnameisBobby."

Aha The plot thickens. | followed Inari's glance across the studio and saw Bobby the Sullen
gtting in afolding chair near Lara, wearing a bathrobe. Hisimpressive arms were folded over his chest,
and he looked pensive and withdrawn. He paid no attention whatsoever to the shoot—or to Lara, for
that matter. Inari, meanwhile, had moved alittle beyond the range of my focused sense of hearing.

| frowned, pondered, and kept on the lookout for incoming black magic. Nothing untoward
happened, beyond an audio monitor spitting sparks and dying when | walked too closeto it. They shot
three other scenes after that one, and | made sure not to notice much. They involved three, uh,
performers| didn't recognize, two women and another man. They must have been the crew Joan said
would follow Trixies example by showing up late.

Of course, one of the people who had been on time was now in an ICU, and lucky to be there
instead of the morgue. Punctuality was no protection againgt black magic.

Sometime a bit before midnight, the puppy was adeep in abed I'd made him out of my duster.
Most of the food (without mest, it seemed blasphemousto cal it pizza) had been devoured. Trixie had
flown into atantrum an hour before, ranting at one of the cameramen and at Inari, and then stormed out

of the studio wearing nothing but her shoes, and everyone wastired. The crew was setting up for alast



scene—cong sting of Emma, Bobby the Buff, and LaraRomany. | felt mysdlf growing tenseas Lararose,
and | withdrew to the back of the studio to get my thoughts together.

There was amovement from the darkness at the rear of the studio, only afew feet away, and |
hopped back in areflex born of surprise and fear. A shadowy figure darted out of a corner and headed
for the nearest exit. My shock became aredlization of a sudden opportunity, and | didn't stop to think
before | went racing after thefigure,

It hit the door and darted off into the Chicago night. | snatched my blasting rod from my
backpack as| ran by and sprinted into pursuit, bolstered by anger and adrendine, determined to catch
the mysterious lurker before any more of the crew could be attacked.

Chases down dark Chicago aleyswere getting to be old hat for me. Though technically, |
suppose, we weren't in Chicago proper, and the broader, more generous spaces between the buildings
of theindustrid park could hardly qudify asalleys. Foot chases till happened often enough that | had
taken up running for practice and exercise. Admittedly, | was usualy on the other end of afoot chase,
mostly dueto my persond policies on hand-to-hand combat with anything that weighed morethan a
small car or could be described with the word chitinous.

Whoever | was after was not overly large. But he was fast, someone who had also practiced
running. Theindustrid park waslit only sporadicaly, and my quarry was running west, awvay from the
front of the park and into, of course, totally unlit areas.

With each step | got farther from possible help, and stood a higher chance of running into
something | couldn't handle done. | had to balance that against the possibility that | could stop whoever
had been attacking Genosa's people before they could hurt anyone else. Maybe if it hadn't been mostly
women who were hurt, and maybeif | didn't harbor this buried stresk of chivary, andif | werealittle
smarter, it wouldn't have been such an easy choice.

The shadowy object of my pursuit reached the back of theindustria lot and sprinted across
twenty feet of dmost pitch-black blacktop toward atwelve-foot fence. | caught up to him about halfway

across, just managing to kick at one hedl. Hewas running dl out, and the impact fouled hislegsand



threw him down. | dropped my weight onto his back and rode him down into the asphalt.

Theimpact nearly knocked thewind out of me, and | imagineit did worseto him. The grunt as
he hit came out in amasculine baritone, much to my relief. 1'd been thinking in terms of "him" because if
I'd been thinking "her" | don't think | could have kept mysdf from holding back in the violence
department, and that's the kind of thing that can get you hurt, fast.

The guy tried to get up, but | dammed my forearm into the back of hishead afew times,
bouncing hisface againgt the asphalt. He was tough. The blows dowed him down, but he started moving
again and suddenly twisted with the sinuous strength of a serpent. | went to one side; he got out from
under me and immediately leapt for the fence.

He jumped four or five feet up and started climbing. | pointed my blasting rod at the top of the
fence, drew in my will and snarled, " Fuego."

Firelashed acrossthe top of the fence, bright and hot enough that the suddenly expanding air
roared like a crack of thunder. Metal near the top of the fence glowed red, running into liquid afew feet
above the man's head. Droplets pattered down like Hell'sown rain.

The man cried out in shock or pain and let go of the fence. | beat him about the head and
shoulders with my blasting rod when he did, the heavy wood serving admirably as a baton. The second
or third blow stunned him, and | got the blasting rod across his neck in achoke, locked one of hisarms
behind him with amove Murphy had taught me, and pinned hisface againgt the fence with my full weight.

"Hold ill," | snarled. Bits of molten wire dithered down the chain link fence toward the ground.
"Hold dill or I'll hold your face there until it melts off."

Hetried to struggle free. He was strong, but | had al the leverage, so that didn't mean much.
Thank you, Murphy. | wrenched histrapped arm up until he gasped with pain. | snarled, "Hold. Still."

"Jesus Chrigt," Thomas stammered, his voice pained. He ceased struggling and lifted his other
hand in surrender. Recognizing the voice, | could place his profiletoo. "Harry, it'sme.”

| scowled at him and pulled harder on hisarm.

"Ow," he gasped. "Dresden, what are you doing? Let go. It's me.”



| growled at him and did, shoving him hard againgt the fence and standing up.

Thomasrose dowly, turning to me with his handslifted. "Thanks, man. | didn't mean to surprise
you like—"

| hit him solidly inthe nase with my right figt.

| think it was the surprise as much as the blow that knocked him onto his ass. He sat there with
his hands covering his face and stared up a me.

| drew up my blasting rod and readied another lash of flame. Thetip of therod glowed with a
cinder-red glow of light barely afoot from Thomassface. Hisnormally pae face was ashen, his
expression was sartled, and his mouth was stained with blood. "Harry—" he began.

"Shut up,” | said. | used avery quiet voice. Quiet voices are more frightening than screams.
"You'reusng me, Thomas."

"I don't know what you're talking abou—"

| leaned forward, the blazing end of the blasting rod making him squirm backward. "I told you to
shut up,” | said in the same quiet voice. "There's someone | think you know on the set, and you didn't tell
me about that. | think you've lied to me about other thingstoo, and it's put mein morta peril at least one
and ahdf timestoday aready. Now give me one good reason | shouldn't blast your lying mouth off your
faceright now."

The hair on the back of my neck suddenly tried to crawl away from my skin. | heard two distinct
clicks behind me, the hammers being drawn back on apair of guns, and Larals maddeningly dluring

voice murmured, "I'll give you two."

Chapter Fifteen

Thefirg thought that went through my mind was something like, Wow her voiceis hot. The

second was, How the hell did she catch up to us so quickly?



Oh, and somewhere in there the practica side of me chimed inwith, It would be bad to get
shot.

What came out of my mouth was, "Isyour last name redly Romany?'

| didn't hear any footsteps, but her voice came from closer when she answered. "It was my
married name. Briefly. Now please step away from my little brother."

Hell'sbdlls, shewashis sster! Familid dementia. She might not reect rationdly to athrest. | took
adeep breath and reminded mysdlf that under the circumstances, 1'd be anidiot to push Lara Raith. "'l
assumetha when | do, you'll lower the guns?'

"Assume ingtead that if you dont, I'll shoot you dead.”

"Oh, for the love of God." Thomas sighed. "Lara, would you relax? We were just talking.”

She clucked her teeth, asound of dmost maternal disgpprovd. "Tommy, Tommy. When you say
ridiculousthingslikethat, | haveto keep reminding mysdlf that my baby brother isn't aslargeanidiot as
youwould likeusadl to believe."

"Oh, comeon," Thomassaid. "Thisisawaste of time."

"Shut up,” | said with an ungracious waggle of the blasting rod. | looked over my shoulder at
Lara. She waswearing black lacy things with stockings and hed's—

(How the hell had she caught up to usin the freaking hedls? Even for awizard, somethings are
amply beyond belief.)

—and shehdd apair of pretty little gunsin her hands. They probably weren't packing the
high-caiber ammunition of heavier wegpons, but even baby bullets could kill me just fine. She hed them
like she knew what she was doing, and sauntered closer through the heavy shadows, her skin luminous.
And showing. And redlly gorgeous.

| gritted my teeth and beat back the sudden urge to taste-test the curvy dentsin her somach and
thighs, and kept the blasting rod lit and pointing a Thomas. "Back off, toots. Put the guns down, stop
with the come-hither whammy, and we can talk.”

She stopped between one step and the next, afaintly troubled expression on her face. She



narrowed her eyes, and her voice did through the air like honey and heroin. "What did you say?"

| fought off the pressure of that voice and growled, "Back. Off." My inner Quixote was not to be
entirely denied though, and | added, "Please.”

She sared a mefor amoment, and then blinked her eyes dowly, asif seeing mefor thefirst
time. "Empty night,” she murmured, her tone one of someone speeking an oath. ™Y ou're Harry Dresden.”

"Don't fed bad. | cleverly concedled my identity as Harry the Production Assigtant.”

She pursed her lips (which aso looked ddlicious) and said, "Why are you threatening my
brother?’

"It was adow night and everyone el se was busy.”

There wasn't even the hint of awarning. One of thelittle guns barked, there was aflash of scarlet
paininmy head, and | collgpsed to one knee.

| kept the blagting rod trained on Thomas and lifted my hand to my ear. It came away wet with
droplets of blood, but the pain had begun to recede. Laraarched adelicate eyebrow at me. Hdll's bells.
Sheld grazed my ear with abullet. With that kind of skill, between the eyeswould be no trick at dl.

"Normally | would admirethat kind of piquant retort,” she said in asilken, quiet voice. Probably
because she thought it sounded scarier than if shed said it loudly. "But where my little brother is
concerned, | amin no mood to play games.”

"Point taken,” | said. My voice sounded shaky. | lowered the blasting rod until it wasn't pointing
a Thomas, and eased away the power held ready init. The sullenfire at the tip of the rod went ouit.

"Lovey," shesaid, but shedidn't lower thetwin pistols. The autumn's evening breeze blew her
dark, glossy hair around her head, and her grey eyes shone silver in the haf-light.

"Harry,” Thomassaid. "Thisismy oldest sster, Lara. Lara, Harry Dresden.”

"A pleasure," she said. "Thomas, step out from behind the wizard. | don't want one of these
roundsto take you if they go through."

My gutsturned to water. | gill had my blasting rod in hand, but Lara could pull the trigger

quicker than | could aim and loose a strike at her.



"Wait," Thomas said. He pushed himsdf up to one knee and put himself between me and the
other White vampire. "Don't kill him."

That earned Thomas an arched eyebrow, but a smile haunted her mouth. "And why not?"

"There's the chance that he'd be ableto level his death curse, for one.”

"True. And?'

Thomas shrugged. "And | have personal reasons. I'd take it asafavor if we could discussthe
metter firg."

"Sowould ," | added.

Laralet the ghostly smileremain. "1 find myself liking you, wizard, but . . ." Shesghed. "Thereis
little room for negotiation, Thomas. Dresden's presence hereis unacceptable. Arturo'sindependent
gresk isan interna matter of the White Court.”

"| didn't come hereto interfere with the White Court,” | said. "It wasn't my intention at al.”

Sheregarded me. "We dl know what intentions are worth. Why then, wizard?"

"That'sagood question,” | said, turning my head deliberately to Thomeas. "1'd love to hear the
answer."

Thomas's expression become apprehensive. His gaze flicked to Lara, and | had the sudden
impression that he was preparing to move againgt her.

Larafrowned and said, "Thomas? What is he talking about?"

"Thisisatempest in ategpot, Lara," Thomassaid. "It'snothing. Redly."

Lardseyeswidened. "Y ou brought him into this?*

"Um," Thomas began.

"Youredamnright hedid,” | said. "Y ou think I'd be herefor the fun of it?"

Laras mouth dropped open. "Thomas. Y ou've entered the game now?'

Thomeas pressed hislips together for afew seconds, then rose dowly to hisfeet. He winced and
put one hand to the small of hisback. "Looksthat way."

"Hell kill you," Larasaid. "Hell kill you and worse. Y ou haven't got afraction of the sirength



you'd need to threaten him."

"That al depends,” Thomas said.

"Onwhat?" she asked.

"On where the other members of the House decide to place their support.”

Shelet out ashort laugh of disbdief. ™Y ou think any of uswould take your side over his?!

"Why not,” Thomas said camly. "Think about it. Father isstrong, but heisnt invincible. If he's
taken down by my influence, it leaves mein charge, and I'd be ahdll of alot easer to depose than he
would. But if | lose, you can blame me for putting the psychic wristlock on you. Instant scapegoat. Life
goes on and the only oneto pay for itisme."

She narrowed her eyes. 'Y ou've been reading Machiavelli again.”

"To Judtine & bedtime."

Larabecame quiet for amoment, her expression pensve. Then shesaid, "Thisisill-advised,
Thomas."

"BUE"

"Y our timing ishorrible. Raith's position isdready precarious among the Houses. Interna
ingtability now could leave us vulnerable to Skavis or Mavoraor those like them. If they sense weakness
they won't hesitate to destroy us.”

"Dad'slosngit,” Thomas countered. "He hasn't been right for years, and we dl know it. He's
getting old. It'sonly amatter of time before the other Lords decide to take him—and when that happens,
al of uswill go down with him."

She shook her head. "Do you know how many brothers and sisters have said such wordsto me
over the years? He has destroyed them al.”

"They went up againgt him done. I'm talking about all of usworking together. We can doiit.”

"Why now, of dl times?"

"Why not now?"

Shefrowned a Thomas, and stared intently at him for better than sixty seconds. Then she



shivered, took a deep breath, and pointed one gun at my head. And the other at Thomas.

"Lara" he protested.

"Take your hand out from your back. Now."

Thomas gtiffened, but he moved his hand from his back dowly, fingersempty. | looked up and
saw abulge that brushed his shirt at the belt line.

Laranodded. "I'm sorry, Tommy. | redlly am quite fond of you, but you do not know Father the
way | do. You aren't the only Raith who takes advantage of being underestimated. He aready suspects
you have something afoot, and if he thinks for amoment I'm working with you, hell kill me. Without
hestation.”

Thomass voice grew desperate. "Lara, if we act together—"

"Wewill dietogether. If not at his handsthan at Malvoras and hislike. | don't have achoice. It
givesme no pleasureto kill you.”

"Thendon'tdoit!" hesaid.

"And leave you to Father's mercies? Even | have afew principles. | love you as much as anyone
intheworld, little brother, but | did not survive aslong as| have by taking unnecessary risks."

Thomas swalowed. He didn't look at me, but his balance shifted alittle, and his shirt rode up
enough to show me the handle of agun he had tucked into the back of hisjeans. | didn't Sareat it. |
wouldn't havetimeto grab it and shoot before Lara could gun me down, but if Thomas could distract her
for abesat or two, there might be a chance.

Thomastook a deep breath and said, "Lara."

Something in hisvoice had changed. The tone of it sounded the same, on the surface, but there
was something beneeth it that made the air sing with quiet, seductive power. It commanded attention.
Hell, it commanded alot of things, and it was creepy to hear it coming from him. | was glad that Thomas
wasn't addressing me, because it would have been damned confusing.

"Lara," hesaid again. | saw her sway alittle as he spoke. "Let metak to you.”

Evidently the sway was induced more by the evening breeze and those high hedsthan it was by



Thomassvoice. "I'm afraid al you need say is good-bye, little brother.” Larathumbed back the hammer

on both guns, her features calm and remote. "And you'd best say it for wizard aswell.”

Chapter Sixteen

I'd been in hairier Stuationsthan thisone. Actually, it's sort of depressing, thinking how many
times I'd been in them. But if experience had taught me anything, it wasthis:

No matter how screwed up things are, they can get awhole lot worse.

Casein point: our little standoff with Supertart.

Thomas shouted and darted to hisleft, across my view of Lara. As hewent, | reached for the
pistal tucked into the back of hisjeans. Judging by the grip, it was a semiautomatic, maybe one of those
fancy German modelsthat are astiny asthey are deadly. | grabbed it, and felt pretty dick to be doing the
teamwork thing—but Thomas's damned jeans were so tight that the gun didn't comeloose. | leaned too
far in the effort and wound up sprawling on my side. All | got for my oh-so-clever maneuver was scraped
fingertips and agood view of LaraRaith in gunfighting mode.

| heard a shot go past, akind of humming buzz in the air that provided an accent to the mild,
barking report of the pistol. There were severa shotsin the space of a second or three. Two of them hit
Thomas with ugly sounds of impact, onein theleg, and a second in the chest.

At the sametime he hurled asmal ring of keysat Lara, and it probably saved my life. She
swatted them aside with the gun that had been trained on me. It gave me a precious second or two, and it
was time enough to bring up my blasting rod and loose a panicked strike at her. It was doppy ashell,
even with the blasting rod to help me focus my will, and instead of awrist-thick beam of semicoherent
flame, it came out in a cone of fire maybe thirty feet across.

That made big noise—athunderous thumping explosion asthe heat displaced cool night air. Lara

Raith had the reflexes that were depressingly common in al of those vampire types, and she darted out of



the way of the flames. Sheleveled both guns at me as she did, blazing away likein those Hong Kong
action movies. But evidently even Laras superhuman skill wasn't enough to overcome surprise, latera
movement, afirestorm, and the spike heels. God bless the fashion industry and the blind luck that
protects fools and wizards, she missed.

| shook out my shield bracelet and hardened my will into awall of unseen but solid forcein front
of me. Thelast few shotsfrom Laras gunsactudly struck the shield, illuminating it in aflash of
blue-and-white energy. | held the shidd firmly in place and readied the blasting rod again, and faced Lara
quardly.

The vampire dipped into the shadows between the nearest building and a pair of huge industria
tanks and vanished from sight.

| padded forward to Thomas, keeping the shield up and in the generd direction of where Lara
had disappeared. "Thomas," | hissed. "Thomas, areyou dl right?'

It was along besat before he replied, his voice weak and shaking. "I don't know. It hurts.”

"Y ou've been shot. It's supposed to hurt.” | kept my eyes on the shadows, warily extending my
sensesasmuch as| could. "Can you walk?'

"Don't know," he panted. "Can't get my breath. Can't fed my leg.”

| flicked my eyes down to him and back out again. Thomas's black T-shirt, was plastered to his
chest on one side. He'd taken ahit in the lung, at least. If amagjor blood vessal had been struck, he wasin
trouble, vampire or not. The White Court were aresilient bunch, but in some waysthey werejust as
fragile as the human beings they fed upon. He could heal up fast—I'd seen Thomas recover from broken
ribsin amatter of hours—but if he bled out from a severed artery, held die like anyone else.

"Just hold ill," 1 said. "Don't try to move until we know where sheis.”

"Thet'll get her," Thomas panted. "The old sitting-duck ploy."

"Givemeyour gun,” | said.

"Why?

"So that the next time you start talking | can shoot your wise ass.”



He started to laugh, but it broke into agonized, wet coughing.

"Dammit,” | muttered, and crouched down beside him. | set my blasting rod aside and dipped my
right arm and one knee behind his back, trying to hold him vertica from thewaist up.

"Y ou'd better get moving. I'll manage.”

"Would you shut up?' | demanded. | tried to ascertain the extent of hisinjurieswith my free hand,
but I'm no doctor. | found the holein his chest, felt the blood coming out. The edges of the wound
puckered and gripped at my hand. "Wdll," | told him. "Y our wound sucks. Here." | took hisright hand
and pressed it hard againgt the hole. "Keep your hand there, man. Keep the pressure on. | can't hold it
and carry you out too."

"Forget carrying me," herasped. "Don't be an idiot. Shell kill usboth.”

"l canhold the shield," | said.

"If you can't return fire, it won't do you much good. Get clear, cdl the cops, then come back for

"Youreddirious" | sad. If | left him there done, Larawould finish him. | got my right shoulder
under hisleft arm and hauled him to hisfeet. He wasn't as heavy as| would have expected, but dragging
him up like that had to have hurt him. The pain locked the breath in histhroat. "Comeon,” | growled.
"You've got agood leg. Help me."

His voice had become hollow, somehow ghostly, barely more than awhisper. "Just go. | can't.”

"You can. Shut up and help me"

| started walking asfast as| could back toward the street end of the industrid park. | kept my
shield bracelet up, focusing my will into abarrier dl around us. It wasn't as strong asamore limited
directiond shield, but my eyes couldn't be everywhere, and a smart opponent would shoot mein the
back.

Thomas would have been screaming if he could have gotten his breath. Over the next minute or
two, hisface went white—I mean, even more so than usua. Hed aways been pale, but his skin took on

the grey tone of a corpse, sooty hollows forming under his eyes. Even so, he managed to help me. Not



much, but enough that | could keep us both moving without ssumbling.

| started to think that we were going to make it back safely, when | heard running footsteps and a
woman rounded the corner ahead of us, her pale skin glowing in the dimness.

| cursed, pushing more will into the shield, and crouched down, letting Thomas collapse
ungracioudy onto the gravel parking lot. | fumbled for his gun, found it, and whipped the wegpon up. |
flicked off the safety with my thumb, took ahaf second to aim, and pulled the trigger.

"No," Thomas gasped at the last possible instant. He leaned hard against me just as the gun went
off, the barrd wavered, and the shot kicked up sparks on a concrete retaining wall fifty feet away.
Panicked, | lined up the weapon again, though | knew it would be a useless gesture. | might have taken
her out with asurprise shot, but there was no chance at al that | could outshoot LaraRaith in adirect
confrontation.

But it wasn't Lara. | couldn't seevery far in the dimness, but Inari sumbled to ahdt only afew
feet shy of me, her eyeswide and her mouth open. "Oh, my God," she cried. "Thomas! What happened?
Whét have you doneto him?"'

"Nothing!" | said. "He's been hurt. For the love of Pete, help me"

She hesitated for asecond, her eyes wide, and then rushed forward to Thomas. "Oh, my God.
Theresblood! He's b-bleeding!™

| shoved my blasting rod at her. "Hold this," | snapped.

"What did you do to him?" she demanded. She had begun weeping. "Oh, Thomas."

| felt like screaming in frustration, and | tried to look at every possible place Laramight be, al at
the same time. My ingtincts screamed that she was getting closer, and | wanted nothing more than to run
away. "l told you, nothing! Just get moving and open the doors for me. We have to get back inside and
call nine-one-one."

| bent down to pick up Thomas again.

Inari Raith screamed in grief and rage. Then she used my blasting rod with both hands to clout

me on the back of the neck with so much force that it snapped in half. Stars exploded over my vision and



| didn't evenfed it when my face hit the grave.

Everything got real confused for aminute or two, and when | findly started stirring | heard Inari
crying. "Lara, | don't know what happened. He tried to shoot me, and Thomasisn't awake. He might be
dead."

| heard footsteps on the gravel, and Lara said, " Give me the gun.”

"What do we do?' Inari said. Shewas dtill crying.

Laraworked the dide on the gun with acouple of quiet clicks, checking the chamber. "Get
ingde," she said, her tonefirm and confident. "' Cal emergency services and the police. Now."

Inari got up and started to run off, leaving Thomas and me aone with the woman who had
aready hdf killed him. | tried to get up, but it was difficult. Everything kept spinning around.

| managed to get to one knee just asacold, dithery feding washed down my spine.

The three vampires of the Black Court did not announce their presence. They smply appeared
asthough formed from the shadows.

One of them was the one-eared vamp | had smacked with the holy-water balloon. On either side
of him stood two more Black Court vamps, both male, both dressed in funerd finery, and both of
teenage proportions. They hadn't been living corpsesfor very long—there were lividity marks on the
arms and fingers of thefirgt, and their faces hardly looked skeletd at al. Like the maimed vampire, they
had long, dirty fingernails. Dried blood stained their faces and throats. And their eyes were filmy, stagnant
poals.

Inari screamed a horror-movie scream and stumbled back to Lara. Larasucked in asharp
breath, bringing the gun into point-down firing stance, spinning in adow circle to watch each of the Black
Court vampsin turn.

"Well, well," rasped the maimed vampire. "What luck. The wizard and three Whitesto boot. This
will be entertaining.”

At which point | felt another, stronger dither of vile and deadly magical energy.

The malocchio. It wasforming again, more powerfully than before—and | sensed that the



deadly spell was aready near and gathering more vicious power asit headed my way. Still dazed, |
couldn't do adamned thing about it.

"Kill them," the Black Court vampire whispered. "Kill them all.”

Seewhat | mean?It'sjust like | said.

Thingscan always get worse.

Chapter Seventeen

I'm not hopeless at hand-to-hand, but I'm not particularly talented, either. I've been beaten
sensaessonce or twice. Well. A lot. Itisn't asunlikely asit sounds—alot of the things that started
pummelling me could bench-press a professional basketball team, whereas | was only human. In my neck
of the woods, that meant that | was dightly tougher than a ceramic teacup.

I'd managed to survive the beatings thanks to good luck, determined friends, and an evil faerie
godmother, but | figured that sooner or later my luck would run out, and I'd find mysdlf done, in danger,
and at the limits of my endurance. Tonight had proved meright.

So it was agood thing I'd planned ahead.

| reached for my new belt buckle, with its carved design of abear. The buckle was cast from
slver, and the bear design was my own hand-carved work. It took me monthsto make it, though it
wasn't particularly beautiful or ingpirationd, but | hadn't been trying for artistic accomplishment when I'd
been cregting it.

I'd been trying to prepare mysdlf for, in the words of Foghorn Leghorn, just such an emergency.

| touched my left hand to my belt buckle and whispered, " Fortius."

Power rushed into the pit of my stomach, asudden tide of hat, living energy, nitrous for the body,
mind, and soul. Raw liferadiated out into my bones, running riot through my limbs. My confusion and

weariness and pain vanished as swiftly as darkness before the sunrise.



Thiswas no smple adrendine boogt, ether, though that was apart of it. Cal it chi or mana or
one of thousand other names for it—it was pure magic, the very essence of life energy itsdlf. It poured
into me from the reservoir 1'd created in the slver of the buckle. My heart suddenly overflowed with
excitement, my thoughts with hope, confidence, and eager anticipation, and if | had a persona
soundtrack to my life it would have been playing Ode to Joy while a stadium of Harry fansdid the wave.
Itwasdl | could do to stop myself from bursting into laughter or song. The pain was dtill there, but |
shrugged off the recent blows and exertions and suddenly felt ready to fight.

Even when magic isinvolved, thereain't no freelunch. | knew that the pain would catch up to
me. But | had to focus. Survive now; worry about the backlash later.

"Lara" | sad. "l redlizethat you're kind of invested in killing me, but from where I'm standing the
Stuation has changed.”

The succubus shot a glance at the vampires and then at Inari. "1 concur, Dresden.”

"Rearrange teams and get the girl out?"

"Can you move?'

| pushed mysdlf up, feding pretty peppy, dl things considered. Larahad her back more or lessto
me, and wastrying to keep her eyes on dl three Black Courters. The vampires, in turn, smply stood
there with only the flicker of something hungry gtirring in their deed, eyesto proclaim them something
other than lifeless corpses. "Y eah, I'm good to go.”

Lara shot aglance over her shoulder, her expression flickering with disbdief. "Impressive. Pax,
then?'

| jerked my chininanod. "Twenty-four hours?"

"Done”

"Groovy."

"Their faces" Inari wailed. "Their faces! My God, what are they?'

| blinked at the terrified girl and shot aglance at Lara. " She doesn't know? Y ou don't tell her

these things?'



The succubus shrugged a shoulder, keeping most of her attention on the nearest vampire and
sad, "It'smy father's policy.”

"Your family istwisted, Lara. It redly is" | picked up the shattered halves of my blasting rod.
The carvings and spellslaid on the wood were difficult, time-consuming, and expensive to make. I'd had
to replace maybe half adozen rods over the years, and it was the labor of better than afortnight to create
anew one. Thegirl had broken mine, which annoyed the hell out of me, but the drought of positive
energy sill zinging through me pointed out the upside: | now had two handy shafts of wood with jagged,
pointy ends. | stepped between Inari and the nearest vampire and passed her one broken half of the rod.
"Here," | said. "If you get the chance, make like Buffy."

Inari blinked at me. "What? Isthisajoke?"

"Doit," said Lara. Her voice waslaced with iron. "No questions, Inari."

The sted in the succubus's voice ga vani zed the young woman. She took the shard of wood
without further hesitation, though her expression grew no lessterrified.

Overhead, the dark energy of the curse swirled around and around, a constant, intimidating
pressure on my scalp. | tried to block out al the distractions, focusing on the curse and on where it was
going. | needed to know who itstarget was—not only for the sake of my investigation, but for my
immediatesurvival.

That curse was saverd kinds of nasty. And asit happened, | had acongiructive, life-affirming
purpose for a boatload of nasty juju. | drew my silver pentacle from my neck and spoke atroubling
thought doud. "Why arethey just sanding there?

"They're communing with their master,” Lara stated.

"| hate getting put on cdl waiting,” | said, wrapping the chain of my pentacle around my fist.
"Shouldn't we hit them now?"

"No," Larasaid sharply. "They're aware of us. Don't move. It will only set them off, and timeis
our dly."

A sudden wash of dmost physical cold set the hairs on the back of my neck on end. The curse



was about to land, and | till wasn't sure who it was coming for. | glanced upward, hoping for aphysica
cue. "'l wouldn't be so sure about that, Miss Raith."

One of the vampires, the smallest of the pair who had showed up with One-ear, suddenly
shuddered. Its dead eyesflickered around until they landed on me, and then it spoke. Y ou wouldn't think
there would be awhole lot of difference between the rasp of one dry, leathery dead larynx and another,
but there was. This voice flowed out and it wasn't the voice of the vampire whose lips were moving. It
was an older voice. Older and colder and vicious, but somehow tinged with something feminine.
"Dresden,” that voice said. "And Raith's right hand. Raith's bastard son. And the darling of hiseye. Thisis
afortunate night."

"Evening, Mavra," | said. "If it'sdl the sameto you, can you stop playing sock puppet with the
omega Nosferatu and move thisalong? I've got a big day tomorrow and | want to get to bed for it."

"Chrigt, Harry," came achoking voice. | looked back and saw Thomas on the ground, his eyes
open. He looked like death, and he had trouble focusing on me, but at least he was lucid. "Are you drunk
al of asudden?'

| winked a him. "It'sthe power of pogitive thinking."

The puppet vampire hissed with Mavras anger, and its voice took on a quavering, modulated,
haf-echoing quality. "Tonight will balance many scades. Takethem, my children. Kill them dl.”

And alot of thingswent down.

The vampires came for us. One-ear rushed at Lara. The sock puppet went for me, and the third
one headed for Inari. It happened fast. My attacker may have been new to the game and clumsy, yet it
moved at such aspeed that it barely registered on my thoughts—but my body was till snging with the
infusion of positive energy, and | reacted to the attack asif it had been the opening steps of adance |
aready knew. | Sdestepped the vampire's rush and drove my half of the former blasting rod down at its
back, Buffy-like.

Maybe it works better on television. The wood gouged the vampire, but | don't think much of it

got past its suit coat, much less pierced its heart. But the blow did manage to throw the thing off balance



and send it sumbling past me. Maybe it actudly hurt the vampire—the creature let out an earsplitting,
creaking shriek of rage and surprise.

Inari screamed and swung her stake, but her Buffy impersonation wasn't any better than mine.
The vampire caught her arm, twisted itswrist, and broke bones with a snap, crackle, pop. She gasped
and fell to her knees. The vampire shoved her over and leaned down, baring its teeth (not fangs, |
noticed, just yellow corpse-teeth) and spreading its jawsto tear out her throat and bathe in the flood of
blood.

And asif that weren't enough, the curse suddenly coaesced and came shrieking out of the night
to end Inari'slife.

| had scant secondsto act. | charged the vampire, leaned back, pictured an invisible beer can
beginning an inch above the vampire's teeth, and ssomp-kicked the creature in the chin with my hedl. It
wasn't aquestion of Harry-strength versus undead superstrength. 1'd gotten the chump shot in, and while
the vampire might have been able to rip through abrick wall, it only weighed as much asadried corpse
and it didn't have enough experience to have anticipated the attack. | drove the kick home, hard. Physics
took over from there, and the vampire fell back with asurprised hiss.

| seized Inari'sright arm with my left. Energy flows out of the body from theright Sde. The lft
sde absorbs energy. | stretched out my senses and felt the dark energy of the curse rushing down at
Inari. It hit her asecond later, but | was ready for it, and with an effort of will | caught the dark power
coursing down into the girl beforeit could do her harm.

Pain erupted in my left palm. The power was cold—and not mountain-breeze cold, either. It was
dimy and nausesting, like something that had come dinking out from the depths of some enormous
subterranean sea. In that instant of contact, my head exploded with terror. This power, this black magic,
was wrong. Fundamentdly, nightmarishly, intensely wrong.

Since I'd begun my career asawizard, 1'd dways believed that magic came from life, but that it
was only potentid energy, like éectricity or natural gas or uranium. And while it may have come from

positive origins, only its application would prove it good or evil. That there was no such thing astruly evil,



maevolent, black magic.

I'd been wrong.

Maybe my own magic worked like that, but this power was something different. It had only one
purpose—to destroy. To inflict horror, pain, and death. | felt that power writhe into me through my
contact with the girl, and it hurt me on alevel so deep that | could not find a specific word, even a
specific thought to describeit. It ripped at me within, asthough it had found aweakened placein my
defenses, and started gouging out alarger opening, struggling to forceitself insde me.

| fought it. The struggle happened al within an ingtant, and it hurt still moreto tear that darkness
loose, to forceit to flow on through me and out of me again. | won thefight. But | felt a sudden terror
that something had been torn away from me; that in smple contact with that dark energy, | had been
scarred somehow, marked.

Or changed.

| heard mysdlf scream, not in fear or chalenge, but in agony. | extended my right hand and the
black magic flowed out of it in aninvisble torrent, fastening onto the vampire asit gained itsfeet again
and reached out to grab me. The vampire's expression didn't even flicker, so | was sureit did not fed the
Ccurse coming.

Which made it acomplete surprise when something dammed into the vampire from directly
overhead, too quickly to be seen. There was a sound of impact, araspy, dry scream, and the vampire
went down hard.

It lay on the ground like a butterfly pinned to acard, arms and legs thrashing uselesdly. Its chest
and collarbone had been crushed.

By an entire frozen turkey. A twenty-pounder.

The plucked bird must have fallen from an airplane overhead, doubtlessdy manipulated by the
curse. By thetimeit got to the ground, the turkey had aready reached itstermina velocity, and was il
hard as a brick. The drumsticks poked up above the vampire's crushed chest, their ends wrapped in red

tinfail.



The vampire gasped and writhed alittle more.

Thetimer popped out of the turkey.

Everyone stopped to blink at that for asecond. I mean, come on. Impaled by aguided frozen
turkey missile. Even by the sandards of the quasi-immortd creatures of the night, that ain't something you
Seetwice.

"For my next trick,” | panted into the Startled slence, "anvils.”

And then the fight was on again.

Inari screamed in pain from her knees on the ground. Lara Raith lifted Thomasslittle gun, and
tongues of flame licked from it as she shot a One-ear. Shewas aiming for hislegs. | started to help her,
but I'd been playing long odds, mixing it up in hand-to-hand with the Black Court, and they caught up to
me.

The vampire I'd dodged in the opening seconds of the fight dammed itsarm into my shoulders.
The blow was broad and clumsy but vicioudy strong. | managed to roll with it alittle, but it still sent me
graight down onto the gravel and knocked the wind from my chest. | felt the edges of rock cut meina
dozen places a once, but the pain didn't bother me. Y et. Nonetheless, it took me a second to get my
body moving again.

The vampire stepped right over me and closed in on thefdlen girl. With asmple, bruta motion, it
seized her hair and shoved her facedown onto the parking lot, baring the back of her neck. It bent
forward.

Thomas snarled, "' Get away from her!" He hauled himsdlf forward using his unwounded leg and
one am, and he got the other around the vampire's leg. Thomas heaved, and the creature fdl, then
twigted like an arthritic serpent to grapple with him.

Thomas went mano amano, no tricks, no subtlety. The living corpse got ahand on Thomass
throat and tried to tear hishead off. Thomas writhed sinuoudy away from the full power of the creature,
and then rolled over a couple of times. Thomas got hold of the thing'swrists and tried to force them away

from hisneck.



And then Thomas changed.

It wasn't anything so dramatic as the vampires of the Red Court, whose demonic forms lurked
beneath amasquerade of seemingly norma human flesh. It wasfar subtler. A cold wind seemed to gather
around him. His features stretched, changing, his cheekbones starker, his eyes more sunken, hisface
more gaunt. His skin took on ashining, dmost luminescent lugter, like afine pearl under moonlight. And
his eyes changed aswdll. Hisirisesflickered to a shade of chrome-colored silver, then bleached out to
white dtogether.

He snarled astring of curses as he fought, and the sound of hisvoice changed aswell—again, a
subtle thing. It was more feral, more vicious, and itstone was not even remotely human. Thomas, despite
his degthly injuries, went up againg the Black Court killing machinein acontest of main strength and
won. He forced the vampire's hands from histhroat, rolled so that his good leg came up beneath the
vampire, and, with the combined strength of hisarms, Thomas threw the vampire into the brick wall of
the nearest building.

Bricks shattered, and bits and pieces of them flew outward in acloud of stinging shrapndl. The
vampire collapsed to the ground for amoment, stunned. A heartbest later, it stirred and began to rise
again. Thomas's shoulders heaved, as though to push himsdlf up and continue the fight, but whatever fuel
had driven his transformation and sudden strength had been expended.

Hefdl limp and loose to the gravel, gaunt face empty of expression. His al-white eyes went out
of focus, staring, and he did not move.

LaraRaith wasn't doing badly for hersdf. The wind was blowing the short little black silk robe
back off of her, soit wasal black lace and pale flesh that somehow did not present a contrast to the gun.
One-ear had falen on hisside. Shards of brittle bone protruded from both thighs and both knees, where
Lara Raith had exercised her marksmanship. One-ear pushed himself up, and Laraput ashot inthearm
supporting the vampire's weight, One-ear's elbow exploded in a cloud of ruined cloth, moldy flesh, and
bone splinters, and the creature fell back to the ground.

Laraput abullet through One-ear's | eft eye. The smell was indescribably nauseating. Laraamed



at the vampire's other eye.

"Thiswon't kill me," the creature snarled.

"I don't need to,” Lararesponded. "Just to dow you down."

"I'll be after you in hours," One-ear-one-eye said.

"Look somewhere sunny," she responded. " Au revoir, darling.”

The gun's hammer clicked down and silence ensued.

Larahad timeto blink in disbelief at the gun. Then the vampire Thomas had stunned rushed at
Laras back. The creature wasn't quite ablur, but it wasfast ashell. | tried to shout awarning at her, but
it came out more of acroak than anything.

Larashot aglance over her shoulder and started to move, but my warning had cometoo late.
The vampire seized her by her dark hair and spun her around. Then it hit her with abroad swing of its
arm and literaly knocked her out of her high-hedled shoes. She flew at the nearest wall, haf spinningin
theair, and hit hard. The gun tumbled from her fingers and shefdl, her eyeswide and frightened, her
expression stunned. Her face had been cut on the cheek, at the corner of her mouth, and on her
forehead. She was bleeding odd, pale blood in thick, trickling lines.

The vampire shuddered and leapt after her, landing on dl fours. It was graceful, but dien, far
more arachnid than feline. The corpse prowled over to her, seized her throat, and shoved her shoulders
againg thewall. Thenit thrust out along, leathery tongue and started licking her blood, hissngin
mounting pleasure.

One-ear dithered over to her aswell, using his unwounded arm and a serpentine writhing of the
rest of hisbody. "Raith's second in command,” the vampire rasped. "Aswell as the White who betrayed
us. Now you're both mine."

Laratried to push the vampire licking her blood away, but she wasn't strong enough, and she il
looked dazed. " Get away from me."

"Mine," One-ear repeated. It drew Laras hair back away from her throat. The other vampire

took her hands and pinned them against the wall above her head.



One-ear touched itstongue to Lara's mouth and shivered. "I'll show you what real vampires are
like. Youll seethings differently soon. And you'll belovdy, siill. For alittlewhile. I'll enjoy that.”

Larastruggled, but the haze of confusion over her eyes did not clear, and her motionshad a
dreamlike lack of coordination. Her face took on an expression of horror as both vampires |eaned into
her, their withered teeth settling onto her flesh. They bit her, and she bucked in terror and agony. There
were ugly, durping sounds benesth LaraRaith's screams.

Which waswhat 1'd been waiting for. Once they had bitten down, | gathered up momentum as
quietly as| could, closed the last few yardsin the springing strides | would have used on afencing strip,
and drove the six-inch hedl of one of Laras black pumps as hard as| could into the space between the
unwounded vampire's shoulder blades. | had the heel of my hand and the full weight of my body behind
the blow, and | hit square and hard, so that the hedl drove into its back, just left of its spine, directly at
the vampireéswithered heart.

| didn't get the response | would have liked best. The vampire didn't disintegrate or explode into
dust. But it did convulse with asudden scream, its body going into amost the same kind of spastic
seizure the other one had displayed on having aturkey rammed through its chest. It staggered and fell to
the ground, its dead face locked into agrimace of surprise and helpless pain.

One-ear was dow to react. By thetimeit tore its mouth from the gnawed and bleeding dope of
LaraRaith'sleft breast, | had my mother's pentacle out and had focused al of my attention onit.

Now I've heard that the power of faith is Ssmply another aspect of the magic | used dl thetime.
I'vedso heard that it isacompletdly different kind of energy, totaly unrelated to the living power | fet dl
around me. Certainly it garnered avery different reaction from various supernaturd entities than my
everyday wizardry did, so maybe they weren't related at all.

But that didn't matter. | wasn't holding acrucifix in the thing'sface. | was holding the symbol of
what | believed in. Thefive-pointed star of the pentacle represented the five forces of the universe, those
of air, fire, water, earth, and of spiritua energy, laid into patterns of order and life and bound within a

circle of human thought, human will. I believed that magic was fundamentally aforce of life, of good,



something meant to protect and preserve. | believed that those who wielded it therefore had a
responsibility to use that power in the way it was meant to be used—and that was belief enough to tap
into the vast power of faith, and to direct it against One-ear.

The pentacle burst into silver and blue light, ablaze as bright as an airborne flare. One-ear's
stretched facia skin began to ped away, and the thick fluids oozing from its ruined eye socket burst into
dlver flame. The vampire screamed and threw itsaf away from that silver fire. If hed had acrony |eft,
they could have come a me from opposite directions, so that the blazing light from the pentacle could
sear only one. But hedidn't, and | followed after One-ear, keeping the pentacle held before me, my
concentration locked uponiit.

One-ear scrambled over the writhing vampire with the turkey-crushed chest, and the creature,
maybe younger or more vulnerable than itsleader, smply burgt into flame asthe pentacle glared down
upon it. I had to skip back a step from that sudden heat, and the fallen vampire was consumed by
blinding fire until nothing was|eft of it.

By thetime my eyes had adjusted to the comparative darkness of the parking lot again, One-ear
was howhere to be seen. | checked over my shoulder and saw the transformed Lara Raith straddle the
staked vampire, her eyes blazing silver and bright, her skin shining as Thomas's had. She drove blows
down at itsface, crushing it with thefirst few, then driving into its skull with sickening sguel ching sounds
during subsequent blows. She continued, screaming at the top of her lungs the whole while, until shed
crushed its face and moved onto its neck, beating it into shapeless pulp.

And then she tore the vampire's head off its shoulders, killing it.

Sherose dowly, pae eyes disant and inhuman. Her white skin was streaked with ichor of black,
brown, and dark green, mingling with the pale, pinkish blood around her cuts and the bite wounds. Her
dark hair had fallen from its mostly up style, and hung around her in awild tangle. She looked terrified
and furious and sexy ashdll.

The succubus turned hungry eyes on me, and began adow stalk forward. | let the gathered light

ease out of my pentacle. It wouldn't do me any good against Lara. "We have atruce,” | said. My voice



sounded harsh, cold, though | hadn't tried to make it that way. "Don't make me destroy you too."

She stopped in her stockinged tracks. Her expression flickered with uncertainty and fear, and she
looked a hdll of alot shorter without the do-me pumps. She shuddered and folded her arms over her
stomach, closing her eyes for amoment. The luminous, compelling glow faded from her skin, her features
becoming lessunred, if no lesslovely. When she opened her eyes again, they were dmost human. "My
family," shesaid. "l haveto get them out of here. Our truce stands. Will you help me?"

| looked &t Inari, on the ground and parayzed with pain. Thomas wasn't moving. He might have
been dead.

Laratook adeep breath and said, "Mister Dresden, | can't protect them. | need your help to get
them to safety. Please.”

Thelast word had cost her something. Somehow, | held back from agreeing to help her on pure
reflex. That is a monumentally bad idea, Harry, | cautioned myself. | shoved the knee-jerk chivalry
asdeand scowled &t Lara.

She stood facing me, her chin lifted proudly. Her injurieslooked vicious, and she had to bein
pain, but she refused to let it show on her face—except for one moment, when she glanced a Thomas
and Inari, and her eyes suddenly glistened. Thetearsfdl, but she did not alow hersdf to blink.

"Dammit.” | let out my breethin disgust at mysdlf and said, "I'll get my car.”

Chapter Eighteen

| debated talking to Arturo before| |eft but decided againgt it. Thomas and Inari were hurt, and
the sooner they got medica care, the better. Additionally, One-ear the vampire had conscioudy gotten
his own flunky immolated in order to escape. If he had some mystical method of communicating with
MamaMavra—or acell phone—she might already be on the way with reinforcements.

One-ear was till pretty new to the vampire game, and his pair of followers had been virtua



infants, and they had dmost been more than al of us could handle. Mavrawasin adifferent league
entirely. She had been killing for centuries, and the near-extermination of the Black Court had meant that
only the smartest, strongest, and most deadly of its members had survived. One-ear was dangerous
enough, but if Mavra caught usin the open, she would take us apart.

So | ran to get the Blue Bestle from the row of parking spaces near the building Arturo was
using. It was aquick run, acouple of plots up and one over from where Thomas and Inari lay. | dipped
into the building. Only a couple of people saw me, and | ignored them as| ducked into the studio doors,
seized my backpack, my coat, and the deeping puppy, and fumbled in the coat until | found my car keys.
| carried the whole kit and caboodle out to the car.

| coaxed the Beetleto life and tore down the gravel laneswith al the speed itslittle engine could
manage. The Beetles single headlight glared over Lara, who had Thomasin afireman's carry. Sheld
taken off the short black robe and had tied it into an improvised ding for Inari, who stumbled aong
behind her older sister.

| opened the doors and helped her lower Thomas into the back of the Beetle. Lara stared for a
second at my car'sinterior. It didn't look like she approved of the stripped and improvised qudity of it.
"There'sno seeat in back,” she said.

"That'swhy therésablanket,” | answered her. "Get in. How ishe?"

"Alive, for now," Larasaid. "He's breathing, but he's emptied his reserves. HEll need to refresh
them."

| paused and stared at her. ™Y ou mean he needs to feed on someone.”

Her eyesdid asdeto Inari, but the girl had her handsfull amply staying verticd through the pain,
and probably wouldn't have heard the space shuttle lifting off. Nonetheless, Laralowered her voice.
"Yes Degply.”

"Hell'sbdls" | said. | got the door for Inari and helped her into the passenger-side seat, buckled
her in, and dropped the puppy in her lap. She clutched at him with her unwounded arm, whimpering.

| got the Beetle the hell away from thelittleindustrial park. After severd moments of hurried



driving, | started to relax. | kept checking, but | saw no onefollowing me. | played afew trail-shaking
tricks, justin case, and finally felt able to speak. "I'll get you to my place” | told Lara

"Y ou can't possibly think that the basement of aboardinghouse will be secure.”

"How do you know where | live?' | demanded.

"I've read the Court's defensive assessment of your home," she said with an absent wave of her
hand.

Which was scary as hell, that someone had assessed my freaking apartment. But | wasn't going
to show her that. "It's kept me dive pretty well. Once we get there we can fort up under my heavy
defenses. Well be stuck inside, but safe until morning.”

"If you wish. But if he does not feed, Thomas will be dead within the hour.”

| spat an oath.

"Mavraknowswhere you live, in any case, Dresden. She will doubtless have some of her
personnel waiting near your gpartment.”

"True," | said. "Where ese could we go?'

"My family'shouse"

"Youdl livein Chicago?'

"Of coursenot,” Larasaid, her voicetired. "But we keep housesin severd citiesaround the
world. Thomas has been in and out of Chicago for the past two or three years, between resort vacations.
Judtineisat the house, waiting for him."

"Inari will need adoctor."

"l have one," she said. Then added, "On retainer.”

| stared at her in my rearview mirror for amoment (in which she appeared like anyone else) and
then shrugged. "Which way?'

"North dong thelake," shesaid. "I'm sorry. | don't know the street names. Turn right at the light
ahead."

She gave directions and | followed them, and | reminded mysdlf that it would be abad habit to



form. It took us better than half an hour to get up to one of the wedlthy lakeside devel opmentsthat just
about any large body of water makes inevitable. 1'd seen severa such developments during the course of
my investigations, but the area L ara directed me to was as elaborate and expensive-looking asany | had
ever seen.

The house we finaly pulled up to had multiple wings, multiple stories, and a couple of faux-castle
turrets. It had cost someone eight digits, and could have doubled as the heedquarters of thevillainina
James Bond movie. Old timber had grown up around it, and was manicured into an idyllic forest of
rolling, grass-green hummocks and beautiful, shapely treeswreathed inivy and autumn leaves. Small lit
pools were dotted here and there, each shrouded with its own low cloud of evening mist.

Thedriverolled through Little Sherwood for better than half amile, and | started fedling nervous.
If anything tried to kill me, | wastoo far away from the road to run for help. Or even to scream for it. |
shook my wrist to hear the jangle of the little slver shields on my bracelet, and made sure it was ready to
go at an ingtant's notice.

Laraspale grey eyesregarded mein the rearview mirror for amoment, and then she said,
"Dresden, you and my brother have nothing further to fear from methisnight. | will respect our truce, and
extend guest rightsto you while you arein my family'shome. And | do so sweer it."

| frowned and didn't chance alook at her eyes, eveninthe mirror. | didn't haveto. There was
something in her voice that | recognized. Cal it thering of truth.

The one advantage to deding with supernatura foeswas that the code of honor of the Old
World was accepted and expected when we negotiated with one another. A sworn oath and the
obligations of hospitality were more binding in those circles than the threat of physical force. What Lara
had offered me meant that not only would she not attempt to do me harm—she would be obligated to
protect me should anyone else attempt to do so. If shefailed in her dutiesas ahog, it would represent a
magjor loss of face, should word of it get around.

But from what I'd gathered, Larawasn't the one making al the callsin the Raith household. If

someone up the family food chain—for example, Daddy Raith—thought he could get away with it



without word leaking out, he might decide to subtract me from the old equation of life. It was ared risk,
and | didn't want to takeiit.

Thelast vampire who had offered me the hospitaity of her home, Bianca, had drugged me,
nearly killed me, manipulated meinto starting awar (which incidentally forced meinto astupidly
dangerous investigation with the Queens of Faerie), and tried to feed me to her most recent vampire
"recruit,” my former lover, Susan. There was no reason to think that Larawasn't capable of the same
treachery.

Unfortunately, my back wasn't exactly breaking under the weight of al my options. | had no idea
of how to help Thomas, and my apartment was the only placein town | would be safe. If | cut and ran
Thomaswouldn't surviveit. | didn't have anything but a strong intuition that Larawould hold to the letter
of our truce. Two seconds after it was over she'd finish what she started, sure, but in the meantime we
might be okay.

A paranoid little voice insde reminded me that Lara seemed like she was more or less on the
level, and that it should make me nervous. Their near-humanity was what made the White Court so
dangerous. I'd never come close to thinking that maybe Biancawas an okay person underneath the
blood-craving mongter. I'd known that she wasn't human, and I'd been wary every singletimeI'd
interacted with her.

| didn't get any more of a creature-feature vibe from Larathan | did from Thomas. But | had to
figure they were cut from asimilar mold. Therewould be lies under lies. | had to be paranoid, whichin
thisinstance was another word for smart. | couldn't afford to extend Laramuch trust if | wanted to avoid
arerun of the Harry Nearly Dies Because of His Stupid Chivalry Show.

| promised mysdlf that the second anything got dicey | would blast my way out of that house
through the nearest wall, incinerating first and asking questionslater. It wouldn't be the subtlest escapein
the whole world, but | was pretty sure the Raiths could afford to repair the damages. | wondered if
vampires had any trouble getting homeowner's insurance.

| pulled the Blue Besetle around the circular drivein front of Chateau Raith. Its engine shuddered,



coughed, and findly died before | could shut it down. A sdewak swept between apair of
vicious-looking stone gargoylesfour feet high, and led through arose garden bedded with pure white
gravel.

The rose vines were old ones, some of them asthick as my thumb. Their spreading tendrils
twined dl around the entirety of the garden and over the feet of the crouching gargoyles. Thelighting was
all arranged in soft blues and greens, and it made the roses on the vines look black. Thick leaves grew all
over the vines, but here and there | could see the wicked needle tips of larger-than-average thorns. The
ar wasfilled with their light, heady scent.

"Help Inari," Larasaid. "l will carry Thomas."

"Congdering that you're the onewho shot himin thefirst place, I'll carry Thomas" | said. " You
hdp Inari."

Her lips compressed dightly, but she nodded. "Asyou wish."

Damn straight, as| wish.

Laraleaned over to pull Inari from the car, but before she could touch the girl the notch-eared
puppy sprang up out of hisdeep, barking and snarling at Larain squeaky fury. Larajerked her hand
back, browslowering in congternation. "What's wrong with your animal ?"

| sighed and did into my leather duster, then came around to the passenger door. "I keep telling
everyone he's not mine." | scooped up thelittle psychopath and deposited him in one of my coat pockets.
He scrambled around in there for a minute, and then he managed to poke his head out. The puppy kept
hiseyes on Laraand kept growling. "There. Now the beast cannot harm you."

Laragave meacool look and coaxed Inari to her feet. Then she helped me draw Thomas out of
the car as gently as possible. He was flaccid and cold, his eyes entirely white, but | could hear hislabored
breathing. Without knowing the extent of the injuriesto hisupper body, | didn't darerisk afireman's
carry, S0 | got an arm under his shoulder blades and hamstrings, and lifted him like a child. He was
heavy. My shoulders screamed, and my ears started ringing with aquiet, shrill tone.

| felt dizzy for asecond, and shrugged it off with an effort of will. | couldn't afford to show any



Weakness now.

| followed Laraand Inari up the sdewalk to the house. Lara pushed a button on asmall plastic
panel beside the door and said, "Lara Raith." There was aheavy metallic click-clack, and one of the
doorsdrifted dowly in.

Just then the lights of another car swept across us. A white limo pulled in beside the Blue Bestle
onthecircular drive and cameto ahdt. A moment |ater awhite sedan pulled in behind the limo.

Thelimo'sdriver waswoman over Six feet tall wearing agrey uniform. Her hair was pulled back
inasevere braid, and she wore dark red lipstick. A tall, strong-looking manin agrey silk suit got out on
the passenger sde of the limo. | caught Sight of a shoulder rig while he was settling hisjacket. Hiseyes
swept around, taking in everything, including us at the door, the drive, the grounds, the trees, and the roof
of the house. He was checking possiblelines of fire. A bodyguard.

Simultaneoudy, another man and woman got out of the white sedan. At firgt | thought that they
were the same two people. | blinked. The man looked the same, but the second woman was wearing a
grey suit alot like the one of the man with her. Then | got it—two sets of identical twins. They al looked
wary, competent, and dangerous. They fanned out around the limo in slent coordination, like they'd done
itajilliontimes.

Then the driver opened the back door of the limo.

Theair grew suddenly colder, asif the AImighty had flicked on the air-conditioning. A man did
out of the car. He was about six feet tall, dark of hair and pale of flesh. Hewas dressed in awhite linen
suit with aslver-grey sk shirt and Italian leather shoes. There was ascarlet gem of somekind fixed to
his |eft earlobe, though hisfine, sraight hair hid it until abreeze briefly tossed the dark strandsto one
sde. He had long, spatulate fingers, broad shoulders, the eyes of adrowsy jaguar, and he was
better-looking than Thomas.

Beside me, Lara shuddered, and | heard her whisper, "Dammit, no."

The newcomer walked over to us, very dowly and ddliberately. The doublesfel into position to

his sides and behind him, and | couldn't help but think they |ooked like toys—two matched sets of



Bodyguard Barbie and Bodyguard Ken. The pale man paused beside one of the gargoyles and plucked a
stem and arose from one of the plants there. Then he gpproached again, in no hurry whatsoever,
plucking off leaves and thorns from the flower one by one.

When he was about four feet away he stopped, finaly looking up from the rose. "Ah, dearest
Lara," he murmured. His voice was deep, quiet, and as smooth as warm honey. "What a pleasant
surpriseto find you here.”

Larasexpresson dipped into aneutra mask, velling the anxiety | could fed in the tension of her
body. Sheinclined her head in a courtly nod, and left her eyes on the sidewalk.

The man smiled. His eyes swept over the rest of us meanwhile, distant and aien. "Have you been
wel?'

"Yes, my Lord."

Hislipspursed into apout. "Thisis hardly aforma occasion, little Lara. I've missed you."

Larasighed. She met my eyesfor asecond, her expression one of warning. Then she turned to
step closer to the man. She kissed his cheek without lifting her eyes and whispered, "And | you, Father."

Oh, crap.

Chapter Nineteen

Lord Raith looked Laraup and down. "That's.. . . quite anovel ensemble you're wearing."

"It's been abusy night."

Raith nodded and went to Inari, gently touching her shoulder, peering a her arm in the makeshift
ding. "What happened to you, daughter mine?"

Inari lifted eyes dull with pain and fatigue and said, "We were mugged. Or something. | think it
must have been agang. That makes sense, doesn't it?"

Raith didn't hesitate abesat. "Of course it does, dearest.” He fixed hiseyeson Laraand sad,



"How could you let something like this happen to your baby sister?”

"Forgive me, Father," Larasaid.

Raith waved agenerous hand. " She needs medica attention, Lara. | believe hospitas provide
suchathing.”

"Bruceishere," Larasaid. "I'm sure he can teke care of it."

"Which isBruce?'

| would have expected her tone to hold annoyance, but if so | didn't hear it. "The doctor.”

"He came with you from Cdifornia? How fortuitous.”

| couldn't take it anymore. "Hey, people. Chat time isover. The girl's about to pass out on her
feet. Thomasisdying. So both of you shut your mouth and help them.”

Raith whipped his head around to stare daggers at me. His voice was cold enough to merit the
use of aKevin scae. "1 do not respond well to demands.”

| ground my teeth and said, "Both of you shut your mouth and help them. Please.”

And they say | can't be diplomatic.

Raith flicked an irritated hand at the bookend brigade. Bodyguard Kens and Barbies drew their
gunsin precise unison and raised them to shoot.

"No!" Larasaid. She stepped in front of me and Thomas. "Y ou can't.”

"Can't?" Raith said. His voice was dangeroudy mild.

"They might hit Thomas"

"I am confident in their marksmanship. They will not hit him," Raith said, in atone that suggested
hewouldn't lose any deep if they did.

"I'veinvited him," Larasad.

Raith stared at her for amoment, and then in that same soft voice asked, "Why?"'

"Because we declared a twenty-four-hour truce while he asssted us," Laraanswered. "If not for
his help, we might al be dead.”

Raith's head tilted to one side. He regarded me for along moment, and then smiled. He didn't



have Thomas beat when it came to smiles. Thomass grin had so much lifeto it that it was practicaly
sentient. Lord Raith's smile made me think of sharks and skulls. "1 supposeit would be churlish toignore
my debt to you, young man. | will honor the truce and respect my daughter's invitation and hospitdity.
Thank you for your assstance.”

"Whatever," | said. "Would you both shut your mouths and help them now. Pretty please. With
sugar on top."

"I used to admire that kind of monolithic determination.” Raith waved his hand again, though his
eyes|ooked no less cold. The thugs put their guns away. One man and one woman went to Inari,
supporting her and helping her into the house. "Lara, bring your physician to her quarters, if you would.
Assuming he has mind enough |ft to treat her.”

She bowed her head again, and something told me she resented doing it.

"I'll expect you and Thomasin my chambers at dawn so that we can discuss what happened. Oh,
and if you would, Wizard Dresden—"

The King of the White Court knew me on sight. Thisjust kept getting better and better.

"—1 ara can show you where Thomass chambers are. That girl of hisisthere, | think." Lord
Raith drifted into the house, paced by hisretainers.

By my count, there were gtill two whole goons available for Thomastoting, but | grunted like a
big tough guy and set out to do it mysalf. We started walking into the house. "Nice guy,” | commented to
Lara | wasalittle short of breath. "And | was al worried about meeting him."

"I know," Laramurmured. "He was redly quite pleasant.”

"Except for theeyes" | said.

She glanced a me again, something like approval in her features. ™Y ou saw that."

"That'swhat | do."

She nodded. " Then please believe mewhen | say that deception iswhat we do, wizard. My
father does not like you. | suspect he wishesto kill you."

"| get thet alot.”



She amiled a me, and | got hit with another surge of lus—maybe one that wasn't entirely
inspired by her come-hither mojo. She was a smart, tough lady, and had plenty of courage. | had to
respect that. And she was gliding aong beside me dressed in skimpy black lingerie. Admittedly, the
blood and ichor detracted from the overall look, but it gave me a good excuse to see the rest of her while
making my assessment.

Wewent up ashallow, curving stairwell and down along hall. | tried to stick mental landmarks
into my memory o that I'd be ableto leave in ahurry if | needed to. My vision blurred for amoment,
and the high-pitched buzzing in my earsincreased in volume. | took a bresth and steadied myself against
thewall.

"Here," Larasaid. Sheturned to me and took Thomeas. Either she was stronger than me or she
was good at acting likeit was no big dedl. Probably both.

| rolled my aching shouldersin relief. "Thanks. How ishe?"

"The bulletsaren't going to kill him," she said. "Hed have died dready. The Hunger may finish
him, though."

| arched an eyebrow at her in question.

"The Hunger," she repeated. "Our need to feed. The angdl of our darker natures. We can draw
upon it to give usakind of strength, but it'slikefire. It can turn on you if you don't keep it under control.
Right now Thomasis so hungry that he can't think. Can't move. HEll be dl right once he feeds.”

| felt anitch on the back of my neck and checked over my shoulder. "Y our father'sdriver is
talling us"

Laranodded. "Shell dispose of the body."

| blinked. "I thought you said hewas going to bedl right.”

"Hewill be)" Larasaid, her tone carefully neutra. "Jugtinewont.”

What?"

"He'stoo hungry,” Larasaid. "Hewon't be able to control himsdlf.”

"Fuck that," | said. "That isn't going to happen.”



"Then hell die” Larasaidtiredly. "Thisisthe door to hissuite.”

She stopped at adoor, and with my reflexes on automatic pilot | opened it for her. We went into
arather large room dominated by asunken pit in the floor. The carpet was lush, adark crimson, pillows
were al over, and asmoking brazier rested in the center of the pit. The air was heavy with sweet incense.
Quiet jazz drifted through the room from speakers | couldn't see.

On the opposite side of the room, a curtain twitched and then the girl appeared from what was
evidently aroom beyond. Justine's shoulder-length dark hair had been striped with trendy strands of dark
blue and deep purple. She wore awhite bathrobe severa sizestoo large for her and looked rumpled
from deep. She blinked dark, deepy eyes and then gasped and rushed toward us. " Thomas? My God!"

| looked back over my shoulder. The driver stood just outside the doorway, Speaking quietly into
acdlular phone.

Laracarried Thomas down into the pit and carefully laid him upon the pillows and cushions,
Jugtine at her sde. Thegirl'sface wastwisted in anxiety. "Harry? What happened to him?"

Laraglanced up and me and said, "1 need to make sure Inari is cared for. If you will excuse me.”
| didn't, but sheleft the room anyway.

Justine stared up at me, fear and confusion on her face. "I don't understand.”

"Larashot him,” | said quietly. "And then some Black Court gorillasjumped us."

"Lara?"

"Didn't seem like she liked the idea, but she sure as hdll gave it awhirl. Larasaid held spent his
reservesfighting, and that hewould dieif hedidn't feed.”

Justing's eyesflicked up to the doorway. She saw the driver standing outside. Justine'sface
blanched.

"Oh," shewhispered.

Tearsformed in her eyes.

"Oh, no. No, no," shesaid. "My poor Thomas."

| stepped forward. ™Y ou don't have to do this."



"But hell die”

"Do you think hed want it to be you instead?'

Her lipstrembled and she closed her eyesfor amoment. "1 don't know. I've seen him. | know
therésapart of him that wantsto."

"And there's another part that doesn't,” | said. "That would want you to be alive and happy.”

She sattled on her knees beside Thomas, staring down at him. She put her fingers on his cheek,
and he moved for thefirgt time since the fight with One-ear. He turned his head and placed a soft kisson
Jugtine's hand.

The girl shivered. "He might not take too much. Hetries so hard not to take too much. Not to
hurt me. He might stop himsdif.”

"Doyouredly bdievethat?"

Shewas slent for along moment, and then said, "It doesn't matter. | can't stand by and let him
diewhen| can hep him."

"Why not?'

Shelooked up a me, her eyes steady. "I love him."

"Youreaddicted to him," | said.

"That too," she agreed. "But it doesn't change anything. | love him."

"Evenif it killsyou?' | asked.

She bowed her head, gently stroking Thomas's cheek. "Of course.”

| started to refute her, but just then the rush of energy from the silver belt buckle petered out. |
garted trembling violently. The pain of my injuries rushed back over me. Fatigue settled onto melikea
backpack full of lead. My thoughts turned to exhausted dudge.

| vagudly remember Justine cgjoling meto my feet and guiding me back through one of the
curtainsto alavish bedroom. She hel ped me onto the bed and said, "Y ou'll tell him for me, won't you?"
Shewas crying through asmdl amile. "Youll tell himwhat | said? That | love him?"

Theroom was spinning, but | promised her that | would.



She kissed my forehead and gave me asad smile. "Thank you, Harry. Y ou've aways helped us.”

My vision narrowed to agrey tunnel. | tried to get back up again, but | could barely manage to
turn my head.

So dl | could do was watch Justine dide out of the bathrobe and |eave the roomto go to
Thomeas.

And to her death.

Chapter Twenty

Sometimes you wake up and theres alittle voice insde your head that tells you that today isa
specid day. For alot of kids, it sometimes happens on their birthdays and aways on Christmas morning.
| remember exactly one of those Christmases, when | waslittle and my dad was il dive. | feltit again
eight or nine years later, the morning that Justin DuM orne came to pick me up from the orphanage. | felt
it one more time, the morning Justin brought Elaine home from whatever orphanage she had beenin.

And now the little voice was telling me to wake up. That it was apecia day.

My little voiceis somekind of psycho.

| opened my eyes and found myself on abed the Sze of asmal aircraft carrier. Therewaslight
coming into the room from beneath a curtain, but it wasn't enough to see more than vague outlines. |
ached from dmost adozen minor cuts and abrasions. My throat burned with thirst, and my belly with
hunger. My clothes were spattered in blood (and worse), my face was rough with the shadow of a
beard, my hair was so mussed that it was approaching trendy, and | can't even imagine what | would
have smdled like to anyonewalking in. | needed a shower.

| dipped out into the entrance room, around the passion pit and its pillows. Therewasn't a
corpselying in the pit or anything, but then that's what the driver had been for. The paelight of predawn

colored the sky deep blue through a nearby window. 1'd been down for only afew hours. Timeto get



into the car and get gone.

| opened the door to leave Thomas's chambers, but it was locked. | checked, but it was using at
least apair of key-only padlocks and maybe some kind of emergency bolt aswell. Therewasno way |
could openit.

"Fine. We do thisHulk style." | took afew steps back, focused on thewall | thought closest to
the outside, and began to draw in my will. | took it dow, concentrating, so that | would have the best
chance of keeping the spell under control. "Mister McGee, don't make me angry,” | muttered at the wall.
"Y ou wouldn't like mewhen I'm angry.”

| was about to huff and puff and blow the wall down when the door rattled, clicked, and opened.
Thomas entered, looking as he dways did, though this time he wore khakis and awhite cotton turtleneck.
He had along coat of brown leather draped over his shoulders, and agym bag in hishand. Hefroze
when he saw me. His expression showed something | didn't think 1'd ever seen in him before—shame.
Helooked down, avoiding my eyes.

"Harry," he said quietly. " Sorry about the door. Had to make sure you got left alone until you
woke up."

| didn't say anything. But | remembered my last sight of Justine. Fury, pure and smple, flooded
through me.

"| brought you some clothes, some towels." Thomas tossed the gym bag underhand. It [anded on
my foot. "There's aguest room two doors down on your left. Y ou can use the shower in there.”

"How's Jugtine?' | asked. My voice wasflat and hard.

He stood there without lifting his eyes.

| felt my hands clench into angry figts. | redlized that | was barely abreath away from attacking
Thomas with my bare hands. "That'swhat | thought,” | said. | walked past him to the door. "I'll clean up
a home™"

"Hary."

| stopped. His voice was raw with emotion, and sounded like he was trying to speak through a



throat full of bitter mud. "I wanted you to know. Justine. . . | tried to stop intime. | didn't want to hurt
her. Never."

"Yeah," | sad. "Y ou had good intentions. That makesit dl right.”

Hefolded hisarms over his somach, asif nauseous, and bowed his head. Hislong hair veiled his
face. "l never pretended | wasn't . . . apredator, Harry. | never claimed she was anything but what she
was. Food. You knew it. Sheknew it. | didn't lie to anyone.”

| had abunch of vicious answers| could have used, but | went with, "Before she went to you last
night, Justine asked meto tell you that she loved you."

Short of shoving arunning chain saw into Thomass guts, | don't think I could have hurt him any
more. He didn't look up when | spoke, and he started trembling with rapid breaths. "Don't go yet. | need
to talk to you. Please. There are things happening that—"

| started walking out, and heard myself put every bit of caustic contempt | could into the words:
"Make an gppointment a my office.”

Hetook a step after me. "Dresden, Mavra knows about this house. For your own sake, at least
wait for sunrise”

He had apoint. Dammit. Sunrise would send the Black Court back to their hidey holes, and if
they had any morta accomplices, it would at least mean that | would only be up againgt run of the mill
weapons and tactics. Arturo probably wouldn't be awake at the moment, and Murphy would just now
be getting dressed and heading for the gym. Bob would stay out until the last minute he possibly could, so
I'd have to wait for sunriseto talk to him anyway. | had alittle timeto kill.

"All right," | said.

"Doyoumindif tdl you afew things?'

"Yes" | sad. "l mind."

Hisvoice broke. "Dammit, do you think | wanted this?"

"| think you hurt and used someone who loved you. A woman. Asfar as1'm concerned, you

don't exist. Y ou look like aperson, but you aren't. | should have remembered that from the beginning.”



"Harry—"

Anger flared up in melikeawall of red flame behind my eyes. | shot alook at Thomas over my
shoulder that made him flinch. "Be satisfied with nonexistence, Thomas," | said. "Y ou're lucky you haveit.
It'sthe only thing keeping you dive."

| dammed the door behind me as| |eft his chambers. | dammed open the door to the guest room
he'd mentioned. And then dammed it behind me, which was starting to seem alittle childish, even through
ahaze of bitter anger. | tried to take deep breaths and got the shower going.

Hot water. Y e gods. There are no words to describe how good a hot shower feels after several
years of living with no water heater of your own. | broiled mysdf for awhile, and found soap, shampoo,
shaving cream, and arazor waiting on ashdf inside the shower. | availed mysdf of them and began to
cam down. | figured that once | got some coffee | might be dmost stable again.

| guessif Lord Raith could afford a house that size, he could afford awater heater to match it,
because | ran the shower ashot as | could stand for dmost half an hour and it never got cold. When | got
out, the bathroom mirror was steamed up and the air was thick and wet enough to suffocate me. |
dapped my towd over dl thewet bits, tied it to my waist, and left the bathroom for the guest bedroom.
Theair was cooler and drier and it made it apleasureto smply inhale.

| opened the sports bag Thomas had thrown me. It held a pair of blue jeans that looked more or
lessmy szeand apair of plain grey athletic socks. Then | found what | thought at first was acircustent,
but it turned out to be an enormous Hawaiian shirt with lots of blue and orangein itsflowered pattern.

| looked at the thing skepticaly while | put on the jeans. They fit pretty well. Thomas hadn't
included any clean underwear, which waslikely just aswell. I'd rather go commando than wear undies
that may have outlived their previous owner. | zipped up the jeans with considerable caution. A nearby
dresser had amirror oniit, and | went to it to comb my hair while working up the nerve to put on the
shirt.

Inari'simage stood in the mirror, staring at my back. My heart flew up into my throat, then past it

into my brain and out the top of my skull. "Holy crap!™ | sputtered.



| turned to face her. She was wearing acute little pink deep shirt with prints of Winnie the Pooh
al over it. The shirt would have falen to midthigh on ashorter or younger girl, but on Inari it barely
managed to escape indecency. Her right arm was wrapped to the elbow in ablack plaster cast. Her left
was cradled againgt her body, and she held the notch-eared puppy in it. He looked restless and unhappy.

"Hello," Inari said. Her voice was very soft and her eyes were distant and unfocused. Alarm bells
gtarted going off in my head. "Y our pet got out into the manor last night,” she went on. "Father asked me
to find him and bring him back to you."

"Oh," I said. "Uh. Thank you, | guess. Don't let me keep you waiting. Just put him on the bed."

Instead of doing so, she stared at me—specificaly, a my chest. ™Y ou have more musclethan |
would have thought. And scars." Her eyesflicked down to the puppy. When she looked back at me,
they had turned a pale shade of grey, and over the next severa secondsthat color gained ametalic
sheen. "l cameto thank you. Y ou saved my lifelast night.”

"Welcome," | said. "Puppy on the bed, please?!

She did forward and lowered the little dog to the bed. He looked tired, but he started a quiet
little warning growl, hiseyes on Inari. After she put the dog down, she kept taking dow, sinuous steps
toward me. "I don't know what it is about you. Y ou're fascinating. |'ve been wanting the chance to speak
withyou dl night.”

| did my best not to notice the dmost serpentine grace of her movements. If | noticed them too
hard, I'd gart ignoring everything e se.

"I've never felt thisbefore," Inari continued, amost to hersdlf. Her eyes stayed locked on my bare
chest. "About anyone.”

She got close enough that | could smell her perfume, a scent that made my kneeswobble for a
second. Her eyes had become a shade of brightest slver, inhumanly intense, and | shivered as a gpasm of
raw physical need shot through me—different from when Lara had hit me with the come-hither, but just
as potent. | had aflash image of pressing Inari down onto the bed and tearing the swest little nightshirt off

of her, and | closed my eyesto shoveit away.



It must have taken longer than it seemed, because the next thing | knew, Inari pressed herself to
me. She shivered and ran her tongue over my collarbone. | nearly jumped out of my borrowed jeans. |
blinked my eyes open, lifted ahand, and opened my mouith to protest, but Inari pressed her mouth to
mine and guided my hand down to brush against something naked and smooth and delicious. Therewas
apanicked second in which some part of me redized that my caution hadn't been enough—that 1'd been
compromised and taken. But that part quickly shut up, because Inari's mouth on mine was the sweetest
thing I'd ever tasted. The puppy continued growling hislittle warning, but it didn't matter, either.

Wed gotten to some serioudy heavy bresthing when Inari tore her lips from my mouth, panting,
her mouth swollen with the heated kisses. Her eyes flashed pure and empty white, and her skin began to
grow luminous and pearlescent. | tried to fumble some words out of my mouith, to tell her to stop. They
didn't get past my tingling lips. She hooked one long leg behind one of mine and pressed in with asudden
and inhuman strength to dather aline of licking, wet kisses across my throat. Cold started spreading
through me—delicious, sweet cold that stole warmth and strength even as the pleasure began.

And then the damnedest thing happened.

Inari let out a panicked shriek and staggered back from me. Shefell to the floor on the other side
of the guest room, gasping. Shelifted her head amoment later to look a me, her eyes hazed with
confusion and their origina color again.

Her mouth had been burned. | saw blistersrising around her lips. "What?' she sammered. "What
happened? Harry? What are you doing here?”

"Leaving," | said. | till felt short of breath, asif 1'd been sprinting rather than doing energetic
kissing. | turned from her, stuffed the dirty clothesin my pack, and pulled my duster on. | plopped the
puppy down in hisusua pocket and said, "I've got to get out of here.”

Just then Thomas dammed the door open, his eyeswild. He looked from Inari to me and back,
and exhaded, evidently trying to relax. "Thank God. Areyou both dl right?!

"My mouth," Inari said, her tone still deepy and bewildered. "It hurts. Thomas? What happened

to me?' She started hyperventilating. "What's happening? Those things last night, and you were hurt, and



your eyeswere white, Thomas. | ... what...?

Ow. It was painful to watch her. 1'd seen people who had suddenly been shocked out of their
innocence to the existence of the supernatura before, but it had rarely been something this sudden and
terrifying. | mean, my God. The girl'sfamily wasn't what she thought they were. They were dso apart of
this nightmarish new redlity, and they had done nothing to prepare her for it.

"Inari,” Thomas said gently. "Y ou need to rest. Y ou've barely dept and your arm needstimeto
hedl. Y ou should get to bed."

"How can 17" she said. Her voice arted shaking and cracking, asif she were weeping, but no
tearsfell. "How can 1?1 don't know who you are. | don't know who | am. I've never felt anythinglike
that. What's happening to me?"

Thomas sighed and kissed her forehead. "Well tak, soon. All right? I'll give you some answers.
But first you haveto rest."

Sheleaned againgt him and closed her eyes. "I felt so empty, Thomas. And my mouth hurts.”

He picked her up like achild and said, "Shhhh. WEll take care of it. Y ou can degp in my room
for now. All right?"

"All right," she said. She closed her eyes and leaned her head againgt his shoulder.

Still damp from the shower, | grew cold enough to bite the bullet, take off my duster, and put on
the Hawaiian shirt. The duster went on over it, which went along way toward neutrdizing the shirt's
presence. | packed up everything to go and headed for the door. Thomaswas just leaving hisroom
again, locking it up behind him.

| stared at his profile. He cared for Inari. That much was obvious. And whether he wanted to
admit it or not, he had cared for Justine aswdll. | felt cold, bitter anger run through mewhen | thought of
Justine, who had risked her life for him on at least one other occasion. Who had given up her lifefor him
last night. The sheer, vicious passion of my anger surprised me. And then | had another intuition.

He hadn't meant it to happen. Thomas may have hurt or killed the woman he loved, but the anger

| felt wasn't solely areaction to what he'd done. | was standing on the outside thistime, but 1'd seen this



stuation before, when the Red Court had destroyed Susan'slife. | would never have wished harm on
Susan, not in athousand years, but the fact remained that if she hadn't been going out with me, she
probably would gtill bein Chicago, writing her column for the Midwest Arcane. And shewould till be
humen.

That'swhy | felt such anger and shame when | looked a Thomas. | was staring into amirror, and
| didn't likewhat | saw there.

I'd dl but destroyed mysdlf in the wake of Susan's transformation. For dl | knew, right now
Thomas was worse off than I'd been. At least I'd saved Susan'slife. I'd lost her asalover, but shewas
dill avitd, strong-willed woman determined to forge alife for hersdf—just not with me. Thomaswould
not have even that much consolation. Hed been the one to pull the trigger, so to speak, and hisremorse
was tearing him apart.

| shouldn't have tried to hurt him more. | shouldn't have started chucking stones from within my
own glassdomicile,

"She knew what shewas doing,” | said into the silence. "She knew therisk. She wanted to help
you."

Thomass mouth twisted into a bitter smile. "Y eah."

"It wasn't your decision at that point, Thomas."

"I wasthe only onethere. If it wasn't my cdl then whose wasit?'

"Y our dad and Laraknew Justine was important to you?"

He nodded.

"They set her up,” | said. "They could have handed you anyone. But they knew Justine was here.
Y our father gave Lara specific instructions to take you to your room. And from what Lara said on the
way herein the car, she knew what he was going to do."

Thomeas lifted his eyes. He stared at his door for amoment and then said, "I see” Heclenched a
hand into afigt. "But it hardly matters now."

| couldn't refute that. "What | said was out of line."



He shook hishead. "No. Y ou wereright.”

"Right isn't the samething as crudl. I'm sorry."

Thomas shrugged and we said nothing more on the meatter.

"I've got placesto go," | said, heading down the hdl. "If you want to talk, walk me out."

"Not that way," Thomas said quietly. He stared at me for aminute and then nodded, some of the
tenson leaving him. "Come on. I'll take you around the guards and monitors. If my father seesyou
leaving, hemight try to kill you again.”

| turned around and fdll into step beside Thomas. The puppy whimpered and | scratched him
behind the ears. "What do you mean, again?'

He spoke quietly, hiseyesflat. "Inari. He sent her to you when he saw that you left my
chambers”

"If he wanted me dead, why didn't he just come and do it?"

"It isn't how the White Court fights, Harry. We use misdirection, seduction, manipulation. We use
othersasingruments.”

"So your dad used Inari."

Thomas nodded. "He intended her to have you as her firgt."

"Um. Firs what?"

"Frd lover,” Thomassad. "Firs kill."

| swallowed. "I don't think she knew what shewasdoing,” | sad.

"Shedidn't. In my family, we start off lifelike any other kid. Just . . . people. No Hunger. No
feeding. No vampire stuff at al.”

"l didn't know that."

"Not many do. But it comes on you eventually, and she's about the right age. The panic and the
trauma must have acted like a catalyst on her Hunger." He stopped by a panel in the wall and nudged it
with hiship. 1t did open, revedling adim corridor between interior walls. He went down it. "Between

that, the painkillers, and the exhaustion, she didn't know what was going on."



"Lameguess” | sad. "Thefirg feedingislethd.”

"Always," Thomassad.

"But she's young and could be forgiven aloss of control under the circumstances. So | end up
dead and it'sabelievable accident. Raith is clear of any blame."

" egh”

"Why the hell hasn't anyonetold her, Thomas? What sheis? What theworld isredly like?"

"We're not dlowed,” Thomas said quietly. "We haveto keep it from her. It's my father's slandard
procedure. | didn't know when | was her age, either.”

"That'sinsane,”" | said.

Thomas shrugged. "Hed kill usif we disobeyed.”

"What happened to her mouth? | mean, uh, | wasn't exactly feding observant when it happened.
I'm not surewhat | saw.”

Thomas frowned. We left the concedled passage for adimly lit room halfway between aden and
alibrary, thick with books and comfortable leather chairs and the scent of pipe smoke. "I don't want to
get too persond,” Thomas said. "But who wasthe last person you were with?!

"Uh, you. During thiswalk."

Heralled hiseyes. "Not like that. In the biblical sense.”

"Oh." The question made mefed uncomfortable, but | said, "Susan.”

"Ah," Thomassaid. "No wonder."

"No wonder what?"

Thomas stopped. His eyes were haunted, but he was clearly making an effort to focus on the
answer. "Look. Whenwefeed . . . we mingle our liveswith the prey. Blend them together. Transform a
portion of their life into ours and then pull it away with us. Got it?"

"Okay."

"Itisn't al that different between human beings,” he said. "Sex ismore than just sensation. It'sa

union of the energy of two lives. And it'sexplosive. It'sthe processfor cregting life. For creating anew



soul. Think about that. Power doesn't get more dangerous and volatile than that."

| nodded, frowning.

"Loveisanother kind of power, which shouldn't surprise you. Magic comes from emations,
among other things. And when two people are together, in that intimacy, when they redlly, sdflesdy love
each other it changesthem both. It lingers on in the energy of their lives, even when they are gpart.”

N

"Andit'sdeadly to us. We caninspire lugt, but it'sjust ashadow. Anillusion. Loveisadangerous
force" He shook his head. "Lovekilled the dinosaurs, man.”

"I'm pretty sure ameteor killed the dinosaurs, Thomas.”

He shrugged. "There's atheory making the rounds now that when the meteor hit it only killed off
the big stuff. That there were plenty of smaler reptiles running around, about the same size asdl the
mammals a the time. The reptiles should have regained their position eventudly, but they didn't, because
the mammals could fed love. They could be utterly, evenirrationdly devoted to their mates and their
offspring. It made them more likdly to survive. Thelizards couldn't do that. The meteor hit gavethe
mammalstheir shot, but it was love that turned thetide."

"Whet the hell does that have to do with Inari getting burned?”

"Aren't you ligening? Loveisaprima energy, Harry. To actudly touch that kind of power hurts
us. It burns. We can't take any energy that's been touched by love. It dampens our ability to cause lust,
aswell. Even the trappings of love between two people can be dangerous. Larals got acircular scar on
the palm of her left hand where she picked up the wrong wedding ring. My cousin Madeline picked up a
rose that had been a gift between lovers, and the thorns poisoned her so badly shewasin bed for a
week.

"The last time you were with anyone, it waswith Susan. Y ou love each other. Her touch, her love
isgtill uponyou, and il protecting you.”

"If that'strue, then why | am il adjusting my pants every time Larawaks by?'

Thomas shrugged. ™Y ou're human. She'slovely and you haven't gotten any in awhile. But trust



me, Harry. None of the White Court could wholly control or feed from you now."

| frowned. "But it was ayear ago.”

Thomas shrugged. "If there hasn't been anyone dse, then it's till the strongest touch of another
lifeon your own."

"How areyou defining love?'

"Itisnt asmpleformula, Harry. I'm not sure. | recognizeit when | seeit.”

"So what'slove look like?"

"Y ou can have everything in the world, but if you don't have love, none of it means crep,” he said
promptly. "Loveis patient. Loveiskind. Love dwaysforgives, trusts, supports, and endures. Love never
fails. When every star in the heavens grows cold, and when silence lies once more on the face of the
deep, three thingswill endure: faith, hope, and love.”

"And the greatest of theseislove" | finished. "That'sfrom the Bible."

"Firgt Corinthians, chapter thirteen,” Thomas confirmed. "I paraphrased. Father makesadl of us
memorize that passage. Like when parents put those green yucky-face stickers on the poisonous cleaning
products under the kitchen sink.”

It made sense, | guess. "What do you want to talk to me about?"

Thomas opened adoor on the far side of thelibrary and dipped into along, quiet room. He
flipped on the lights. Therewasthick grey carpeting on the ground. The wallswere grey aswell, and
track lighting overhead splashed warm light over arow of portraits hung across three wals of the room.
"You'reactualy here. | mean, | never thought you would bein one of our homes—even this one, near
Chicago. And | need you to see something,” he said quietly.

| followed himin. "What?'

"Portraits,” Thomas said. "Father dways paints aportrait of the women who bear him children.
Look at them."

"What am | looking for?'

"Just look."



| frowned a him but sarted on the left wall. Raith was no douch asapainter. Thefirg portrait
was of atal woman with Mediterranean coloring, dressed in clothes that suggested she had lived in the
sxteenth or seventeenth century. A golden plate at the base of the portrait read, EMILIA
ALEXANDRIA SALAZAR. | followed the paintings around the room. For someone who was
supposedly feeding on people through sex, Raith had done comparatively little begetting. | was just
guessing, but it didn't look like any two portraits happened within twenty or thirty years of each other.
The costumes progressed through the history of fashion, steadily growing closer to the present day.

The next-to-last portrait was of awoman with dark hair, dark eyes, and sharp features. She
wasn't precisdy pretty, but she was definitely attractive in agtriking, intriguing sense. She sat on astone
bench wearing along, dark skirt and a deep crimson cotton blouse. Her head had an arrogant tilt to it,
her mouth held asalf-amused smile, and her arms rested on the back of the bench on either side of her,
casualy claming the entire space as her own.

My heart started pounding. Hard. Stars went over my vision. | struggled to focus on the golden
namepl ate beneath the portrait.

It reed, MARGARET GWENDOLYN LEFAY.

| recognized her. | had only one picture to remember her by, but | recognized her.

"My mother,” | whispered.

Thomas shook his head. He dipped afew fingers under the turtleneck and drew out asilver
chain. He passed it to me, and | saw that the chain held asilver pentacle much like my own.

Infact, precisdly likemy own.

"Not yours, Harry," Thomas said, his voice quiet and serious.

| stared at him.

"Our mother," he said.

Chapter Twenty-one



| stared at him hard, my heart lurching with shock, and my view narrowed down to agrey tunnel
centered on Thomas. Silencefilled the room.

"Yourelying," | said.

"I'mnot.”

"Youmust be"

"Why?"' he asked.

"Because that'swhat you do, Thomas. You lie. Y ou use people and you lie."

"I'mnot lying thistime."

"Yeah, you are. And | don't have timeto put up with thiscrap.” | started for the door.

Thomasgot in my way. "Y ou can't ignorethis, Harry."

"Move"

"But we—"

My vison went red with rageand | hit him in the face for the second timein six hours. Hefdl to
thefloor, twisted his hips, and swept my legs out from under me. | hit the ground, and Thomas piled onto
me, going for an armlock. | got aleg underneath me and sank my teeth into hisarm as hetried to get it
around my neck. | pushed up and dammed him againgt awall with my body, and we both staggered
gpart. Thomas got to hisfeet, scowling a hisarmwherel bit him. | leaned against the wall, panting.

"It'sthetruth," he said. Hewasn't aswinded as | was from the brief scuffle. "I swear it."

A hdf-hysericd chuckle dipped out of my mouth. "Wait, I've seen this one before. Thisiswhere
you say, 'Search your fedlings; you know it to betrue.”

Thomas shrugged. "Y ou wanted to know why I'd been hel ping you. Why | risked mysdlf for you.
Now you know why."

"| don't believeyou."

"Heh," Thomassaid. "1 told you that, too."

| shook my head. "Y ou said it yourself: Y ou use people. | think you're playing me against your



father somehow.”

"It might work out that way," he said. "But that's not why | asked you to help Arturo.”

"Why then?'

"Because he's a decent man who doesn't deserve to get killed, and there's no way | could have
doneit on my own."

| thought that over for amoment and then said, "But that's not dl of it."

"What do you mean?"'

"Inari. Y ou went nuts when that vamp was on her. Where does shefit in?"

Thomas leaned up againgt the wall beside my mother's portrait. He pushed his hair back from his
face with one hand. " She hasn't been taken by her Hunger yet,” he said. "Once she starts feeding it there's
no going back. Shell be liketherest of us. My father is pushing her toward that point. | want to stop
hm"

"Why?

"Becauseif . . . if she'sinlove, that first time, it could kill her Hunger. Sheld befree. | think she's
mature enough to be capable of that love now. There€'s ayoung man she'sall twitterpated about.”

"Bobby?" | blurted. "The macho violent kid?"

"Give him abreak. How insecure would you be if you were planning on spending the day having
sex on camerain front of the girl you'd like to ask to dinner?”’

"Thismight shock you, but I've never redlly considered that question before.”

Thomas pressed hislips together for amoment and then said, "'If the kid loves her in return, then
she could have alife. She could be free of the kinds of things that—" His voice broke. He had to cough
before he continued. "Things like what happened to Justine. Like what my father has doneto my other
Sges”

"What do you mean, done to them?"

"He establishes that heistheir superior. He overpowersthem. Pits his Hunger againgt theirs.”

My stomach twisted. ™Y ou mean hefeedson hisown . . ." | couldn't finish the sentence.



"Do you need meto paint you apicture? It's the traditiond way to settle family differencesin dl
the Houses of the White Court."

| shuddered and looked up at my mother's portrait. "God. That's hideous."

Thomas nodded, his expression bleak and hard. "Larais one of the most capable, intelligent
people I've ever met. But around him, she turnsinto an obedient dog. He's broken her to hiswill. Forced
her to crave what he doesto her. | won't let that happen to Inari. Not when she could make her own
life"

| frowned. "Won't that bring your dad down on you? Force him to try to make you like them?”

Thomas grimaced. "Histastes don't run that way."

"Smadl mercy, | guess.”

"Not redlly. He doesn't want to keep me around. It'sjust amatter of time before he comes after
me. His sons, every last one of them, died under suspicious circumstances that can't be traced back to
him. I'm thefirs maeto liveaslong as| have. Partly thanksto you." He closed hiseyes. "And partly
thanksto Justine.”

"Hell'sbdls" | said quietly. The whole thing was dmost ridiculous. "So let me get thisSraight.

Y ou want meto help save the girl, overthrow the dark lord, and defend the innocents terrorized by dark
magic,”" | said. "And you want meto do it because you're my long-lost half brother, who needs someone
noble to stand beside him in desperate battle for what's right.”

He grimaced. "That phrasing hasway more melodramain it than | would have used.”

"Y ou've got to be kidding me. That'saredly lame con.”

"Give me some credit, Dresden.” He sighed. "I know how to con. If you wereredly just another
mark, 1'd have come up with a better story."

"Forgetit," | said. "If you'd been straight with me to begin with maybe I'd help. But this bullshit
about my mother isover theline.

"She's my mother too,” he said. "Harry, you knew she wasn't exactly white as the driven snow. |

know you've learned alittle over the years. She was one hell of adangerous witch, and she kept some



bad company. Some of it waswith my father."

"You'relying," | growled. "What proof have you got?'

"Would anything satisfy you?" he demanded. " Proof is something you use with rationa people,
and right now you aren't.”

The anger started fading alittle. | hadn't gotten much rest, and wastoo tired to keep it up. |
ached. | did down thewadll until | wasgitting. | rubbed at my eyes. "It doesn't make any sense. What
would she have been doing hanging around with your father?"

"God knows," Thomas said. "All | know is that there was some sort of business between them. It
developed into something el se. Father was trying to snare her permanently, but she wound up being too
strong for him to completely enthrall. She escaped him when | was about five. From what |'ve been able
to learn, she met your father the next year when she was on the run.”

"Running fromwho?"

He shrugged. "Maybe my father. Maybe some people in the Courts or on the Council. | don't
know. She'd gotten into some bad business and she wanted out. Whoever shewasin it with didn't want
her gone. They wanted her dead.” He spread his hands, pam up. "That's amost everything | know,
Harry. | tried to learn dl | could about her. But no one would talk to me."

My eydidsfelt gummy. My chest hurt. | looked up at the portrait of my mother. Shewasa
woman of evident vitality, life flowing from her and around her, even in the painting. But I'd never gotten
the chance to know her. Shedied in the deivery room.

Damnit dl, what if Thomaswas playing it straight with me? It would mean thet | knew alittle
more about why the White Council al watched melike | was Lucifer, the Next Generation. It would
mean being forced to accept that my mother was involved in bad business. Scary, big, bad business of
onekind or another.

And it would mean that maybe | wasn't entirely donein thisworld. There might be family for me.
Blood of my blood.

The thought made my chest hurt worse. Asachild, I'd fantasized for hours at atime about having



afamily. Brothers and ssters, parents who cared, grandparents, cousins, aunts and uncles—just like
everyoneelse. A group of people who would stick together through everything, because that's what
families do. Someone who would accept me, welcome me, maybe even be proud of me and desire my
company.

| never celebrated Christmas as akid, after my dad died. It hurt too much. Hell, it still hurt too

But if | had ared family, then maybe things could change.

| looked up. Thomass face had always been difficult to read, but | saw another mirror of mysalf
there. He was having some of the same thoughts as me. | wondered if held been lonely, like | had.
Maybe he'd daydreamed about afamily who wouldn't be trying to manipulate him, control him, or smply
kill him.

But | stopped myself before | could follow that line of thought. Things were just too dangerous,
and thisissue too sengtive. | wanted, on some levd, to believe Thomeas. | wanted to believe him very
much.

Whichwaswhy | couldn't afford to take any chances.

After along moment, hesaid, "I'm not lying to you."

My voice came out Soft, quiet, and calm. "Then proveit.”

"How?" he asked. He sounded tired. "How the hell am | supposed to proveit to you?'

“Look a me"

Hefroze, hiseyes ill onthefloor. "1 don'. . . | don't think that would accomplish anything,
Harry."

"Okay," | said. | sarted to rise. "Which way ismy car?

Helifted ahand. "Wait. All right,” he said. He grimaced. "I was hoping to avoid this. | don't
know what you're going to seeif you look in there. | don't know if you'll till fedl the same way about
me"

"Ditto," | said. "Wed better st down.”



"How long will it take?" he asked.

"Seconds" | said. "Fedslonger.”

He nodded. We sat down about two feet from each other, cross-legged on the floor at the foot
of my mother's portrait. Thomas took a deep breath and then lifted his grey eyesto mine.

The eyesare awindow to the soul. Literally. Looking someone steedily inthe eyesisan
uncomfortable, intense experience for anyone. If you don't believe me, pick astranger sometime, and just
go up to them and stare them in the eye until that moment when there's a sudden acknowledgment of
lowered barriers, that moment that inspires awkward silences and racing hearts. The eyesreved alot
about a person. They express emotions and give cluesto what thoughts are lurking behind them. One of
thefirst thingswe all learn to recognize, asinfants, are the eyes of whoever istaking care of us. We know
from the cradle how important they are.

For wizards like me, that kind of eye contact is even more intense, and even more dangerous.
Looking into someone's eyes shows mewhat they are. | seeitinalight of eementa truth so clear and
bright that it burnsit into my head forever. | see the core of who and what they are during a soulgaze, and
they see mein the same way. There's nothing hidden, no possibility of deception. | don't see absolutely
every thought or memory that passes through their head—but | do get to see the naked, emotiona heart
of who and what they are. It isn't a precise research technique, but it would tell meif Thomaswas playing
it Sraight.

| met Thomass grey eyes with my own dark gaze and the barriers between usfell.

| found mysdf standing in astark chamber that looked like an abstract of Mount Olympus after
itsgods died. Everything was made of cold, beautiful marble, aternating between utter darkness and
snowy light. Thefloor waslaid out like a chessboard. Statuary stood here and there, al human figures
carved in stone that matched the decor. Particolored marble pillars rose up into dimness overhead. There
waan't aceiling. There weren't any wals. Thelight was silver and cold. Wind sighed mournfully through
the columns. Thunder rumbled somewhere far away, and my nosefilled with the sharp scent of ozone.

At the center of theforlorn ruin stood amirror the Sze of agarage door. It was setin asilver



frame that seemed to grow from the floor. A young man stood in front of it, one hand reaching ot.

| walked alittle closer. My steps echoed among the pillars. | drew closer to the young man and
peered a him. It was Thomas. Not Thomas as | had seen him with my own eyes, but Thomas
nonetheless. Thisverson of him was not deadly-beautiful. His face seemed alittle more plain. Helooked
like he might have been alittle nearsighted. His expression was strained with pain, and his shoulders and
back were thick with tension.

| looked past the young man into the mirror. There | saw one of those thingsthat | would want to
forget. But thanksto the Sight, | wouldn't. Ever.

The reflection room in the mirror looked likethe one | stood in &t first glance. But looking closer
revedled that rather than black and white marble, the place was made from dark, dried blood and
sun-bleached bone. A creature stood there at the mirror, directly in front of Thomas. It was humanoid,
more or less Thomass size, and its hide shone with aluminous silver glow. It crouched, hunched and
grotesque, though at the same time there was an eerie beauty about the thing. Its shining white eyes
burned with silent flame. Its bestid face stared eagerly at Thomas, burning with what seemed to be
unsatiated appetite.

The creaturé's arm al so extended to the mirror, and then with ashiver | redized that itslimb was
reaching agood foot past the mirror's surface. 1ts gleaming claws were sunk into Thomas's shaking
forearm, and drops of dark blood had run from the punctures. Thomass arm, meanwhile, had sunk into
themirror, and | saw hisfingersdigging in hard upon the flesh of the creature's forearm. Locked together,
| sensed that the two were straining againgt each other. Thomaswastrying to pull himsdf away from the
thing. The creature wastrying to drag him into the mirror, there among the dried blood and dead bones.

"He'stired," said awoman'svoice.

My mother gppeared in the mirror wearing aflowing dress of rich, roya blue. She watched the
slent struggle while she drew closer. The portrait had not done her credit. She was a creature of lifeand
vitdity, and was more beautiful in motion than she could bein any frozen image. Shewas atal woman,

nearly Six feet, and that wasin flat sasndals.



My throat tightened. | felt tears on my face. "Areyou red ?'

"Why should | not be?" she asked.

"You could just be apart of Thomas's mentd landscape. No offense.”

She smiled. "No, child. It'srealy me. In some measure, at least. | prepared you both for this day.
| laid thisworking within each of you. A little portion of who and what | am. | wanted you to know who
you were to each other.”

| drew ashaking breath. "Isheredly your son?"

My mother smiled, asparklein her dark eyes. "Y ou have a perfectly serviceable sense of
intuition, little one. What doesit tel you?"

My vison blurred with tears. "That heis”

She nodded. "Y ou must listen to me. | cannot be there to protect you, Harry. The two of you
must take care of each other. Y our brother will need your help, just as you will need his."

"l don't understand this," | said, gesturing at the mirror. "What do you mean, he'stired?’

My mother nodded a Thomas. "The girl heloved. She's gone. She was his strength. It knows
that."

"1t?" | asked.

She nodded a the mirror. "The Hunger. His demon.”

| followed her nod with my gaze. The image-Thomas snarled something under his bresth. The
Hunger in the mirror answered in adow, dithering tongue | did not understand. "Why didn't you help
him?'

"I didwhat | could,” my mother said. Her eyesflickered with something dark, an ancient spark of
hatred. "1 made sure that his father would endure afitting punishment for what he did to us.”

"Y ou and Thomas?'

"And you, Harry. Raith yet lives. But heisweakened. Together you and your brother may have a
chance againg him. Y ou will understand.”

The Hunger hissed more words a Thomas. "What isit saying?' | asked.



"It'steling him to give up. That therésno point in fighting anymore. That it will never leavehimin

"Isit true?'

"Perhaps,” shesaid.

"But hesfighting anyway,” | said.

"Yes" Her eyesfocused on mine, sad and proud. "It may destroy him, but he will not surrender
himsdf to it. Heisof my blood." She drifted to the very edge of the mirror and reached out ahand. It
emerged from the mirror's surface asif from amotionless pool.

| stepped closer mysdlf, reaching out to touch her hand. Her fingers were soft and warm. She
wrapped them around mine, and squeezed. Then shelifted her hand and touched my cheek. "Asare you,
Harry. Sotall, like your father. And | think you have his heart aswell."

| couldn't answer her. | just stood there, silently crying.

"I have something for you," shesad. "If you arewilling.”

| opened my eyes. My mother stood before me holding what | thought wasasmall gemor a
jewd between long fingers. It pulsed with alow, gentlelight.

"What isit?" | asked her.

"Indght,” shesaid.

"It'sknowledge?' | asked.

"And the power that goeswith it," she said. She gave me ahdf smile, touched with irony. It
looked familiar. "Think of it asamother'sadvice, if you like. It doesn't make up for my absence, child.
Butit'sdl that | haveto give.

"| acceptit,”" | whispered. Because it wasthe only thing | could give her in return.

She passed me the gem. Therewas aflash, atingling painin my head, and then alingering, dull
ache. For some reason that didn't surprise me. Y ou don't gain knowledge without alittle pain.

She touched my face again and said, "'l was so arrogant. | laid too great a burden upon you to

bear done. | hope that one day you will forgive me my mistake. But know that | am proud of what you



have become. | loveyou, child.”

"l loveyou,” | whispered.

"Givemy loveto Thomas" she said. She touched my face again, her smileloving and sad. Tears
did from her eyesaswdll. "Bewel, my son.”

Then she drew her arm back into the mirror and the soulgaze was over. | sat on the floor facing
Thomeas. There were tears on hisface. Both of uslooked at each other, and then up at my mother's
portrait.

After amoment | offered Thomas his pentacle on its chain. He took it and put it on.

"Did you see her?' he asked. His voice was shaking.

"Yeah," | sad. Theaching, londly old hurt was overflowing me. But | suddenly found myself
laughing. | had seen my mother with my Sight. | had seen her smile, heard her voice, and it was
something | could never lose. Something no one could ever take away from me. It couldn't wholly make
up for alifetime of londiness and silent grief, but it was morethan | ever thought | would have.

Thomas met my eyes, and then he started laughing too. The puppy wriggled hisway from my
duster's pocket and started bounding back and forth and in circlesin sheer, joyous excitement. Thelittle
nut had no clue at al what we were happy about, but evidently he didn't fed he needed onetojoinin.

| scooped up the puppy and rose. "I'd never really seen her face,” | said. "I'd never heard her
voice"

"Maybe she knew you wouldn't have," Thomasreplied. "Maybe shedid it like that so you could.”

"Shetold meto tell you that sheloved you."

He smiled, though it was sad and bitter. " She told me the same thing.”

"Well," | sad. "This changesthingssome."

"Doesit?" he asked. He looked uncertain ashe said it, fralil.

"Yeah," | said. "I'm not saying that we're going to sart from afresh date. But things are different

"They aren't for me, Harry," Thomas said. Hegrimaced. "l mean . . . | knew thisaready. Itswhy



| tried to help you wherever | could.”

"l guessyou did,” | said quietly. "1 thought you were just saving up for afavor. But you werent.
Thank you."

He shrugged. "What are you going to do about Arturo?

| frowned. "Protect him and his people, of course. If | can. What did Laramean when she said
that Arturo'sindependent streak was a matter for the White Court?!

"Damned if | know." Thomas sighed. "I thought he was just someone Laraknew from the
indugtry.”

"Does your dad have any connection to him?”

"Dad doesn't advertise what he's doing, Harry. And | haven't spoken more than twenty wordsto
himinthelast ten years. | don't know."

"Would Lara?'

"Probably. But ever since Laraworked out that | wasn't just adim-witted ambulatory penis,
she's been on her guard when we've talked. | haven't been able to get much out of her. So now | mostly
st there and nod and ook wise and make vague remarks. She assumesthat | know something she
doesn't, and then she thinks the vague remark is actually acryptic remark. She wouldn't want to move on
me until she'sfigured out what it isl'm hiding from her."

"That'sagood tactic if people are paranoid enough.”

"In the Raith househol d? Paranoia comes bottled, on tap and in hot and cold running neuroses.”

"What about your dad? He know any magic?"'

"Like maybe entropy curses?' Thomas shrugged. "I hear stories about things hesdonein the
past. Some of them must be close to true. Plus he's got a huge library he keeps locked up most of the
time. But even without magic, he can just rip the life out of anyone who pisseshim off."

"Hon?"

"It'slike when wefeed. It'susualy dow, gradud. But he doesn't need that kind of time or

intimacy. Just atouch, akiss, and wham, they're dead. That whole kiss-of-death thing in The Godfather!



He was where that phrase originated, only for him it wasliterd."

"Redly?'

"Supposedly. I've never seen him do it mysdlf, but Lara has, plenty of times. Maddine oncetold
me once that he liked to open conversations that way, because it made sure he had the complete
attention of everyone still breathing.”

"Stories. Supposedly. For someone on the inside, your information isn't redl hel pful .

"l know," he said. "I'm not thinking clearly right now. I'm sorry."

| shook my head. "Can't throw stones.”

"What do we do?' heasked. "I'm.. . . | fedl lost. | don't know what to do."

"I think | do," | said.

"What?"

Instead of answering him, | offered him my hand.

Hetook it, and | drew my brother to hisfeet.

Chapter Twenty-two

| waited until the predawn gloom had become full, dismal, rainy morning to leave Chateau Raith.
Thomas helped me pull afew things together while | waited, and | borrowed a phone to make some
cdls.

After that, the puppy and | got back in the Beetle, hit the drive-through at McDonad's, and
puttered back home to my apartment. | got out of the car and noticed a couple of blackened spots on the
ground. | frowned and looked closer, discovering that they werein amethodical pattern. Someone had
been trying to force their way past my wards, the magical protections I'd set up around the
boardinghouse. They hadn't broken through them, but the fact that someone or something had tried made

me more than alittle uncomfortable. | got the shield bracel et ready to go as| went down the sairs, just in



case, but nothing frustrated from fruitless attempts to break in was waiting for me. Mister gppeared from
under my landlady's car and followed me down the sairs.

| got into my apartment fast and shut the door behind me. | muttered aspell that lit half adozen
candles around the room, and braced myself for Migter's greeting. He made his usud attempt to bulldoze
my legs out from under me with his shoulders. | put the puppy on the floor, where he panted happily at
Migter, wagging histail by way of friendly greeting. Mister did not look impressed.

| kept moving, trying to stay focused. | didn't think | had any timeto waste. | shoved aside the
rugs over the stepladder down to the lab, hauled the door open, and did down into thelab. "Bob," | said.
"What'd you find out?"

Mister padded over to the top of the stairs. A cloud of flickering orange lights arose from the cat
and flowed down the stepladder to the lab. The lights streamed over to the skull on its shelf, and Bob's
eye socketsflickered to life. "It was along, cold night,” he said. "' Saw a place where a couple of ghouls
set up shop, out by the airport.”

"Did you find Mavra?'

"Y ou know, Harry, the Black Court has become awfully cagey about picking abase of
operations of late."

"Did you find Mavra?'

"They've had centuries of experience,” Bob said. "And Chicago ishuge. It'sliketryingtofind a
needleinacliché"

| gavethe skull aflat look and said in aflat voice, "Bob, you're the only onein athousand miles
who could have found them. Y ou are an invaluable asset and aly whose knowledge is matched only by
your willingnessto give of yoursdf to others. There, ego stroked. Did you find Mavra?'

Bob scowled. "Y ou take dl the fun out of getting complimented. Did you know that?' He
muttered something under his breath, mainly in Chinese, | think. "Not yet."

"What?" | demanded.

"I've narrowed it down," Bob said.



"How narrow?"

"Uh," the skull said. "It isn'tin any of the strip clubs.”

"Bob!" | demanded. "Y ou were running around strip jointsdl day!?'

"I was only thinking of you, Harry," Bob said.

mWhat?

"Well, alot of the people on the set of that movie do some erotic dancing asasideline, and |
wanted to make sure that, you know, your bad guy wasn't going to take anight off to kill somelocadsas
awarm-up." Bob coughed. " See?'

| narrowed my eyes and took deep breaths. It didn't redlly stop my anger from rising but it made
it happen alittle more smoothly.

"A-and you will be glad to know that every exotic dancer in Chicago isaive and well.
Safeguarded by your friendly neighborhood air spirit,” Bob said. "Um. Say, Harry, that isquite the
homicida gleeminyour eye.”

| took off my coat and looked around the lab until | located my clawhammer. | picked it up.

Bob's voice gained a hurried, sammering edge. "And while | know that wasn't exactly the
mission you sent me out on, you have to admit that it wasreally quite anoble purpose that totally
supported your quest to preservelife.”

| took a practice swing with the hammer. | took my duster off, folded it, laid it over the table, and
tried again. Much better. | fixed amurderous gaze on the skull on the shelf.

"Gee, uh, Harry," Bob said. "I was just doing the breast job | co—best, best! The best job |
could!"

"Bob," | said, in avery reasonable tone of voice, "1 don't need to know about strippers. | need to
know about Mavra"

"Wll. Yes, of course, boss. Um, so | noticed that you're holding that hammer. And that your
knuckles are turning kind of white there. And that you look sort of tense.”

"Don't worry," | said. "I'm going to fed alot better inaminute.”



"Ha," Bob said in anervousfdselaugh. "Ha-ha. Ha That'sfunny, Harry."

| raised the hammer. "Bob," | said, "get your etheredl assout of that skull. And back into Mister.
And you get out on the street and find Mavra before high noon or I'm going to smash your skull into
fresking powder !"

"But I'mtired and it'sraining and | don't know if—"

| raised the hammer and took a step forward.

"Ack!" Bob choked. The cloud of orange lights spilled out of the skull in ahurried rush and
Zipped back up the gairs. | followed them, and saw the last few sparkles around Mister's ears as Bob
took possession of the cat again. | opened the door and the big tom bounded out into the morning.

| dammed the door, scowling. My thoughts werein aboiling turmoil beneath afairly cam
surface. | felt something | hadn't before—a sort of hitter taste in my mouth that took occasiona sidetrips
down to my stomach.

Anger and fear werethings| knew. They were emotionsthat had often saved my life. But this
sensation was different—something like my concern for Mister when | sent him out with Bob, but quieter,
more haunting, and it didn't fade from one minute to the next.

| think maybe it was about Thomas. Before that morning thered been no onein my life except a
few truly hard-core friends, some familiar professiona associates, my cat, and one or two dedicated
enemieswho visited at least as often as my friends. But now | had a brother. Kinfolk, as old Ebenezar
would say. And it changed things.

| was used to watching out for mysalf—not that my friends never did anything for me, but with
respect to the day-to-day problems of life, | operated solo, except for aherd of depressing thoughts for
company. | thought about how | dready had a grave, complete with awhite marble headstone, waiting
for me at Graceland Cemetery, courtesy of an enemy now dead, but no less ready to receive me. |
thought about how my utter ineptitude a romance was probably going to preserve my bachelor status for
the next severa decades. | thought about how many bad guys out there would be glad to take me out,

and how it might take people weeksto realize I'd vanished.



And | thought about growing old. Alone. It was not unusua for awizard to live more than three
centuries, but that wouldn't stop time from taking itstoll. Sooner or later I'd be old and frail, maybe even
tired of living. And dying. | would have no oneto shareit with me, or hold my hand when | was afraid.

In some smple, unexplainable, and utterly irrational way, Thomas's presence had dtered that. His
blood was in common with my own, and knowing it had crested a strong emotiona bond like nothing |
had felt before. My heart sped alittle bit out of sheer happiness at the thought.

But no matter how happy discovering a brother made me, | would beafool if | didn't redlize
another, darker side to the Situation.

After alifetimedone, | had abrother.

And| could lose him.

The bitter sensation intensified at the thought, and | knew what it felt like to worry for family.

| shut the door to the lab and covered it with itsrug. | fumbled through my little pantry until |
found my bottle of aspirin. The puppy followed me closdly, and attacked my shoelaces when | stopped. |
opened the bottle, chewed three aspirin up, and swallowed them, no drink. | hear that's abad sign, when
you can do medication like that.

| grimaced, rubbing at my head again, and tried to quiet the tide of emotion running around my
nervous system. There were things | had to do, and | would need my mind to be ordered if | wanted to
survive them. Firgt thingsfirgt. | checked my problem inventory:

Multipleinjuries, including avicious headache from where Inari had socked me.

On one side of melurked amysteriouswielder of adoppy but letha curse.

On the other side, ahomicidal vampire and her crew of killers.

And, lest | forget, somewhere behind me was a cold, distant mercenary who was going to kill me
if | didn't pay hisfee—and | had no ideawhere | would come up with the cash.

What amess. And it wasn't yet midmorning. And | was only growing moretired and beat up as
the day went by. That meant that my smartest option wasto attack the problem with afrontal assault with

no delay, while my head wasrelatively clear.



| had to get moving before the bad guys got organized and came a me again.
Damn. If only | knew where | needed to move.

Andif only | didn't have asinking fedling that it might dready betoo late.

Chapter Twenty-three

| waswaiting in the parking lot at Chicago PD headquarters when Murphy arrived from the gym.
She was on her motorcycle, complete with heavy boots, ablack helmet, and a dark leather jacket. She
noted my car on theway in, and swung the bike into the parking space beside me. The bike€'sengine let
out arelaxed, leonine growl, then died away.

Murphy swung off the bike and took off her helmet. She shook out her golden hair, which looked
good when it was somewhat mussed. "Good morning, Harry."

At the sound of her voice, the puppy started thrashing around in my pocket until he managed to
stick hishead out, panting happily up a Murphy. "Morning,” | said. ™Y ou sound pretty chipper.”

"l am," she answered. She scratched the puppy's head. " Sometimes | forget how much | like
riding thebike."

"Most chicksdo,” | said. "Roar of the engine and so on.”

Murphy's blue eyes glittered with annoyance and anticipation. "Pig. Y ou redly enjoy dropping dl
women together in the same demographic, don't you?"

"It'snot my fault al women like motorcycles, Murph. They're basically huge vibrators. With
wheds"

Shetried for an angry expression, but part of alaugh escaped her throat, and shelet it turninto a
wide smile. "Y ou're bent, Dresden.” She frowned then, and looked at me alittle closer. "What's wrong?"

"Took abit of abeating yesterday,” | said.

"I've seen you beaten before. It doesn't look likethis."



Murph had known mefor too long. "It's persona stuff,” | said. "I can't talk about it yet.”

She nodded and was silent.

Thedlent sretched until | said, "'l found out | might have family."

"Oh." She frowned, but it was her concerned-friend frown instead of her impatient-cop frown. "
won't push. But if you ever want to talk about it . . ."

"When | want to,” | told her. " Just not this morning. Have you got time to grab some breskfast
with me?'

She checked her watch, and her eyesflicked toward a security cameraand thento me, a
warning. "Isthis about that case we were discussng?’

Aha. Thewadlshad ears, which meant that it was time for euphemisms. "'Y esh. We'd be meeting
with one other problem solver to discussthe Stuation.”

She nodded. "Y ou got the data?*

"Sorta," | said.

"Well. Y ou know how much I'm looking forward to the family picnic today, but I might havea
few minutes. Where did you want to eat?"

"IHOP."

Murphy sighed. "My hips hate you, Dresden.”

"Jugt wait until they get to Stinmy ritzy car.”

Wegot in the car and | dropped the pup into the box I'd put in the backseat and lined with some
laundry I'd had in the Beetl€s trunk. He started wrestling with a sock. | think the sock was winning.
Murphy watched him with asmilewhile| drove.

It was a Saturday morning, and | expected the International House of Pancakes to be packed. It
wasn'. In fact, an entire corner had been sectioned off with an accordion-folded screen as reserved
sedting, and there till weren't enough customersto fill the remaining tables. The usud radio station wasn't
on. The people eating breskfast seemed to be doing so in dmost total silence, and the only sound was

the clink of slverware on plates.



Murphy glanced up at me and then around the room, frowning. She folded her arms over her
somach, which Ieft her right hand near the gun she kept in ashoulder rig. "What'swrong with this
picture?’ she asked.

Motion in the reserved areadrew my eye, and Kincaid appeared and beckoned us. The lean
mercenary was dressed in greys and dull blues, very nondescript, and had hishair pulled into a ponytail
under ablack baseball cap.

| nodded and went over to Kincaid, Murphy at my side. We stepped into the screened-off area.
"Morning,” | sad.

"Dresden,” Kincaid replied. His cool eyesdid over Murphy. "1 hope you don't mind me asking
the manager for aquiet sectionto sitin.”

"It'sfine. Kincaid, thisis Murphy. Murph, Kincaid."

Kincaid didn't so much as glance a her. He drew the accordion curtains closed. "Y ou said this
was business. Why did you bring a date?'

Murphy clenched her jaw.

"She'snot adate,” | said. "She'sgoing with us.”

Kincaid stared at me for asecond, all ice and stone. Then he barked out athroaty laugh. "I
aways heard you were afunny guy, Dresden. Serioudy, whét is she doing here?!

Murphy's eyeswent flat with anger. "1 don't think | like your attitude.”

"Not now, kitten," Kincaid said. "I'm talking business with your boyfriend."

"Heis not my boyfriend," Murphy growled.

Kincaid looked from Murphy to me and back again. Y ou're kidding me, Dresden. Thisian't
amateur hour. If were playing with the Black Court, | don't have time to babysit little Pollyanna here, and
neither do you."

| started to speak, and thought better of it. Murphy would have my head if | tried to protect her
when she didn't think she needed it. | took asmall but prudent step back from them.

Murphy eyed Kincaid and said, "Now I'm sure of it. | don't like your attitude.”



Kincaid'slipslifted away from histeeth, and he moved hisleft arm, showing Murphy the gunrig
under hisjacket. "I'd love to chat with you over breakfast, cupcake. Why don't you run and find ahigh
chair so that we can.”

Murphy's gaze didn't waver. Shelooked from Kincaid's eyesto his gun and back. "Why don't
we st down. This doesn't need to get ugly.”

Kincaid's grin widened, and it wasn't a pleasant expression. He put a broad hand on her shoulder
and sad, "Thisiswhere the big boys play, princess. Why don't you be agood girl and go watch your
Xena tapes or something.”

Murphy eyed Kincaid's hand on her shoulder. Her voice became softer, but it sure ashell didn't
sound wesk. "That's assault. But I'll tell you thisonce. | won't repeat mysdlf. Don't touch me.”

Kincaid's face contorted with rage, and he gave her shoulder ashove. "Get out of here, whore."

Murphy didn't repeat hersalf. Her hands blurred as she caught Kincaid's wrigt, broke his balance
by half bending her knees, then twisted and threw him hard at awall. Kincaid dammed over atable and
into thewall, but rolled out of it dmost ingtantly, hishand going for hisgun.

Murphy trapped his gun arm between her arm and body as he drew, and her own gun appeared
with nearly magicd swiftness, pressed hard againg the underside of Kincaid's chin. "Cdl methat again,”
shesaid inaquiet voice. "l dare you. | double-dog dare you.”

Kincaid's angry expression vanished so swiftly that it could only have been artificial. Instead a
faint grin madeitsway onto his mouth, even brushing at hiseyes. "Oh, | like her," he said. "I'd heard
about her but | wanted to seeit mysdf. | likethis one, Dresden.”

| bet he awayswent for his gun when he liked awoman. "Maybe you should stop talking about
her like sheisn't standing there holding agun under your chin.”

"Maybeyou'reright," he said. Then he faced Murphy and lifted his empty hand, rlaxing. She
released hisarm, lowered the gun, and stepped back, still scowling, but Kincaid put his gun down, then
took a seat with his hands palm flat on the table bes de the weapon. "Hope you won't remain offended,

Lieutenant,” hetold her. "I needed to seeif you measured up to your reputation before we went



forward."

Murphy shot me her patented Harry-you-idiot glare and then focused an opague expression on
Kincad. "Do you fed better now?'

"| fed satidfied,” Kincaid replied. "It'salittle easy to get you started, but at least you're
competent. Isthat a Beretta?'

"SIG," Murphy said. "Do you have alicense and permit for your wegpon?"

Kincaid smiled. "Naturdly."

Murphy snorted. "Sure you do." Shelooked at Kincaid for aminute and then said, " Get this
graight from the get-go. I'm gtill acop. It means something to me.”

He regarded her thoughtfully. "I heard that about you too."

"Murph,” | said, Sitting down at the table. "'If you have something to say to him, say it tome. I'm
his employer at the moment.”

She arched an eyebrow. "And you can be sure that his actionsare al going to belega ones?’

"Kincaid," | said. "No felonieswithout checking with mefirst. Okay?"

"Yasauh," said Kincaid.

| spread out an open hand at Murphy. "See? Y assuh.”

She regarded Kincaid without much in the way of approva but nodded and pulled out achair.
Kincaid rose as she garted to St down. Murphy glared a him. Kincaid sat down again. She pulled at the
chair again and | rose. She put ahand on her hip and glared at me. "It doesn't count as chivalrous
courtesy if you're only doing it to be awiseass."

"She'sright,” Kincaid admitted. " Go ahead, Lieutenant. We won't be polite.”

Murphy growled, and started to Sit. | began to stand up again anyway, but she kicked mein the
shinsand plopped down. "All right," she said. "What do we know?"

"That I'm starving," | said. "Wait asecond.” | held off any business until after we'd ordered
breakfast and the waitress brought it out to the reserved section. Once that was done and we were

egting, we closed the screen again.



"All right," | said after amoment. It came out muffled by amouthful of gastronomic nirvana. Say
what you will about nutrition; IHOP knows good pancakes. "This meeting is to share some information
I've gained in the last day and to go over our basic plan.”

"Find them," said Murphy.

"Kill them," said Kincaid.

"Yeah, okay," | said. "But | thought we might flesh out that second one alittle more.”

"No need to," said Kincaid. "In my experienceit's pretty much impossibleto kill it if you don't
know whereitis" Helifted his brows, looking up from hisfood. "Do you know whereit is?"

"Not yet," | said.

Kincaid glanced at hiswatch, and then went back to hisfood. "I'm on aschedule.”

"I know that," | said. "I'll find them today."

"Before sundown," Kincaid said. "Suicide to go at them after dark.”

Murphy scowled at Kincaid. "What kind of attitude isthat?'

"A professond one. | have amidnight flight to my next contract.”

"Let me get thisstraight,” Murphy said. "Y ou'd just walk away because these murdering
cregtures didnt fit into your schedule?!

"Yes." Kincaid kept eating.

"It doesn't bother you that innocent people might die because of them?”

"Not much," Kincaid said, and took asip of coffee.

"How canyou just say that?"

"Becauseit'sthetruth. Innocent people dieal thetime." Kincaid'sfork and knife scraped on his
plate as he diced up some ham and eggs. "They're better at it than your average murdering monster.”

"Jesus," Murphy said, and stared at me. "Harry, | don't want to work with this asshole.”

"Easy, Murph," | said.

"I'm serious. Y ou can't condone his attitude.”

| rubbed at my eyebrow with athumb. "Murph, theworld isacrue place. Kincaid didn't make it



that way."

"He doesn't care," Murphy said. "Are you sure you want someone who doesn't care about what
we're doing along when things go to hdll ?*

"He agreed to go and fight," Harry said. "1 agreed to pay him. Hesaprofessiona. Hell fight."

Kincaid pointed afinger a me and nodded, chewing on another bite.

Murphy shook her head. "What about adriver?’

"HeEll be heretoday,” | said.

"Whoishe?'

"You don't know him," | said. "l trust him."

Murphy looked at me for a second and then nodded. "What are we up againgt?'

"Black Court vampires," | said. "At least two, and maybe more.”

"Plusany help they might have," Kincaid said.

"They can flip carswith onehand,” | said. "They'refadt. Like, Jackie Chan fast. We can't go
toe-to-toe with them, so the planisto hit them in daylight."

"They'll dl be adeep,” Murphy sad.

"Maybenot," Kincaid said. "The old ones don't need to sometimes. Mavra could be functional .

"And what'smore," | said, "she'sapractitioner. A sorceresséat least.”

Kincaid inhaled and exhaded dowly through his nose. He finished the bite he was on, and then he
sad, "Shit," before taking another.

Murphy frowned. "What do you mean, asorceress at least?"

"Kind of anindugtry term,” | said. "Plenty of people can do alittle magic. Smal-time stuff. But
sometimes the small-timers practice up, or tap into some kind of power source and get enough ability to
be dangerous. A sorcerer is someone who can do some serious violence with magic.”

"Like the Shadowman," Murphy sad. "Or Kravos."

" egh”

"Good thing we got awizard along then,” Kincaid said.



Murphy looked at me.

"Wizard means that you can do sorcery if you need to,” | said, "but it a'so meansyou can do alot
of other thingstoo. A wizard's power isn't limited to blowing things up, or caling up demons. A good
wizard can adapt hismagic in dmost any way he can imagine. Which isthe problem.”

"What do you mean?" Murphy said.

"Mavraisgood at veils," | said, mostly to Kincaid. "Red good. She did some long range mental
communications|ast night, too."

Kincaid stopped eating.

"Y ou're saying that thisvampireisawizard?' Murphy asked.

Kincaid stared at me.

"It'spossble” | sad. "Maybe even likdy. It would go along way toward explaining how Mavra
survived dl thistime."

"Thismissonis heading for downtown FUBAR," Kincaid said.

"You want out?' | asked.

He was silent for aminute and then shook his head. "But if Mavrais awake and active, and if
she's able to gart tossing heavy magic around in closed quarters, we might aswell drink some
Bacardi-and-strychnine and save ourselves some walking.”

"You'reafraid of her,” Murphy said.

"Damnright,” Kincaid said.

She frowned. "Harry, can you shut down her magic? Like you did with Kravos?!

"Depends how strong sheis” | said. "But awizard could handle her. Probably.”

Kincaid shook his head. "Magica lockdown. I've seen that work before,” he said. "Onetimel
saw it fail. Everybody died."

"Except you?"' | asked.

"I wasin back, covering our spelldinger when his head exploded. Barely made it out the door.”

Kincaid pushed apiece of sausage around his plate. "Even if you can shut her down, Mavras still going



to bered tough.”

"That's why you get to charge so much,” | said.

"True"

"Wego in Stoker-standard,” | said. "Garlic, crosses, holy water, the works."

"Hey," Murphy said. "What about that pocketful-of-sunshine thing you told me about? With the
white handkerchief you used on Biancaafew years back?'

| grimaced. "Cant," | said.

"Why not?"

"It'simpossible, Murph. It isn't important why." | hauled the conversation back on course. "We
should be able to keep Mavraback until we deal with any goons. Then we can take her down. Any
questions?'

Kincaid coughed significantly, and nodded at the table, where the waitress had, a some point,
left usahill. | frowned and fumbled through my pockets. | had enough to cover it, but only because |
managed to find acouple of quartersin the various pockets of my dugter. | |eft the money on thetable.
There wasn't enough for atip.

Kincaid regarded my lump of wrinkled smal bills and change, then studied me with adigtant,
caculating gaze that would have made some people very nervous. Like people who had agreed to pay a
lot of money but didn't have any.

"That'sit for now then," | said, rising. " Get anything you need ready, and well go later today. |
want to hit them as soon as| find them.”

Kincaid nodded and turned back to his plate. | left. My shoulder bladesfelt itchy when | turned
my back to Kincaid. Murphy kept pace with me and we headed back to the Bestle.

Murphy and | didn't talk while | drove her back to CPDHQ. Once we got there, and the car had
stopped, she looked around the inside of my car, frowning. "What happened to the Beetle?!

"Mold demons™
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"Murph?'

"Hhmm?'

"Y ou okay?'

She pressed her lipsinto aline. "I'm trying to adjust. In my heed, | think what we're doing isjust
about the only thing we responsibly can. But I've been a peace officer since before | could drink, and this
kind of cowboy thing feels. . . wrong. It isn't what agood cop does.”

"Depends on the cop, | think," | said. "Mavraand her scourge are above the law, Murph, in
every sense that matters. The only way they're going to get stopped isif someone steps up and takes
them down."

"I know that here," she said, and touched her own forehead with her finger. Then she clasped her
hand into afist and put it over her heart. "But | don't fedl it here." She was quiet for amoment more and
said, "The vampires aren't the problem. | can fight that. Glad to. But there are going to be people around
them, too. | don't know if | can pull the trigger when there are going to be people around who could get
hurt. 1 signed on to protect them, not to trap them in acrossfire.”

Not much | could say to that.

"Can | ask you something?' she said after aminute.

"Sure”

She studied me with afaint, concerned frown. "Why can't you do the sunshine thing? Seemslike
it would be really handy about now. It isn't like you to call something impossible.”

| shrugged. "I tried it a couple yearsback,” | said. "After the war sarted. Turns out that you've
got to be genuinely happy to be able to fold sunshine into a hankie. Otherwiseit just doesn't work.”

"Oh," said Murphy.

| shrugged.

"l guessI'll bein Wolf Lake Park, at the picnic, for afew hoursat lunchtime. But I'll have my
pager with me," shesaid.

"Okay. Sorry | didn't drag you into some horrifying, morally questionable, bloodthirsty carnagein



time"

She amiled, more with her eyesthan her mouth. "Seeyou in awhile, Harry." Murphy got out of
the car. She checked her watch and sighed. " T minus two hours and counting down.”

| blinked at her. "Whoa"

Murphy gave me askeptical glance. "What?'

"Whoa," | said again. Thoughtswere congeding in my brain, and | raked through my memory to
seeif thefactsfit theidea. "Countdown. Son of abitch.”

"What are you talking about?"

"Do you have the police reports on the two women who died in Cdifornia?’

Murphy lifted an eyebrow, but said, "In my car. Hang on asecond.” She jogged a couple of
spaces down to her car. | heard her pop open the trunk and dam it again. She regppeared with athick
manilafolder and passed it to me.

| found the reportsingde and scanned over them in rising excitement. "Hereitis" | said, jabbing
afinger at thereport. "I know how they're doing it. Damn, | should have guessed this sooner.”

"How they're doing what?' Murphy asked.

"The Evil Eye" | said, thewords hurrying together as | grew more excited. "The malocchio. The
curse that's hitting Genosa's people. It'son atimer.”

Shetilted her head. "It's automated?'

"No, no," | said, waving my hands. "It's on a schedule. Both women who died werekilled in the
morning, alittle bit beforeten o'clock.” | closed my eyes, trying to picture the reports Genosa had given
me. "Right . . . nineforty-seven and nine forty-eight. They died at the sametime.”

"That's not the same time, Harry."

| waved ahand, impatient. "They are. I'll bet you anything. The recorded time gets written down
by officers on the scenein their report, and who would worry about aminute either way?"

"Why isit agnificant?' Murphy said.

"Because the two curses that have struck herein Chicago arrived at e even forty-seven in the



morning, and damned closeto that last night. Add two hoursto the deathsin Californiato account for the
differencein time zones. The curse was sent at the sametime. Thirteen minutes before noon or midnight.”
| followed thelogic chain forward from that onefact. "Hell'sbells" | bresthed.

"I'm not going to ask you to explain every time you pause, Harry, because you know damned
well | don't have a clue about what you're saying or what it means.”

"It meansthat thekiller isn't doing the curseon hisown,” | said. "I mean, theré'sno reason to do
it that way, unlessit's because you don't have achoice. Thekiller isusing rituad magic. They'vegot a
sponsor.”

"Y ou don't mean acorporation,” Murphy said.

"No," | answered. "What timeisit?'

"Ten-thirty,” Murphy sad.

"Yes," | hissed, and dammed the clutch into gear. "If | haul asstherestime.”

"Time?'

"To protect Genosaand hispeople,” | said. "That entropy curse is coming down on themin

about an hour." | ssomped on the gas and shouted out the window over my shoulder, "ThistimeI'll be

reedy for it!"

Chapter Twenty-four

| expected Genosato look awful the next morning, but evidently | had atemporary monopoly on
rough nightsin Chicago. He was waiting for me at the door when | got to the studio, dressed in dacks
and atennis shirt, perfectly coiffed and genid. | got another European-type hug before I'd gotten dl the
way out of the Beetle.

"The malocchio, it happened again,” he said. "Didn't it. Last night when you ran out.”

"Yeah," | said.



Helicked hislips. "Who?"

"Inari. Shesdl right.”

Arturo blinked severd times. "Inari? That'sinsane. What possible threat could she beto
anyone?'

Incipient succubus. No threat at al there. "Ther€'s got to be some reason she was targeted. We
just don't know what it isyet."

"Shel'sonly achild," Genosasaid, and for thefirst timel heard something likered anger in his
voice. That was something to be noted. When kind men grow angry, things are about to change. "Have
you any ideawho isbehind it?'

"Not yet," | said, and opened the storage compartment under the Beetle'shood. "But thisis
definitely more than business for somebody. For them it's persondl. | think they're going to take another
swing thismorning, and I'm going to have a surprise for them when they do."

"How may | hdp?'

"Get the set moving like everything'snormd. | need to get aspell of my own ready.”

Arturo frowned at that, and it crinkled all the creases at the corners of hisfaceinto unfamiliar
lines."Andthatisal | can do?'

"For now."

Hesghed. "All right. May fortune smile on your efforts, Mister Dresden.”

"Don't know why shed start now,"” | said, but gave him aquick smile by way of encouragement.

Genosa returned the smile and went back into the building. | followed him a couple of minutes
later with my pack loaded with afifty-foot retractable chak line, amirror, abox of tinfoil, and half a
dozen candles. | hurried inside, and checked the greenroom and the dressing room before | found Jake
Guffie loitering around the shooting studio in dark grey boxers and aloose silk robe. He had a paperback
and abottle of Gatorade, and was draped over his chair in a pose meant to convey cam and confidence.
I'm not sure what made me think he was faking, but | knew it even before | spoketo him.

"Jake" | said. "Just the guy | need to see”



He jumped like anervous cat and gave me areproachful glance. "Oh. Good morning, Harry.
Wheat can | do for you?'

"I need your help with something for about ten minutes.”

Hetilted hisheed at me. "Y esh? What?"

| hesitated for amoment and then shrugged. "I'm setting up a spell to protect everyone from evil
megic."

"Uh," Jake said, narrowing hiseyes. "I don't want to disrespect your religion, man. But did
someone spike your breskfast cered with LSD or something?”

"What can | say, Jake. I'm insane but harmless. Come with me and help me draw somelineson
the floor with chalk, and after that I'll leave you done." | drew an X over my chest with afingertip.
"Crossmy heart."

Helooked around, maybe for an excuse to leave, but then shook his head and stood up. "What
the hell," hesad. "Maybe I'll learn something.”

Hefollowed me up the stairsto the top floor of the building. | found the northmost hal, put down
my backpack, and started rummaging through it. Jake watched me for aminute before he said, "Isthis
somekind of feng shui thing?"

"Uh. Actudly, itis, now that | think about it," | said. "Feng shui isal about manipulating pogtive
and negative energy around, right? Here, hold this. What I'm doing hereissettingup akind of . . . well, a
lightning rod, for lack of abetter andogy. I'm setting things up so that if that negetive energy gathers
again, it gets sent to the place | want it to go, rather than at aparticular target. Like a person.”

"Feng shui," hesaid. "Okay, | can buy that.”

"Let mesngp this" | said, and did, leaving aline of light blue chalk on thefloor. "There. Come
on." | started down the hall, and after amoment Jeke came after me.

| really did need someone's help, and if | had to get someoneto give me ahand on the s, |
wanted either Jake or Joan, asthe least disturbing—or at least the least threatening—folks | had met.

And since Joan was awoman, and therefore more likely to become atarget of the curse, | didn't want



her running back and forth through this gathering spell. The point was to move the bad mojo away, after
al. It would have been silly to leave her sanding right therein the middle of it.

Evenif Jake wasn't an overt believer in the supernatura scene, he was a least laid-back enough
that he proved to be a capable helper. | had him follow me around the building with the end of the chalk
linein hand. On each leve of the building I tried to move around as much of the building's perimeter asl
could, leaving chak lines on the floorsand walls. | would lay down the line, snapping it againgt the
surfaceto leave alight dusting of blue chak—and as | did | poured out awhisper of my will withit,
leaving each of the chak lines quivering with asmal amount of energy. My god wasto lay enough of
these spikes of directiona energy to make sure that when the curse camein again, it would have to cross
at least one of them.

If everything worked to plan, the curse would come flying toward itstarget, cross one or more of
my spikes, and be redirected to follow the lines. Then, at the approximate center of the building, which
turned out to be a darkened corner of the soundstage, | laid down my mirror, shiny side up, and set up
my candles at the cardinal points of another circle centered around theit. The spikes of forceled directly
toward the mirror, and | took the time to mark out another circle and light the candles, leaving asubtle
quiver of energy inthe new circle, too.

"Oh, right," Jake said. "I read about this one. Mirror to pull the bad mojo away?'

"Sort of," | said, standing up and dusting off my hands. "If I've doneit right, the curse comes
flying in, hitsthe mirror, and bounces back at whoever threw it."

Jake lifted hiseyebrows. "That's kind of hogtile, man.”

"No, itisnt,” | said. "Someonetriesto send good vibes at us, they'll get that bounced back at
them. They go trying to pull off another killing . . . well. What goes around comes around.”

"Hey, that's afundamenta core of many religions," Jake sad. "Golden rule, man."

"Yeah,itis" | sad. "Maybealittle morelitera than usud, in this case."

"You redly think thisplaceis cursed?’ Jake said. His expression was thoughtful.

"| think someone doesn't want Arturo's new company to succeed,” | replied. "Among other



Jakefrowned. "Y ou think Siverlight Studiosisbehind it?!

"Possible” | said. "But things have been pretty nasty for someone with amoney motivation.”

"Materidismisnot good for the soul,” Jake said. "Those are the folks who can do the worgt,
when they're after money."

"Money's new," | answered. "Power's old. Power isthered ded. Money, voters, ail,
SUVs—they'rejust stand-insfor power."

"For afeng shui artist, you're sort of intense, man."

| shrugged. "That'sthe first time anyone's ever told methat.”

"Y ou got awoman?"

| rolled up the chdk line. "Had one. Didn't work out.”

"That could explainit,” Jake said. "Arturo gets like you between wives. Thank God that's over.”

| blinked and looked Jake. "Over?'

"Yeah," Jake sad. "l mean, he hasn't sent out invitations or anything, but | know the guy. He's
had hearts floating around his head for a couple of months, and he'sin his days-before-wedding phase

That was important. That was redly freaking important. "Are you sure?' | asked.

Jake shrugged, his expression puzzled. "I'm not gonnatestify to it in federa court or anything,
man. | mean, city court, sure.”

Footsteps came around the corner, and Bully Bobby appeared, wearing shorts and a T-shirt and
carrying alittle notebook with agolf pencil. "Jake," he said. "Findly, man. Arturo says| havetotel him
today. What do you think of Rocko Stone? Or maybe Rack McGranite?”

"Rocko isway overdone dready,” Jake said. "And racks are more of agirl thing."

"Oh, right."

"Go with something nonstandard, man. How about Gowan?"

"Gowan?" Bobby asked.



"Sure, hewasaknight.”

"Likethose Round Table guys?’

"Yeah, likethat," Jake said.

"Soundskinda. . . soft, don't you think?"

"Maybe," Jake sad. "Stiffen it up with aheavier last name. Like Commando.”

Bobby frowned. "Gowan Commando,” he said, and from histonethekid just didn't get it. "I
guess that might work. Thanks, man." He paused and noticed me for thefirst time. "Oh, hey. Uh, Harry,
right?'

"Likeyesterday,” | said. | didn't use my happy voice. "Morning."

"Y eah, morning." Bobby coughed and glanced at Jake, who clenched afist in an encouraging
be-strong sort of gesture. "Harry," Bobby said, "'l was kind of an asshole to you yesterday, man. Sorry."

It probably says something about methat | didn't even consider the possibility that he might be
sincere until he coughed and shuffled over to offer me hishand. "We okay?' he asked.

| blinked at him. People didn't gpologize to me much, asarule, but 1'd seen enough after-school
gpeciasto understand the theory. "What the hell.” | traded gripswith the kid and said, "1t's nothing.
Forgetit."

Hesmiled alittle and said, "Cool. So what are you guys doing?'

"Feng shui," Jake said.

"Y ou know martia arts?' Bobby asked me.

Now that he wasn't threatening violence, | could seethat thiskid was ajewe. He could
potentidly provide some lucky wiseass with straight linesfor the rest of his naturd life, and you can't put a
priceonthat. "A little."

Jake shook his head, and managed to keep from amiling. “Need anything ese then, Harry?"

"Not right now."

He nodded. "Come on, Gowan. Let's go seeif Joan needs help with anything.”



"Hey," | sad. "Jeke."

"Yeeh?'

"IsLaraheretoday?’

He arched an eyebrow. "Y eah. Why?'

"Noreason,” | said. "I'll catch up toyou later.”

They left, and | sat down in my dim, magically booby-trapped corner to think.

It was important that Arturo wasin love. My gut told me it wasimportant, but | couldn't kick my
tired braininto telling me why. | rubbed at my eyes. | needed more deep to do any thinking, so | went
looking for the next best thing—coffee and abackup brain.

Murphy answered the phone and | greeted her through the coffee and most of a doughnut.

"Y oure mumbling, Harry," Murphy said. " Spesk up.”

| durped coffee, scalded my mouth on the stuff, and set it aside to coal off alittle. " Sorry, burned
my tongue. Did you get any more information about Arturo Genosa?' | asked.

"Some," Murphy said. "l gotintouchwithaguy | know in LA. He came up with municipa
records and even somefiles from Genosas lawyer, but there's not much in the way of admissible.”

"That's okay. Just trying to get apicture.”

| heard her digging out afile and opening it. "Okay. Hes got awill onfile, leaves everythingto a
couple of charitiesand hisnext of kin, lookslike his mother in Greece—but she died a couple of years
ago, S0 | guessthe money dl goesto charity.”

"What about hiswives?' | asked.

"Control of their fund would have gone to his mother, but since she's dead they get to keep
drawing from it indefinitdly. It'sin the prenuptia agreement for dl three of them.”

"Three?' | asked. Hell'sbdlls, if themanwasinlove. . . "Doesit mention afourth wife?"

“Nope"

"Wheat about afourth marriage license?'

| heard her rustling around the file, and tested the coffee while she did. Ah, perfection. "Stupid



fax machine paper,” she growled. "It'sfloppy and the pages al stick together." Then she stopped for a
second and said, "Son of abitch, thereisone.”

"When?'

"Dated for next Thursday."

"Towho?'

"l can'ttell. Therésahbig blurry spot,” Murphy said. "Fax machine must have messed it up. But
it's definitely marriage license number four."

"But with no prenuptia number four," | said.

"No prenup number four.”

"Hdlo, new next of kin," | said.

"Hello, motive," Murphy agreed. "Hello, suspects.”

The greenroom door opened and | looked up in time to see awoman with alingerie-mode body
under aflimsy robe enter the room, holding abig revolver. She pointed the gun a me, found the
extenson of the phone | was on and pulled it out of the wall, then said into a.cdll phone, "I've got him."

| sat there holding the dead phone and the warm coffee and said, "Hdllo, Trixie."

Chapter Twenty-five

Trixie Scrump-Genosa-Vixen-Expiaidocius |eaned against the door and said, "Don't get up,
Barry. And don't move your hands." Her voice shook with nervous energy, and the barrel of the gun
waved drunkenly back and forth. The knuckles of the hand holding the cell phoneto her ear were white.
"I don't want to shoot you."

"Y ou know, people don't want to crash their cars either. But thereis dways someidiot who
drives and talks on the cell phone at the sametime, and crunch,” | said. "Maybe you should put your

phone down until we're done. Just to be safe.”



"Don't give me orders," she snapped, pushing the gun a melike it was some sort of sexua aid.
She wobbled on her high heelswhen she did, but managed not to fall over. "Don't you dare give me
orders"

| shut up. She was dready wound pretty tight. | have abad habit of turning into areal wiseass
when someone makes me nervous. It'sjust areflex. But if | pushed Trixietoo hard, her precarious
self-control might snap, accidentally setting off the gun. 1'd die of shameif she unintentionaly shot me, so
| resolved to keep my mouth shut. Mogtly. "Okay."

"Keep your handsright there, and don't move."

"Can | sp some of my coffeeat least?' | asked. "It just got to the right temperature.”

She scowled. "No. Y ou never got me my latte.”

"Right," | said. "Good point."

We sat there for a couple of minutes while my arms started getting tired, holding coffeeand a
useless phonein placelike that. " So what happens now, Ms. Vixen?"

"What do you mean?"

"W, theré's me and you here, and then there'sthat gun. Usudly there's a specific purposeto
using agun as anegotiation tactic, but so far dl you're doing ispointing it at me. I'm no expert, but as|
understand it, you get to make demands or something.”

"I know you're afraid,” she spat. "That'swhy you're talking. Y ou're nervous and talking because
you're afrad of me"

"l am paralyzed at the thought of losing my senior division shuffleboard career,” | said. "That's
just how much you scare me. But I'm aso curious about our next step.”

"Thereisno next step,” she sad.

"Um. Sowe st herefor therest of eternity?!

She sneered. "No. Inaminute I'm going to leave.”

| lifted my eyebrows. "Just like that?"

"Yesh"



"You... brilliant fiend," | said. "I wouldn't ever have guessed that your plan wasto do nothing."

Shesmirked. "It'sal | needto do.”

"| thought you might be worried that | would tell the police about it afterward.”

Trixie laughed and looked genuindy amused. "Oh? Y ou're going to tell themwhat? That | held a
gun on you for no reason, did nothing, and then left?

"Wel. Yegh."

"Which are they going to believe? That crappy story or that you confronted mewhen | was
alone, made unwanted sexua advances, and that | had to pull the gun out of my purse to discourage
you?”

| narrowed my eyes. Actudly, that wasn't astupid plan, which made me doubt Trixie had come
up withit al on her own. But why hold mein place for only afew moments? | checked the room's clock.
Elevenforty. Crap. "Oh," | said. "Y ou want me sddined for the next time you call up the curse.”

Her eyeswidened. "How did you know th—" She broke off abruptly, her head twitching,
evidently listening to someone on the phone. "Oh. | know. I'm not telling him anything. | don't seewhy
you..." Shewinced. "Oh. Oh. Yes, dl right. Do you want to come down hereto do this? Fine, then.
Fine." Her face darkened into avicious scowl, but most of her attention came back to me.

"Who's on the phone?" | asked her.

"None of your busness."

"Actudly itis. Literaly. Since I'm being paid to find the identities of whoever is swinging that
curse”

Trixielet out an ugly laugh. "What difference would it make if you did? It isn't asthough the
police are going to believe the use of a magic curse asamurder wegpon.”

"Maybe. But cops aren't the only authority in the universe. Anyone ever tell you about the White
Council?"

Shelicked her lips, and her eyesflickered around the room. " Of course they did,” shelied.

"S0 you know that employing magic to murder another human being carries the deeth pendty.”



She stared at me. "What are you talking about?"

"Thetrid wouldn't bered long. Maybe ten or fifteen minutes, tops. And once they find you guilty,
you'll be executed on the spot. Beheaded. With asword.”

Her mouth worked uselesdy for asecond. "You'relying.”

"I'm an honest guy. Maybe you'rein denid and projecting.”

"l am not," she snapped. "Yourejust trying to scareme. It'salie.”

"I wish," | said. "My lifewould have been smpler. Look, Trixie, you and whoever you're
working with might get away with it if you back off right now. Leave off the curses and get out of town."

Shelifted her chin defiantly. "And if we don't?"

"Bad things happen. Y ou're dready beaten, Ms. Vixen. Y ou just don't know it. If you roll out
that curse again, you're going to get ataste of it for yoursdf.”

"Areyou threatening me?"

"Not athreat,” | said. "Just afact. Y ou and your ritua are done.”

"Oh," shesad, regaining her composure. "'Y ou underestimate my powers.”

| snorted. "Y ou haven't got any powers."

"Yes, | do. I'vekilled with them."

"Youvekilledwitharitual," | said.

"What'sthe difference?’

"Thedifference” | said, "isthat if you have any skill of your own a magic, you don't need a
ritud.”

"Whatever. They're the same thing anyway. Magic. Power."

"No," | said. "Look, aritud spdl likethat doesn't have anything to do with you. It'slike acosmic
vending machine. Y ou put two quartersin, push the right button, and the curse comes flying out, courtesy
of some psychotic otherworldly force that enjoysthat kind of thing. It doesn't take skill. It doesn't take
talent. Y ou could be afreaking monkey and invoke that curse just aswell."

"Theré'sno practicd difference,” she maintained.



"Yes, thereis”

"What?"' she asked.

"Y ou're about to find out."

Instead of looking uncertain, she smiled. "Y ou're talking about that sacred circle you had set up
on the soundstage.”

She'd recognized the circle? Oh, crap.

"Weknew that you'd try something,” she went on. "All | had to do wasfollow you when you
camein. | don't know what you thought you were going to accomplish, but I'm pretty sure dl of your
squiggles and candles aren't going to do whatever you wanted them to, given that | broke your circleand
smeared dl your chak lines”

And shewasright. Double crap.

"Trixie" | said. ™Y ou can't possibly think that thisisdl right. Why are you doing this?'

"I'm protecting what's mine, Larry,” shesad. "It'sbusiness.”

"Business?' | demanded. "Two people are dead aready. Giselle and Jake were at death's door,
and | don't even want to think about what would have happened to Inari if | weren't there. What the fuck
do you think you're doing?'

"l don't fed any need to explain mysdlf to you.”

| blinked at her dowly and then said, "Y ou don't know either. Y ou don't know who he's
marying.”

She didn't say anything, but her eyes blazed with scorn and fury.

| shook my head, continuing. "'So you've just been diminating al the women around Arturo
Genosa Oneat atime. Y ou don't even know if you'rekilling the right person.”

"Theresonly onelittle girl toy left pretty enough to suit histastes” she said.

"Emma" | sad.

"And once shesgone, | won't have to worry about her stealing what's mine.”

| stared at her for asecond. "Areyou insane?’ | said. "Do you think you'll get away with this?'



"I'd love to see some prosecutor try me for witchcraft,” she responded.

Trixie was too stupid to believe me about the White Council and too self-absorbed to keep my
name straight, but for crying out loud, she had to be human. "Hell'sbells, Trixie. Emmas got kids."

"So did Hitler," Trixie snapped.

"No, hedidn't,” | said. "He had dogs."

"Whatever," Trixiesad.

| checked the clock. Eleven-forty-three. In four minutes, give or take, Emmawould die.

Trixie's atention snapped to the phone and she listened for amoment, throwing out aterse,
"Yes." Then the phone abruptly squeaed with feedback, and Trixie flinched hard enough to make me
worry that she'd lost control of her weapon. "Dammit,” she said. "1 hate these stupid cell phones.”

Cdl phones are the caged canariesin the cod mines of the supernaturd. When alittle magic gets
moving, cell phones are some of the firgt pieces of equipment to be disrupted. Odds were good that
someone on the other end of that phone was starting to move energy around.

Which meant that the malocchio was coming to kill Emma.

And solong as Trixie kept me in the greenroom, there wasn't adamned thing | could do to

prevent it.

Chapter Twenty-six

If I didn't do something, another woman was going to die, and a couple of kidswere going to
become orphans. Of course, | dso had agunin my face. If | did do something, | would die. The smart
thing would beto let Trixie finish delaying me and wait for her to leave. Emmawould be dead, but I'd
have a least twelve hoursin which | could shut the Evil Eye franchise down. If | didn't cooperate, Emma
and | would both die, and the bad guyswould till be at large.

So the smart money was on staying put. Smplelogic.



But there are things older than logic—like ingtinct. One of the most primd ingtinctsin the human
soul isthe desireto protect children from harm. Even if the idea.of Emmal's death hadn't been motivation
enough, thevery thought of how savagdly this stupid, vend, selfish harpy might scar Emmas children
made me want to cal down fire enough to roast Trixie Vixen and her sculpted assto ash.

| found mysdlf tensing to go after her, and damn the gun. It wasn't as brainless as you might think.
Killing isnot so easy asit seems. Most people are wired to be careful of their fellow human beings.
Soldiers and cops both are specificdly given training to overcome that ingtinct, and the criminalswho fire
at other people are usudly driven to it by desperation.

And even trained soldiers and hardened criminds are often wildly inaccurate. Billy the Kid once
emptied his Colt revolver at abank teller from less than three feet away, and missed him six times. I'd
seen apolicered of acop who had been forced to draw and fire at a suspect, and he'd emptied afull
clip a the man from less than twenty feet, missng him every time.

Trixie may have had the gun, but she didn't have experience, training, or much in the way of
composure. If she hesitated, even for afraction of asecond, it would be possible for meto close on her.
If shedidn't hesitate, the odds against me were not unthinkably high. It was possible that she might miss
me enough timesto let me take the gun.

Of course, it was possible sheld put abullet through my eye, too. Or through my throat. Or
maybe my guts.

| felt asudden, ethered wind, cold and ugly. The curse was amost there, and it was deadlier,
more potent than ever before. A bare second of concentration told me that | would have no prayer of
blocking that much magic, and even redirecting so much raw power would be nearly impossible. | don't
know what had happened to make the curse that much stronger, that much deadlier, and it scared me
haf out of my mind.

| had to do something, and | had to do it now.

| needed a distraction, but the best | could do was to abruptly whip my head toward the door,

and to shift my weight asif | might stand up.



"Don't move," Trixiesnarled.

| licked my lips, staring at the door.

| saw her expression become uncertain. She rubbernecked toward the door—only for a second,
but it would haveto do.

| threw my dtill-steaming coffee at her. It doshed across her shoulder and neck. She screamed in
surprise and sudden pain. | lunged at her, lifting the handset of the telephone to swing at her head.

She cried out and stared at me, her lovely face stunned, terrified.

The Quixote reflexeskicked in.

| hesitated.

The gun went off from two feet away.

| recovered before | could lose much momentum and dammed into her, afull-body impact that
drove her shoulder blades up againgt the wall beside the door. The gun roared again, and the sharp, acrid
tang of cordite and the syrupy smell of blood flooded over me. | got my fingers around the wrist of her
gun hand and dammed it againgt the wall. The gun barked some more, but finally tumbled from her
fingersto thefloor.

| kicked it acrossthe room. Trixie clawed a my eyeswith the nails of her free hand. Pain jolted
through me. | got an arm around her waist and threw her bodily away from me, opposite theway | had
kicked the wegpon. She hit the table and folded over it, scattering abox of doughnuts and a plate of
variousfruits.

Then she sank to the floor, sobbing. One of her stockings had been soaked in blood, from ankle
to calf, and she curled up, clutching at her wounded leg. | recovered the gun without touching the handle,
checked, and found it empty. | turned my eyesto Trixie Vixen.

She shrank away from me, weeping in pain and terror. She held up her other arm asausdess
shield. "No. No, please. | didn't meanit. | didn't meanit."

The adrendine rushed through me, wild and mindless.

| wanted to kill her.



Alot.

| hadn't ever felt that before—a sudden surge of fury, contempt, and disdain mixed in with a
physical excitement only afew degrees short of actua arousd. It wasn't an emotion. It was nothing that
tame and limited. It was aforce, adark and vast tide that picked me up and swept me along likea
Styrofoam packing peanut. And | liked it.

There was something in me that took a deep and gloating satisfaction in seeing my enemy onthe
floor and helpless. That part of me wanted to see her screaming. And then see her die screaming.

I'm not sure how | kept mysdlf from acting on that flood of violence and lugt. But instead of
gut-shooting Trixie, | stared coldly at her for a second, studying her injuries. One of the shots must have
ether bounced into her caf or entered directly when the gun had gone off during the struggle. She bled,
but not enough to kill her anytime soon, and the lines of her calf and foot seemed twisted, dightly
misshapen. The bullet must have broken a bone,

"Please," she babbled, staring at the gun | now held. "I'll do whatever you want. Just say it. Oh,
God, please dont kill me."

| stalked to the door. | noted a couple of bullet holesin it, and heard myself speak, my voice
quiet and deadly cold. " Shut up.”

She did, shuddering with sobs, hiding her face. The scent of urine joined the other smellsin the
room. | kept her revolver in hand and jerked the door open hard, to rush through it and back to the
soundstage to dedl with the curse.

| didn't haveto bother.

Emmals corpse lay on itsback in the hall outside. She had been wearing spandex biking shorts
with amatching sports hater. There was blood forming apool benegth her. A smdll, neat hole directly
into her stlernum accompanied the hole in her forehead, just over her right eyebrow. She lay with her
knees bent beneath her, her arms spread alittle. A prescription bottle lay on the ground, just barely
touching one fingertip. Sheld been dead before shefell, and her body had smply relaxed bonelesdy to

the ground.



The shots couldn't have been more perfect if they'd been ddlivered by aprofessiona n.
The odds againgt stray bullets randomly hitting where they had were inconceivably high. The malocchio
had killed her. The stray bullets had smply been itsingtrument.

| heard Trixie gasp behind me, and turned to see her staring at the body. "No," she whispered,
the timing of the words somehow digointed and random. "That wasn't in the plan. Thiswasn't part of it.
He never sadthat.”

| heard running footsteps coming down the hall, and looked up in time to see a couple of the
camera guys, Jake, and Arturo round the corner. They came to an abrupt stop, staring at the scenein
shock. Someone—Jake, | thought—Iet out a high-pitched, squawking cry.

| suddenly redlized that | was standing over a dead woman while another bled from abullet
wound ten feet away—and that | was holding the gun that did it to them both.

Trixie's eyeswidened asif she recognized the opportunity. Her mouth twisted into a sudden,
vindictive, mad-eyed rictus. Shelet out ascream, wailing, "Help me! Help me, oh, God, don't et him kill
metoo!"

| didn't have long to decide on acourse of action, but | got the benefit of one of those crystallized
moments, when nothing happens and it seemslike you've got dl thetimein the world to think.

I'd been too dow and now Emmawas dead. Worse yet, | looked guilty as hell, short-term. In
the long term, forensics would show that Trixie had been holding the gun when it went off, but | had
never been on good terms with the largest part of Chicago'slegd system, either in the courts or law
enforcement. At least one cop, now in Interna Affairs, would be glad to take this opportunity to crucify
me, and if | took my chances with the law, the weapon plus the eyewitness testimony of awould-be
victim could provide the state with areasonable case. Even if they didn't win, | could still spend the
duration in prison, months or possibly years, until the case was decided—but dl it would redly take was
one or two days. By then Mavra and her scourge would find me and kill me. | knew from bloody
experience that not even the strongest jail cell meant much to supernatura beings with murder in mind.

| il didn't know who was hdping Trixie. If | didn't figure out who was behind this mess, they



could keep going, keep on killing. If 1 was out of the picture, they'd get away with it, and the thought
stirred up my rage once more. Emma's death had changed things. Before, there had been danger, but no
one had died on my watch. Not for lack of trying, sure, but I'd been there in time to avert any deaths. But
now Emma, whose worst crime probably had alot to do with providing adecent living for her children,
was lying there like so much mest, and her kids had no mommy.

| stared at Trixie for ahot, wild second, and the look choked her continued shrieks to whimpers.
Trixie may have been female, but as of that moment she wasn't awoman anymore. Sheld crossed aline.
Asfar as| was concerned, she and her allies had forfeited their membership card to the humanity club
when they killed Emma

And I'd be damned if | was going to let them get away withiit. But | couldn't do it from theinside
of acell.

| turned and hurried into an adjoining hall and toward the nearest door, but found it locked. |
cursed and ran back, heading for the front door. Someone shouted but | ignored them. | sprinted the last
twenty feet and was abouit to hit the door when it abruptly swung open.

Joan stepped in from the parking lot, panting. She wore old jeans and another flannd shirt over a
tee. She had her keysin one hand, and a clawhammer in the other. She'd gone through the locked door
and beaten me to the exit.

"What are you doing?" she demanded.

| checked over my shoulder. | heard more shouts and running footsteps, heavy and fast. Bobby
was running after me. If hetried to sop me hereinthe hdl, | didn't think | could get away from him
without hurting him, maybe badly. But when | took another step toward Joan she swallowed, her face
paewith fright but her eyes determined, and lifted the clawhammer.

"Joan," | panted. "l haveto go."

"No," shesaid. "I don't know what's going on, but | can't let you leave. | heard gunshots. Emma
and Trishare hurt.”

| didn't havetimeto discussit. | took a handkerchief from my pocket, wrapped it around the



handle of Trixi€'s gun to maybe preserve any prints, and lifted it, not quite pointing it at Joan. "There's not
timeto explain, but if you don't et me go it's going to keep happening. Someone e se on the crew will get
hurt tonight.”

Her expression became angry. "Don't you dare threaten these people.”

"Itisn't athreat,” | half screamed. | hated to do it, but | pointed the gun at her. "Move."

She started shaking but adjusted her grip on the hammer and shook her head.

"I meanit," | said, and took astep forward, radiating as much menace as| knew how.

Joan gared a the gun for amoment. Then an expression of resolution took the fear from her
face. Shelowered the hammer and took a step toward me, putting the barrel of the gun about six inches
from her sternum. "I can't let you hurt anyone ese. If you want to leave,” she said quietly, "youll haveto
kill metoo."

| stared at her for amoment. Then | gripped the gun's barrd with my left hand, Ieft the
handkerchief around the handle, and offered it to her.

She stared at me. "What are you doing?"

"Takeit," | sad. "Trixiesfingerprints are on the handle, so don't touch it. She was the shooter.
She'sworking with someone and they're responsible for al the deaths and injurieslately. But when the
cops show, shelll lieto them, and it looks bad for me. If the police arrest and hold me, | won't be able to
help you when they strike again tonight. | haveto go.”

She shivered and took the gun. She hed it likeit might bite her. "I don't understand.”

"Joan. If | wasthe one who shot them, I'd have shot you too. Would | giveyou theguniif I'd
doneit? Just leave the murder weapon here for the cops?'

She hesitated, uncertain.

"Help me,” | told her. There was atense note of fear in my voice. "l need to get back to my
place, get afew things, and go before the cops start watching it. Try to delay them. Just for five minutes,
please. My God, it'sgoing to happen again if | don't stopit.”

She glanced over her shoulder at the door.



"Please, Joan," | said quietly. "God, please hep me." Silence fell heavily, except for more
footsteps, coming closer.

"l must beinsane," shesaid. "'l must beinsane.”

She stepped aside.

| did the only thing | could under the circumstances. It made melook guilty ashdl, but if | wanted
to keep breathing | didn't have much choice.

| ran.

Chapter Twenty-seven

| hit the parking lot a arun, piled into the Blue Beetle, and started it up. Behind me | heard the
building'sfire darm go off, adeafening ringing of emergency bells. In addition to the police, and probably
an ambulance, abunch of fire trucks were about to show up aswell. It was going to be one hell of a
mess to sort through, at least for the CPD. By the time they made sure the building had been evacuated,
seen to Trixies wound, and taken statements from everyonein the building | could probably walk to
Havana. She/d bought me at least ten minutes and probably more.

"Blessyou, Joan," | muttered. | dapped the old car into reverse and cleared out, heading for my
gpartment. | was on the highway and gone before any sirens started converging. | drove carefully and
under the limit, since getting pulled over for acitation could be fatal, and tried to think unobtrusive
thoughts. But | found mysdlf mulling over the details of the malocchio.

Trixie Vixen had been in the room with me when the last curse came down, and while shewas
clearly involved, it hadn't come from her. Sheld known about it in great detail, though, and she'd known
enough about magic to screw up the hurried wards 1'd raised around the studio. Couple that with
bragging about her power, and | figured sheld been involved in the actual magic a some point—she

probably had handled part of the ritual that brought the curse down.



It made sense. Trixie was ajumbo-s zed self-obsessed drama queen, complete with
mel odramatic dialogue, tantrums, and smug confidence that she was the center of the universe. The
deaths and near-deaths from the malocchio had given new depthsto the term freak accident. Swarms
of bees, bridge-jumping cars, and electrocution in a puddle of one's own blood were some pretty
ridiculous waysto kill someone. And that frozen turkey thing had come straight out of a cartoon.

They would have been funny if it hadn't been for the desths.

But the curse had been different today. No winding, dow buildup, no murder weagpons
manufactured by the Acme Corporation, and no spillover onto other people nearby. Unlike the others,
Emmals death had been the result of asurgica strike of focused, violent energy. The earlier editions of
the curse had been more like a stone-headed hatchet than ascalpel. Today's curse had been far stronger
than the ones|'d felt before, too.

And Trixie was the lowest common denominator.

Any kind of magic spell requires certain things to happen. Y ou haveto gather in the energy for
whatever it isyouretrying to do. Then you have to shape it with your thoughts and fedlings into what you
want it to do. And findly you haveto rdeaseit in the direction you want it to go. To use arough
metaphor, you have to load the gun, aim it, and pull the trigger.

The problem was that with a curse that powerful, you were talking about avery big gun. Even
with aritual supplying the power for it, controlling that power was atask that not just anybody could do.
Aiming and pulling the trigger were easer, but handling them dl a once would be very difficult even for
somewizards. That'swhy for the big projects you need three people working together, and it'sthe basis
for the stereotype of three cackling witches casting spellsin concert over acauldron.

Trixie stormed off the set before the curse had come at Inari last night, and she hadn't beenin the
studio when it happened twelve hours prior to that. But she had been there with metoday. Trixiethe
Drama Queen's persondity was stamped all over the near-insane deaths, but | was damned sure that she
wasn't awizard.

Therefore, shed had help. Someone would need to manage the energy, while Trixie shaped the



curseinto some kind of ludicrous deeth scenario. And someone el se had to pull the trigger, channdling the
spell to itsintended recipient—al SO something that required alittle more skill and focusthan | waswilling
to believe Trixie had. So it would take three of them.

Three stregas.

Three former Mrs. Arturo Genosas.

The cursethat killed Emma had been different. It had been ahell of alot stronger, for onething,
and it had come at her ahell of alot faster. And the death it had brought down on her had been efficient
and quick. If Trixie wasn't with them, then it meant that either one of the others had some serious sKill, or
they'd been able to find a replacement witch who had been content with making the murder swift, clean,
andsmple.

Four killers working together. | was the only one around who could get in their way, and they
knew | was getting closer to them. Under the circumstances, they had only onelogical target for the next
iteration of the spell, twelve hours from now.

Me.

That was assuming, of course, that Mavra and the vampire scourge—or possibly theman I'd
hired to help mekill them—didn't take me out first. Maybe they wouldn't get their chance. See? That's
the power of pogtive thinking.

| got back to my apartment and got out of the car just in time to see Mister flying down the
sdewdk asfast as he could run. He looked both ways before crossing the street, and we entered the
gpartment together. | sarted gathering things and shoving them into a nylon gym bag, then opened the
door down to thelab. Bab flowed out of Mister, who promptly shuffled over to the fire and collapsed
into deep.

"Wel?" | cdled down as| finished packing the bag. "Did you find her?"

"Yeah, | found her," Bob called.

"About time," | said. | went down the ladder in ahurry, and flicked several candlesdight with a

muttered word. | got out aroll of parchment about afoot and ahalf square. Then | spread it onto the



worktablein thelab's center and set afountain pen besideit. "Where?!

"Not far from Cabrini Green,” Bob said. "'l got agood look around the place.”

"Good. Y ou've got permission to come out long enough to show me what you found.”

He made a sighing sound but didn't complain. The usud cloud of glowing orange motes of light
did out of the skull's eye sockets, though perhapsit was alittle less bright and swirly than usud. The
cloud of light surrounded the pen, and it rose up of its own accord, then began scratching a drawing of
thelair on the parchment. Bob'svoice, alittleindistinct now, said, Y ou aren't going to like this."

"Why not?"

"It'sashdter.”

"A homeess shelter?'

"Yeah," Bob said. "Does some rehab work with drug addicts, too."

"Starsand stones,” | murmured. "How could vampires take something that public?"

"There's no real threshold on a public building, so they didn't need aninvitation, | think they
probably camein from Undertown, right into the shelter's basement.”

"How many people have they hurt?"

Bob's pen flickered over the parchment. When | draw maps | usually end up with a series of
lopsided squares and wavery lines and incomplete circles. Bob's drawing looked like it could have been
done by daVinci. "There were three bodies stacked up in acorner of the basement,” Bob said. "A few
of the shelter's staff had been made into rough thralls and are covering for them, sort of. Maybe haf a
dozen people hadn't been enthralled, but they weretied up and locked into a cedar closet.”

“Ary goons?'

"Big-time. Half adozen Renfields, and each of them has a darkhound to boot.”

"Renfidds?" | asked.

"How in the world can you exist in this century and not know about Renfields?' Bob demanded.
"You need alife, gat.”

"| read the book. | know who Renfield was. I'm not familiar with the parlance for Renfield in the



plurd.”

"Oh," Bob said. "What do you need to know?"

"Well. First off, what did they call them before Stoker published the book?" | asked.

"They didn't call them anything, Harry," Bob said in atone of gentle patience. "That's why the
White Court had Stoker publish the book. To tell people about them.”

"Oh. Right." I rubbed a my eyes. "How do the vampires do their recruiting?’

"Mind-control magic," Bob sad. "Theusud."

"Always with the menta control,” | muttered. "L et me make sure my facts are straight. Rough
thrallsjust stand around looking blank until they get orders, right?*

"Yeah," Bob said, pen scratching. " Sort of like zombies, but they till have to go to the
bathroom."

"So aRenfiddisthefine verson of thraldom?'

"No," Bob said. "A finethrall is so controlled that they might not even know that they're athrall at
dl, andit lastslong-term.”

"Likewhat DuMornedidto Elaine."

"Uh, | guess o, yeah. Likethat. That kind of thing takes asubtle hand, though. Enthraling
someone aso requires alot of time and a certain amount of empathy, neither of which has been readily
avallableto Mavra"

"S0?" | sad, getting impatient. "A Renfiddisa...?"

Bob put the pen down. "It'sthe quick, dirty way for the Black Court to pick up some cheap
muscle, Renfields have been crushed into total thralldom through brute psychic force.”

"You'rekidding," | said. "The kind of mental damage that would do to someone. . ."

"It destroys their sanity when it happens,” Bob confirmed. "Makes them no good for anything but
gibbering violence, but since that's pretty much what the vampires wanted to begin with it works out.”

"How do you get them out of it?" | asked.

"You don't," Bob said. "The origind Merlin couldn't undo it, and neither could any of the saints



on record who havetried. A thrall can be freed, or recover over time. Renfields can't. From the moment
their minds break they've got an expiration date.”

"Ugh," | said. "What do you mean?'

"Renfields get more and more violent and deranged, and they sdlf-destruct in ayear or two. You
can't fix them. For al practica purposes, they're adready dead.”

| went over the factsin my head, and admired how much uglier the Situation had just become.
Over the years|'ve learned that ignorance is more than just bliss. It's freaking orgasmic ecstasy. | glanced
at Bob and said, "Are you sure about your facts?"

The cloud of orange light flowed tiredly back into the skull onitsshelf. "Y es. DuMornedid quite
abit of research on the subject back in the day."

"Murphy isnt going to likethis" | said. "Dismembering monsters with achain saw isonething.
People are another.”

"Y eah. People are easier.”

"Bob," | growled. "They're people.”

"Renfiddsaren't, Harry," Bob said. "They might still be moving around but they're pretty much

"Boy, would it be fun to explain that to a courtroom,” | said. | shuddered. "Or to the White
Council, for that matter. If | take out the wrong person, | could wind up in jail—or in aWhite Council
star chamber trid. Mavras using the laws to protect hersalf against us. That's so backward.”

"Screw thelawd Kill 'em dl!" Bob said with weary cheer.

| Sghed. "What about the dogs?'

"Your basic animal," Bob said. "But they've been infused with a portion of the samekind of dark
power that the Black Court runs on. They're stronger, faster, and they don't fed pain. | once saw a
darkhound rip itsway through abrick wall."

"| bet they look like normal dogs afterward, huh?'

"And before-ward," Bob said.



"l guessif the cops are on my case when thisis over, the SPCA can come along for theride.” |
shook my head. "And on top of al that, Mavrais aso keeping those hostages in the closet for food.
Shelll use them as human shields oncefighting sarts.”

"Or ashatinatrap,” Bob said.

"Y eah. Either way it makes things more complicated, even if we go in when Mavraand her
scourge are deeping.” | looked at Bob's diagram of thelair. "Any security syslem?”

"Old éectronic one," Bob said. "Nothing fancy. No problem for you to hex it down.”

"Mavrawill know that. Shelll have sentries. We need to get past them.”

"Forget it. Rough thralls and Renfields don't exactly make the most observant guardiansin the
world, but the darkhounds make up for them. If you want to snesk up, you'll haveto beinvisible,
inaudible, and unsmellable. Don't count on a surprise atack.”

"Dammit. What kind of wegpons are they toting?"

"Uh, teeth. Mogtly teeth, Harry."

| glared & him. "Not the dogs."

"Oh. Thethrdls have got some basebd | bats. The Renfidds have assaullt rifles, grenades, and
body armor.”

"Holy crap.”

Bob leered at me from hisshdlf. "Awww. |zzums scared of the mean old machine guns?”

| glowered and flipped a pencil at the skull. "Maybe Murphy can figure out away to do this
without starting World War Three. Meanwhile, change of topic incoming. | need your opinion.”

"Sure," Bob said. "Hit me."

| told him about the entropy curse and who | thought was behind it.

"Ritud magic," Bob confirmed. "More amateurs.”

"Who sponsorsritual curses these days?' | asked.

"WEell. In theory, alot of Powers. In practice, though, the writings on most of them have been

gathered up by the Council or the Venatori or someone & se with some supernatural clout. Or else



destroyed. It might take me sometimeto recal al the details.”

"Why?" | asked.

"Because I've got about six hundred years worth of memoriesto sort through, and I'm
exhausted,” Bob said, his voice softer, as though coming from far away. "But you can be pretty sure that
whoever isbacking adeeth curseisn't red friendly."

"Tdl me something | don't know," | said. "Hey, Bob."

"Hhm?'

"Isit possible to work some kind of spdll that would last, | dunno, maybe twenty or thirty years?

"Sure, if you spend enough money,” Bob said. "Or if you're some kind of sentimental family sap.”

"Sentimental ? How's that?"

"Widl, you can anchor magic to certain materids, right? Most of them are very expensive. Or you
do the cheap kind like you use on your blasting rod and such, refresh them oncein awhile." The skull's
eyeswere growing rapidly dimmer. "But there are times when you can anchor it to a person.”

"Thet isn't doable," | said.

"Not for you," Bob said. "Gotta be ablood relation. Blood in common, that kind of thing. Maybe
if you had akid. But | guessyou'd need agirlfriend for thet, huh."

| raked my hand through my hair, thinking. "And if you do it that way, the spdll lasts? Even for
that long?"

"Oh, sure," Bob said. "Aslong as the person you anchor it to isdive. Takesatiny bit of energy
off them to keep the spell from dowing down. That'swhy dl the redly nasty curses you hear about
usudly involve some family somewhere”

"Sofor ingtance,” | said, "my mother could have laid out a curse on someone. And aslong as|
wasdive, it would till beviable.

"Exactly. Or like that loup-garou guy. His own bloodline keeps the curse fuded." The skull's
mouth opened in ayawn. "Anything else?'

| picked up the map and tucked it into a pocket. Bob was at the end of hisresources, and | had



no timeto lose. I'd have to finish out this one on my own. "Get some rest and see what you can
remember,” | said. "I've got to clear out before the cops get here.” | started to get up off my stool, and
every musclein my body complained to be moving again. | winced and said, "Painkillers. Definitely need
painkillerstoo.”

"Luck, Harry," Bob mumbled, and the glittering orange lightsin the skull's eye sockets dimmed
completely.

My body ached as | climbed back out of the lab. It was getting to be pretty good at aching,
actualy, by virtue of dl the practice. | could ignore pain. | had atalent for ignoring it. That talent had been
refined by the harsh lessons of life and the even harsher lessons of Justin DuMorne. But even o, the
discomfort took itstoll. My bed wasn't particularly luxurious, but it looked that way when | passed it on
my way to the door.

| had my keysin my hand and my bag over one shoulder when the there was arattling from the
dim corner by the door. | paused, and amoment later my wizard's staff twitched, rattling again. It
shuddered and twitched, thumping against the wall and the floor in staccato fits, too much rhythm to the
sounds for them to be meaningless.

"Wdl," | muttered. "It's about damn time."

| picked up my staff, rapped one end hard on the floor, and focused my attention on the length of
wood. | reached down through it, into the steady, heavy power of the earth benegth it, and then beat out
my own short rhythm on the sone. My staff went ill, then quivered sharply twicein my hand. | set out
water and food for Mister, |€eft, and locked my apartment behind me, then sealed the wards of protective
energy around it.

By thetime | was up the stairs, aheavy old Ford truck, a battered and tough-looking survivor of
the Great Depression, pulled into the gravel parking lot at the Sde of the boardinghouse and crunched to
ahdt. It had Missouri plates. A gun rack at the back of the cab held an old double-barreled shotgunin
itstop dot, and athick, sumpy old wizard's staff in the one benegth it.

The driver set the brake and swung open the door without |etting the engine die. He was old but



hale, ashort, ssocky man in overals, heavy working boots, and aflanne shirt. He had broad hands with
scarred knuckles, and wore aplain stedl ring on each index finger. A few white hairs drifted around his
sun-toughened scalp. He had dark eyes, a severely annoyed expression, and he snorted upon seeing me.
"Hey, there, Hoss. Y ou look like ten miles of bad—"

"Clichés" | interjected, smiling. The old man puffed out a breath of quiet laughter and offered me
his hand. | shook it, and found myself newly appreciative of the calloused strength that belied the man's
evident age. "Good to seeyou, Sr. | was starting to fed alittle swamped.”

Ebenezar M cCoy, senior member of the White Council, a sometime mentor of mine, and by all
accounts I'd heard one hell of a strong wizard, clapped me on my bicepswith hisfree hand. "You, in
over your head? It'sasif you're too stubborn to know when to run.”

"Wed best get moving,” | told him. "The police will be dong shortly.”

Hisfrown knitted his shaggy white eyebrows together, but he nodded and said, "Hop in."

| gotin thetruck and did my staff into the gun rack with Ebenezar's. The old man's staff was
shorter and thicker than mine, but the carved sigils and formulae on it were noticeably smilar, and the
texture and color of the wood wasidentica. They'd both come from the same lightning-wounded tree,
back on Ebenezar'sland in the Ozarks. | shut the door and closed my eyes for amoment, while
Ebenezar got the truck rolling.

"Your Morseisrusty," he said afew minuteslater. "On my staff it sounded like you spelled it
‘blampires.™

"l did," | said. "Black Court vampires. | just shortened it some.”

Ebenezar tsked. "Blampires. That's the problem with you young people. Shortening al the
words."

"Too many acronyms?" | asked.

“Ayuh”

"Wedll, then," | said. "I'm glad you took the timeto RSVP me. | have a problem that needsto stay

onthe QT, butisrapidly going FUBAR. I'm sorry to cal you LD through AT& T instead of using UPS,



but | needed your help ASAP. | hope that's OK."

Ebenezar grunted, shot me asidelong look, and said, "Don't make me kick your ass."

"No, gr," | sad.

"Black Court," hesad. "Who?"'

"Mavra. Y ou know her?"

"I know it," he said, the pronoun mildly emphasized. "Killed afriend of minein the Venatori once.
And shewasin the Wardens files. They suspect she'sgot alittle skill at dark sorcery and consider her to
be very dangerous.”

"It'smorethan alittle skill," | said.

The old man frowned. "Oh?"

"Y eah. I've seen her throw raw power around, and put up the best vell I've ever seen through. |
aso saw her usng some long-range mental communicationswith her flunkies."

The old man frowned. "That's more than alittle.”

"Uh-huh. She's gunning for me. Only, you know, without the guns.”

Ebenezar frowned, but nodded. " She holding that mess at the VVelvet Room against you?"

"That's how it looksfrom here," | said. "She'staken two swingsat me. But | found where she's
laired, and | want to take her down before she getsto three.”

"Makessense" hesad. "What'syour plan?’

"I've got help. Murphy—"

"Thepolicegirl?* heinterrupted.

"God, don't call her agirl,” | said. "At least not to her face. Y eah, her, and amercenary named
Kincaid."

"Haven't heard of him," Ebenezar said.

"Heworksfor the Archive" | said. "And he'sgood at killing vampires. I'm going in with those
two, but we need someone standing by to get usout in ahurry.”

"I'm your driver, en?" he mused. "And | suppose you want someone to lock down Mavras



power, if she's got accessto that much magic.”

"It hadn't occurred to me, redlly,” | lied. "But hey, if you are bored and want to do that to pass
the time while you keep the car running, | don't mind."

The old man'steeth flashed in awolfish smile. "I'll keegp that in mind, Hoss."

"I don't have anything to use asachannd, though,” | said. "Are you going to be able to target her
without hair or blood or something?'

"Yes," Ebenezar said. He didn't elaborate how held do it. "Though | doubt | can get her down to
nothing. | can prevent her from working anything big, but she might have enough l€ft in her to be
annoying.”

"I'll takewhat | can get," | said. "But we need to move right now. She's aready taken severa
people.”

"Vampires are that way," Ebenezar agreed in acasua tone, but | saw the way his eyes narrowed.
Hedidn't care for mongterslike Mavraany morethan | did. | could have kissed him.

"Thank you."

He shook his head. "What about her death curse?'

| blinked.

"Y ou'd thought of that, right?" he asked.

"What desth curse?' | ssammered.

"Useyour head, boy," Ebenezar said. "If she's got awizard's power, she might well be ableto
level adeath curse at you when she goes down."”

"Oh, comeon,” | muttered. "That'sno fair. She's already dead.”

"Hadn't thought of that, eh?" he asked.

"No," | said. "Though | should have. Been abusy couple of days, what with dodging all the
certain death coming at me from every direction. Not a second to spare for thinking. We have precious
litletime.”

He grunted. "So where we going?"



| checked thetime at a passing bank billboard. "A picnic.”

Chapter Twenty-eight

What |ooked like asmall army had invaded a portion of Wolf Lake Park and claimed itin the
name of God and Clan Murphy. Carsfilled thelittle parking lot nearby, and lined the nearest lane for a
hundred yardsin either direction. Summer had been generous with the rain for once, and al thetreesin
the park had put on glorious autumn colors so bright that if | scrunched up my eyesuntil my lashes
blurred my vision they aimost seemed to be afire.

In the park, a couple of gazebos had been stockpiled with tables and lots of food, and a pair of
portable pavilions flanked them, giving shade to maybe a dozen people who had fired up their grillsand
were singeing meat. Music was playing from severd different locations, the beets of the various songs
stumbling into one another, and evidently someone had brought a generator, because there was an
enormous TV set up out in the grass while adozen men crowded around it, talking loudly, laughing, and
arguing about what looked to be a college footba | game.

Thereweredso apair of volleybal nets and a badminton net, and enough Frisbees flying around
to foul up radar a the locd airports. A giant, inflatable castle wobbled dramaticaly as adozen children
bounced around on the inside of it, caroming off the walls and one another with equal amounts of
enthusiasm. Morekidsran in packs al over the place, and there must have been a dozen dogs glefully
racing one another and begging food from anyone who seemed to have some. Theair smelled like
charcoal, mesquite, and insect repdlent, and buzzed with happy chatter.

| stood there for aminute, watching the festivities. Spotting Murphy in acrowd of a couple of
hundred people wasn't easy. | tried to be methodical, sweeping the areawith my gaze from left to right. |
didn't spot Murphy, but as| stood there it occurred to me that a bruised and battered man better than six

and ahalf feet tall in ablack leather duster didn't exactly blend in with the crowd at the Murphy picnic. A



couple of the men around the television had spotted me with the kind of attention that made me think that
they were with the law.

Another man walking by with awhite Styrofoam cooler on one shoulder noticed the men at the
televison and followed their gaze to me. He wasin his mid-thirties and about an inch or two over average
height. His brown hair was cut short, aswas a neatly cropped goatee. He had the kind of build that
dangerous men seem to devel op—not enormous, pretty muscle, but the kind of lean sinew that indicated
speed and endurance as well as strength. And he was a cop. Don't ask me how | could tell—it was just
something about the way he held himself, the way he kept track of his surroundings.

He promptly changed course, walked up to me, and said, "Hey, there."

"Hey," | said.

Histone was overtly friendly, but | could taste the suspicion init. "Mind if | ask what you're doing
here?’

| didn't havetimefor thiscrap. "Yes"

He dropped the fake friendliness. "Listen, buddy. Thisisafamily get-together. Maybe you could
find another part of the park to stand around looking foreboding.”

"Free country,” | said. "Public park."

"Which has been reserved by the Murphy family for the day,” he said. "L ook, buddy, you're
scaring the kids. Walk."

"Or youl'l cdl the cops?' | asked.

He st the cooler down and squared off facing me, just barely far enough away to avoid a sucker
punch. He looked relaxed, too. He knew what he was doing. "I'll do you afavor and call the ambulance
firs."

By thistime we were getting more atention from the football fans. | was frustrated enough to be
tempted to push him alittle bit more, but there was no senseinit. | assumed that the copsin the family
were off today, but if | got beaten up someone might call in and find out about Emmals degth. That wasa

good way to get bogged down in aholding cell and dead.



The guy faced me with confidence, even though | had ahead and shoulders on him and
outweighed him by forty or fifty pounds. He knew if anything happened, hed have aton of help.

Must beanicefeding.

| lifted ahand by way of capitulation. "I'll go. | just need to speak to Karrin Murphy for a
moment. Busness"

His expresson flickered with surprise that was quickly hidden. "Oh." Helooked around. "Over
there," he said. " She's reffing the soccer game.”

"Thanks"

"Sure" theman said. "Y ou know, it wouldn't kill you to be alittle more polite.”

"Why take chances," | muttered, turning my back on him and heading over to the makeshift
soccer fidd. There were abunch of rugratstoo big for playground equipment and too young for pimples
playing with what could kindly be construed as abundant enthusiasm while afew motherly typeslooked
on. But | didn't see Murphy.

| began to turn around and start another sweep. At thisrate | would have to ask someone for
directions.

"Harry?' Murphy'svoice cdled from behind me.

| turned around. My jaw dropped open. | was lucky none of the kids kicked their soccer ball
into my exposed uvula. It took me aminute to slammer, "Y ou're wearing adress.”

She glowered up a me. Murphy wasn't going to quaify under anyone's definition of willowy or
svelte, but she had the build of agymnast—tough, flexible, and strong. Generdly speaking, being
five-nothing, a hundred and nothing, and fema e had made her professiond life less than pleasant,
including getting her landed in charge of Specia Investigations—a post that was the career equivalent to
being exiled to the Badtille, or maybe left out for the ants.

Murphy had excelled at her new job, much to the distress of the folks who had gotten her put
there. Partly, to be sure, because she had engaged the services of the only professona wizard in

Chicago. But also because she was damned good at her job. Sheld been able to inspireloyalty, to judge



and employ her detectives skills effectively, and to keep everyone together through somefairly terrifying
times—both in my company and outside of it. She was smart, tough, dedicated, and everything else an
idedl leader of apolice divison should be.

Except mae. In a profession that was till very much aboys club.

Asaresult, Murphy had made a number of accommodeations to the male ego. She was an
award-winning marksman, she had taken more than her share of martia-arts tournaments, and she
continued to train ferocioudy, most of it with, among, and around cops. There was no onein the
department who had any questions about whether or not Murphy could introduce the baddest bad guys
to new vigtas of physica pain in hand-to-hand, and no one who had survived the battle with the
loup-garou would ever doubt her skill with firearms or her courage again. But being Murphy, she went
the extramile. She wore her hair shorter than sheliked it, and she went amost entirely without makeup
or adornments. She dressed functionally—never scruffy, mind you, but amost aways very subdued and
practical—and never, ever wore adress.

Thisonewaslong, full, and yellow. And it had flowers. It looked quite lovely and utterly . . .
wrong. Just wrong. Murphy in adress. My world felt askew.

"I hate these things," she complained. Shelooked down, brushing at the skirt, and swished it
back and forth alittle. "I dwaysdid.”

"Wow. Uh, why are you wearing it, then?'

"My mom madeit for me." Murphy sighed. "So, | thought, you know, maybe it would make her
happy to seemeinit." Shetook awhistle from around her neck, promoted one of the kidsto referee,
and started walking. | fell into pace beside her.

"You found them," she said.

"Yeah. Our driver ishere, and | cdled Kincaid about twenty minutes ago. Hell have the
hardware nearby and waiting for us." | took a deep breath. "And we need to moveinahurry."

"Why?" she asked.

"I'm pretty sure your brothers and sistersin law enforcement are going to want to St me down for



along tak. I'd rather they didn't until I've closed acouple of accounts.” | gave her abrief rundown of
Emmas murder.

"Chrigt," she said. After afew steps she added, "At least thistime around | heard it from you first.
I've got a change of clothesin the car. What elsedo | need to know?"

"Tdl youontheway," | said.

"Right," she said. "Look, | promised my mom I'd come see her before| |eft. My sister wanted to
talk to me about something. Two minutes."

"Sure," | said, and we veered toward one of the pavilions. "Y ou have abig family. How many?"

"Couple of hundred the last time | looked,” she said. "There, in the white blouse. That's mother.
Thegirl inthetight . . . everythingismy baby sgter, Lisa"

"Baby sster haspretty legs,”" | noted. "But those shorts must be alittle binding.”

"The clothes keep the blood from reaching her brain,” Murphy said. "At least that's my theory.”
She stepped under the pavilion, smiling, and said, "Hi, Mom!™

Murphy's mom was taler than her daughter, but she had that kind of matronly plumpnessthat
comes with age, pasta, and acomfortablelife. Her hair was dark blond, threaded through with grey that
she had made no effort at al to conced, and it was held back off her face with ajade comb. She was
wearing awhite blouse, aflord print skirt, and tinted sunglasses. She turned around to face Murphy as
we walked up, and her facelit for amoment. "Karrin," she said, her tone warm and wary.

Murphy held out her hands as she walked over to her mom, and the two clasped hands and
hugged. Therewas asort of stiffnessto the gesture that suggested ritud, formdity, and less-than-pleasant
emotional undercurrents. They batted afew chatty words back and forth, and while they did | noted
something odd. There had been at least a dozen people under the pavilion when we camein, but most of
them had wandered away. In fact, there was awidening circle of open space clearing out around the
pavilion.

Murphy didn't missit, either. She glanced back at me, and | quirked an eyebrow at her. She

twitched one shoulder inaminima shrug, and went back to talking with her mom.



A minute later only five people were within twenty or thirty feet: me, Murphy, her mom, little
sgter, Lisa, and the man whose lap she was draped across. The guy with the cooler. They were behind
Murphy and me, and | turned my body hafway so that | could look at them without totaly ignoring
Murphy and her mom.

Lisareminded mealot of Murphy, had Murphy been an estrogen princess rather than awarrior
princess. Blond hair, fair skin, a pert nose, and cornflower blue eyes. She wore a scarlet baby-doll
T-shirt with the Chicago Bulls team logo stretched out over her chest. Her shorts had been blue jeans at
some point, but they had come down with a bad case of spandex envy. She wore flip-flops and dangled
them from her painted toes as she sat across the lap of the man | presumed to be the fiancé Murphy had
mentioned.

He made quite acontrast with Lisa. Hewas abit older than her, for one. Not double her age or
anything, but definitely older. He was being careful not to let any expression show on hisface, and it
made methink that he was worried about something.

"Mom," Murphy was saying. "Thisismy friend Harry. Harry, thisis my mother, Marion.”

| put on my best smilefor Mother Murphy and stepped forward, offering her my hand.
"Charmed, maam."

She shook my hand and gave me a calculating look. Her grip reminded me of Murphy's—her
hands were small, strong, and had been hardened by work. "Thank you, Harry."

"And thisismy baby sgter, Lisa" Murphy said, turning to face her for thefirst time. "Lisg, this
is—" Murphy froze, her words dying into achoking gasp. "Rich," she said after a second, her voice
shaking with atide of emotion. "What are you doing here?"

He murmured something to Lisa. The girl dipped off hislap, and he scood dowly up. "Hello,
Karrin. Y ou'relooking well."

"Y ou miserable son of abitch," Murphy spat. "What do you think you're doing?"

"Karrin," Murphy's mom snapped. "Thereisno place for that kind of language here.”

"Oh, pleasg!” Lisacried.



"I don't haveto put up with that, Karrin," Rich growled.

Murphy clenched her handsinto fists.

"Whoa, whoa, people,” | said. | must have been feeling suicida, because | took a step forward
and placed mysdlf inthe middle of the circle of angry stares. "Come on, guys. At least let me get
introduced to everyone before the fighting starts, so I'll know who to duck.”

There was a second of heavy silence, and then Rich snorted out a quiet laugh and subsided back
into hischair. Lisafolded her arms. Murphy tensed up alittle, but with her it wasagood sign. She dways
got that deadly relaxed ook to her stance when she was about to kick someone's ass.

"Thank you, Harry," MamaMurphy said in aloud tone. She stepped forward with a paper plate
laden with ahamburger and passed it to me. "It's nice to know there is another adult present. Why don't
we get everyone introduced, Karrin."

| checked the burger. It had everything on it but cheese. Just theway | liked it. | was favorably
impressed with Mama Murphy. And | was starving, too. More bonus points.

Murphy stepped up beside me. "Right. Introductions. Harry, thisismy baby sgter, Lisa" She
glared daggers a the man. "And thisis Rich. My second husband.”

Oh, dear Lord.

Murphy stared from her mom to her Sster to Rich. "I know we haven't talked in awhile, Mother.
So let's get caught up. Why don't we start with why Lisais engaged to my ex-husband and none of you
even bothered to tell me?'

Lisalifted her chin. "It isn't my fault if you're too much of abitch to get aman to stay with you.
Rich wanted an actud woman, which iswhy you aren't involved with him anymore. And | didn't tell you
because it was none of your damned business.”

"Lisa" scolded MamaMurphy. "That isnot the kind of language alady uses.”

"And those aren't the kind of clothes alady wears," Murphy said, her voicetart. "She might as
well talk like awhore, too."

"Karrinl" MamaMurphy protested, her voice shocked.



There wasn't time for this, either. | stepped up next to Murphy and gave Rich a haf-desperate
look.

"Ohhhhh-kay," Rich said. He stood up from his chair, dipping an a'm around Lisas shoulders.
"Thisisno good. Come on, baby. Time for awalk until you cool off. Let'sgo find abeer.”

"Murph," | said. | leaned down enough to mutter a her ear, "Remember. No time."

Murphy folded her arms, her expression unrepentant, but at least she turned away from her
sgter. Rich and Murphy Spice waked off toward the other pavilion.

Mother Murphy waited until they were gone before she faced us, her frown speaking volumes of
disapproval. "For goodness sake, Karrin. Y ou aren't children anymore.”

Explosion averted, at least for the moment. | seized the opportunity to eat the hamburger.

Oh. My. God. For food thisgood, I'd marry Murphy just for her mom's cooking on holidays.

"l can't believeit," Murphy said. "Rich. | thought he was working in New Orleans.”

"Heis" MamaMurphy said. "Lisawent down for Mardi Gras. Apparently he had to arrest her.”

"Mother," Murphy protested. "Y ou let her go to Mardi Gras? | had to sneak out of the house to
go to the prom.”

Mother Murphy sighed. "Karrin, you're the oldest child. She'sthe youngest. All parents get alittle
more relaxed along the way."

"Apparently,” Murphy said, her voice bitter, "that includestolerating felonies like providing
acohol to aminor. She'sunderage for beer until next month.”

"It'sdways about work, isn't it,” MamaMurphy said.

"This has nothing to do with work,” Murphy shot back. "Mother, he'stwice her age. How could

| partook of near-divine hamburger and kept my head down, and felt wise for doing so.
"Inthefirst place, dear, it isn't up to me. It'syour sster'slife. And he isn't twice her age. Worse
things have happened.” She sighed. "Wedl felt Lisashould be the oneto talk to you, but you know how

she hates confronting you."



"Shel'sagutlesslittle harlot, you mean.”

"That will be enough, young lady,” MamaMurphy said, her voice crackling with heat and stedl.
"Y our sster found aman who genuindy loves her. | might not be entirely confident about the notion, but
she's old enough to make her own choices. And besides, you know how much | dwaysliked Rich."

"Yes, | know," Murphy growled. "Can wetalk about something else?"

"All right.”

"Where are the boys?"

MamaMurphy rolled her eyes and nodded at the group around the big television out on the
grass. "Somewherein there. Y ou can hear them ydling if you ligten.”

Murphy snorted. "I'm surprised Rich isn't watching the game, too."

"Karrin, | know you're still angry with him. But it's hardly the man'sfault that he wanted to Sart a
family."

"That was just arationdization, Mother,” Murphy said. "What he wanted was for meto stay
home so that | wouldn't make him look bad at work."

"I'm sorry you il think that,” Mama Murphy replied. "But you're chegpening him. It isn't as
though he could start afamily by himsdlf. He wanted awoman willing to do that with him. Y ou madeit
clear that you didn't."

"Because | didn't want to give up what | do."

"There are other peoplein the family who have taken up your father's duties," Mother Murphy
said, her voice bitter. "There's no need for youto do it.”

"That isn't why | became acop,”

Mother Murphy shook her head and sighed. "Karrin. Y our brothersare al serving. They're
taking their timein settling down. | don't want to tell you what to do with your life—"

Murphy snorted.

"—but | do want to have the chance to hold my grandchildren while I'm till young enough and

strong enough to do it. Rich wantsto settle down, and your sister wants to be the woman he does it with.



Isthat such abad thing?*

"l just can't see you flying to New Orleans every month to visit them.”

"Of course not, dear,” Mama Murphy replied. "1 don't have that kind of money. That's why they'll
be settling down here.”

Murphy's mouth dropped open.

"Rich hasaready put infor histransfer and had it gpproved. Hell be working for the FBI office
hereinlllinois"

"l don't believe this," Murphy grated. "My own sigter. Here. With Rich. And you're just going to
keep throwing thisin my face.

"Not everything is about you, Karrin," her mother said, her voice prim. "I'm surewe can dl be
adults about this."

"But heésmy ex-husband."

"Whom you divorced,” Murphy's mother replied. But the harsh words were delivered in agentle
tone. "For goodness sake, Karrin, you've aready madeit clear that you didn't want him. Why should
you care if someone else does?"

"I don't,” Murphy protested. She waved avague hand. "But Lisaisn't just ‘'someone.”

"Ah," ssid MamaMurphy.

Just then Murphy's cell phone chirped. She checked it, frowned, and said, "Excuse me." Then
shewalked twenty or thirty feet away from me, out into the sunshine, head bent to the phone.

"That will bework, | assume," MamaMurphy said to me. "Y ou're the private investigator, arent
you?”

"Yes, maam."

"l saw youon Larry Fowler."

| sighed. "Yesh."

"Isit truethat he's suing you for demolishing his studio?”

"Yeah. And hiscar. | had to get alawyer and everything. The lawyer saysthat Fowler's guy



won't have acase, evenin civil court, but it's expensive and it'staking forever.”

"Thelega system can bethat way," MamaMurphy agreed. "I'm sorry my daughter dragged you
into our family squabble.”

"l volunteered,” | said.

"And now you regret it?"

| shook my head. "Hell—uh, heck, no. She's been there for me too many times, Mrs. Murphy. |
don't know if you're aware of how dangerous her job can be. The kinds of things she facesin Specid
I nvestigations can be especidly difficult. And disturbing. Y our daughter saveslives. There are people
who would be dead right now if she hadn't been there. I'm severd of them.”

MamaMurphy was quiet for amoment before she said, "Before they established Special
Investigations, the department routinely handed al those cases to senior detectivesin the Thirteenth
Precinct. The cases were referred to as black cat investigations. The detectives as black cats.”

"l didn't know that," | said.

She nodded. "My husband was ablack cat for twelve years."

| frowned. "Murphy never told me that."

"I never told her. And Karrin never knew her father very well,” MamaMurphy said. "He was
away so much of thetime. And he died when shewas only eleven.”

"Lineof duty?"

Momma Murphy shook her head. "Thework got to him. He.. . . he grew distant and started to
drink too much. And one night at his desk he took hisown life." She faced me and said, her voicetired
and sad, "Y ou see, Harry, my Collin never spoke of it, but | can read between lines aswell as anyone. |
know what my daughter isfacing.”

That hung in the air between usfor amoment.

"She'sgood,” | said. "Not just skilled. She's got agood heart, Mrs. Murphy. 1'd sooner trust her
with my life than anyone elseintheworld. It isn't fair for you to give her ahard time about her job.”

MamaMurphy's eyes sparkled, though they were dso alittle sad. " She thinks she's protecting



me from the awful truth, Harry, when | complain about her work and she keepsthings secret in reply. It
makes her happy to know that her mother is not even aware of such dangerousthings. | could never take
that away from her."

| arched an eyebrow at Mama Murphy. Then smiled.

"What?"' she asked.

"| ssewhere shegetsit,” | said.

Murphy turned back to me, her expression hard, and beckoned me. | went over to her.

"It'sKincaid," she said, her voice held tight and quiet. "He saysto tdll you he's at the shelter and
the Red Cross has shown up.”

"What? Hell's bells™

She nodded. "They do ablood drive every three months out of the shelter's basement.”

Where the Black Court was. Where the coffins and Renfields and darkhounds were. Mavraand
her brood would never alow themsalvesto be seen. The Red Cross volunteers were as good as dead if
they went in the basement. "Oh, crap.”

"I'mcdlingitin,” shesad.

"No," | said, larmed. "Y ou can't do that."

"Likehdl I can't,” shesad. "People arein danger.”

"And they're going to bein more danger if thisescaates,” | said. "Tell Kincaid to try to delay the
Red Cross people. Well get down there and hit Mavraright now, before the volunteers can put
themsdvesinthelineof fire

Murphy scowled up & me, her voice rising alittle. People sarted to give us surreptitious |ooks.
"Don't tel me how to do my job."

"Thisisn't your job, Murph,” | said. "Do you remember when | told you that 1'd tell you
everything? Do you remember that you agreed to trust my judgment? That you wouldn't go cdling in the
cavdry onthesethings?'

Her expression became even more furious. "Do you think that I'm too stupid to know how to



handlethis?'

"| think that you're way too worked up adready. And that you can't let thisfamily thing get in the
way of making the right decision. Getting the morta authorities involved would be bad for everyone,
Murph. Bad for you. Bad for Sl. Y ou might win the day, but when these things hit back, your people are
going to suffer.”

For asecond | thought she was going to strangle me. "What do you expect meto do?'

| got in her face, and | didn't careif she avoided my eyesor not. "l expect you to ligentothe
person who knows what he's talking about. | expect you to trust me, Murph, the way | trusted you. Get
on the damn phone and tell Kincaid what | said and ask where to meet him. Then we take care of

The eye contact got more intense, but Murphy shivered and broke it off before it could go any
deeper. "Fing" shesaid. "I'll doit. But don't think | won't kick your ass over thislater. Now back off
before you blow up my phone.”

| did, returning to the pavilion.

MamaMurphy regarded me speculatively. "Work?!

| nodded.

"That was quite an argument,” she said.

| shrugged.

"It would seem that you won it."

| sghed and said wryly, "And I'll pay for it later.”

"Y oull both be leaving, then?"

"Yegh"

Mama Murphy looked back and forth between me and Murphy for amoment and then said,
"L et me get you another burger before you go.”

| blinked a her.

She assembled food, including a second burger for Murphy, and passed me the paper plates.



She frowned at my hands, then up at my face, and asked, "Will you take care of my daughter?’
"Y es, maam. Of course | will."

Her blue eyesflashed fiercely, and she said, "L et me get you a piece of cake."

Chapter Twenty-nine

Murphy grabbed a gym bag out of her car and then followed me to Ebenezar'struck. She
stopped about twenty feet short of it and said, "Y oure kidding me."

"Comeon," | said. "Y ou want to show up where there might be some trouble in your own car?
That'd be nice for reponding emergency unitsto see. So get in.”

"What doesit run on, cod?"

Ebenezar stuck hisbad head out of the window, scowling. "Noidea. Mostly | just turnit loose
to hunt down dinner for itself.”

"Murph," | said. "Thisis Ebenezar McCoy. Ebenezar, thisisKarrin Murphy."

"You," Ebenezar said without approva. "I heard you've given the boy ahard time."

Murphy scowled. "Who the hell are you?!

"My teacher,” | told her in aquieter voice. "A friend."

She glanced at me, then pursed her lips. She didn't missthe shotgun or the st&ff in the truck.
"Y ou're coming dong to hdp?'

"Aslong asyou don't think I'm too old, girlie," he drawled, heavy on the sarcasm.

"You got adriver'slicense? Y ou driven Chicago Streets lately ?!

The old wizard scowled &t her.

"Thought s0," she said. "Move over.”

He sputtered. "What?'

"I'mdriving,” shesaid. "So move."



| Sghed. "Better move over, ar," | told Ebenezar. "Werein ahurry.”

Murphy's gym bag thumped onto the ground and she stared at me with her mouth open.

"What?' | asked.

"Sr?' shesad, her voiceincredulous.

| scowled at her and ducked my head.

She picked up her bag, blinked a couple of times, and said, in her professiondly politest tones,
"If you don't mind, Mister McCoy, | know the streets better, and there are lives a stake.”

Ebenezar's scowl had been half subverted by asmall smile, but he said, "Bah. I'm too old to see
the street signs anyway.”" He opened the door and started scooting. "Get in, get in. Come on, Hoss, we
an't got time to wait on you."

Murphy did not go so far asto dap her magnetic cop light on the top of the truck, but she got us
to aparking garage near Mavraslair in abig hurry. She knew the streets of the old town aswell as
anyone |'d ever seen, and she regarded nicetieslike red lights, one-way streets, and right-of-way with an
amost magnificent lack of concern. Ebenezar's old truck kept up with her gamely enough, though | found
my head bouncing off the roof a couple of times.

| told Murphy what 1'd learned about the vampires lair on the way.

Murphy shook her head. "Damn. Thisisn't what | expected. That they'd take something right in
the middle of so many people.”

"Meaeither," | said. "But that only means we need to move sooner instead of later. Thelonger the
vamps are there, the more of those hostages they're going to bleed out, and the greater the risk of one of
their Renfields snapping and opening up on pedestrians with an assault rifle.”

"Assault rifles"” Murphy said. "And hostages. Jesus, Harry, people could die”

"No could about it. They'redready dying," | replied. "At least three bodies already. And the
Renfidds are just amatter of time."

"What if yourewrong?' Murphy said. "Do you redly expect meto chargein guns blazing against

people who might or might not aready be dead? | have an obligation to protect citizens, not to sacrifice



them."

My teeth clacked together asthe truck went over a heavy bump. "These are the Black Court.
They kill, and they do it frequently. Not only that, but they can propagate their kind more rapidly than any
other vampire. If welet anest of them go unmolested, we could potentially have dozens of them inafew
days. In two weeks there could be hundreds. Something has to be done, and now."

Murphy shook her head. "But it doesn't mean it needsto be vigilante work. Harry, give me three
hours to establish probable cause and I'll have every cop and every SWAT team in two hundred miles
ready to take on that nest.”

"And youll tel them what, exactly?' | said. "'Basement full of vampires isnot going to cut it, and
you know it. And if they go in with blinders on, copswill get killed."

"Andif it'sus?' Murphy asked. "What then? We kick down the door, shoot anything standing,
and then make like were the Flying Van Helsings? A direct assault on awary target is one of the best
waysin theworld to get killed."

"So we figure something out,” | said. "We get aplan.”

Murphy shot me alook past Ebenezar, who evidently had decided to stay out of it. "Thisisn't like
the Wa-Mart plan with the marbles, isit?'

"I'll tell you when | know. Let's get there and seeif we can find out first. Maybe Kincaid will have
something.”

"Yeah," Murphy said without much hope. "Maybe. Here, thisiswhere Kincaid is meeting us."

It wasn't a pleasant neighborhood. The city had been working on urban renewa projectsfor
decades, but the lion's share of the money had gone to restore higher-profile, more infamous
neighborhoods, such as Cabrini Green. In that time, many neighborhoods that had been borderline
steadily eroded, and had usurped the infamous-neighborhood crown. Thedumisdead. Long live the
dum.

I'd seen worse, but not many. Tall buildings and narrow aleys choked out alot of the sunshine.

Most windows below the third or fourth floor had been boarded up. Ground level commercia properties



were largely vacant. The slorm drains were clogged with litter and other urban detritus, most of the
dreetlights were out, and graffiti and gang signs had been spray-painted everywhere. Theair smelled like
mildew, garbage, and exhaust. The residents of the nelghborhood moved with brisk purpose, confidence,
and flat eyes asthey walked, doing everything they could to indicate by body language that they were not
good targets for assault or robbery.

| spotted adrug house in thefirst ten seconds of looking around. The burned-out hulk of an
abandoned car had been stripped for parts before it had been set on fire, and | had a notion that Murphy
wasthefirgt cop to vist in the past severa weeks.

But there was something missing.

Bums. Transents. Homeessfolk. Winos. Bag ladies. Even in broad daylight there should have
been someone collecting cans, panhandling change, or shambling dong drinking from a bottle il
covered with a paper bag.

But there wasn't. Everyone moving was getting from one place to another, not eking out aliving
from the environment.

"Look kind of quiet to you here?' Murphy asked, voice tight.

"Yeah," | sad.

"They've beenkilling," she said, dmost spitting the words.

"Maybe. Maybe not," Ebenezar said.

| nodded. "There's dark power at work here. People sense that, even if they don't know what it
is. Yourefedingit now."

"What do you mean?"

| shrugged. "The presence of dark magic. It makes you fed nervous and angry. If you forced
yoursdlf to cam down and tried to senseit, you could fed it. It leaves akind of stain around it.”

"Stinks," rumbled Ebenezar.

"What doesthat have to do with missing street people?' Murphy asked.

"Y ou've been here about three minutes, and the power bothers you dready. Imagineliving iniit.



Getting alittle more afraid every day. Angrier. More demoralized. People get rattled enough to leave,
even if they don't understand why. Over the long term thiskind of power breedsits own wasteland.”

"Y ou mean that the vampires have been here for awhile?' she asked.

"To have this much effect, it'sbeen daysat least,” | said, nodding.

"Morelike two weeks." Ebenezar grunted with assurance. "Maybe three.”

"God," Murphy said, shivering. "That's scary.”

"Y eah. If they've been here that long, it means Mavra has something in mind.”

She frowned. "Y ou mean that this vampire came here and then chose when to make you aware
of its presence? This could be atrap.”

"It's possible. Paranoid, but possible.”

Her mouth tightened into aline. ™Y ou didn't mention thet at breekfast.”

"Weé're doing battle with the living dead, Murph. Expect the occasiond curveball.”

"Areyou patronizing me now?"

| shook my head. "No. Honest. WhereésKincaid?'

"Second level of this parking garage,” Murphy said.

"Stop onthefirst leve," | told her.

"Why?

"He doesn't know about Ebenezar, and | don't want to spook him. Well walk up and meet him.”

Ebenezar nodded to us and said, "Good cdl, Hoss. Decent gunman can be twitchy. I'll giveyou a
minute, then drive on up.”

Murphy stopped the truck and we got out. | waited until we were severa paces from the truck
before | lowered my voice and said, "I know. You're afraid.”

She glared at me, and started to deny it. But she knew better, and shrugged one shoulder
instead. "Some."

"Soaml. It'sokay."

"| thought | was over this" she said. Her jaw tightened. "1 mean, the night terrorsare gone. | can



deep again. But it isn't like before, Harry. | used to get scared, but I'd be excited too. | would have
wanted to do it. But | don't want this. I'm so afraid that I'm about to throw up. Which sucks.”

"Y ou're scared because you've learned things," | told her. "Y ou know the kinds of thingsyou're
fighting,” | said. ™Y ou know what could happen. Y ou'd beanidiot if you weren't afraid. | wouldn't want
someone with me who didn't have enough sense to be worried.”

She nodded, but asked, "What if | freeze up on you again?’

"Youwont."

"It could happen.”

"ltwon't," | said.

"You sure?!

| winked a her and twirled my staff in one hand. "1 wouldn't be betting my life on it otherwise.
Y ou've got my back, Murph. Shut up and dance.”

She nodded, her expression remote. " There's nothing we can do to stop these things.”

The we had changed. She meant the police. "No. Not without getting alot of good copskilled.”

"Those people with the vampires. These Renfidds. Well haveto kill some of them. Won't we?

"Probably,” | said inaquiet voice.

"Itisn't their fault they were taken.”

"I know. Well do whatever we can to avoid killing them. But from what | know about them,
they'retoo far goneto leave us many options.”

"Do you remember Agent Wilson?' Murphy asked.

"The Fed you shot off my back."

Murph's expression flickered, though it wasn't quite aflinch. "Y eah. He went outside the law to
bring down the peopl e he thought were beyond its reach, and now we're making that same choice."

"No, wearent,” | said.

"No?Why not?

"Becausethey aren't people.”



Murphy frowned.

| thought about it. "Evenif they were, assuming they were still as dangerous and untouchable,
would it change anything?'

"l don't know," shesaid. "That'swhat scaresme.”

For aslong as 1'd known her, Murphy had upheld the law. She had a good head on her
shoulders when it cameto the nature of good and evil and of right and wrong, but her first duty had been
to thelaw. She'd bdievedinit, that it was the best way to help and protect her fellow man. She'd had
faith that the power of the law, while imperfect, was absolute—amost holy. It wasardlying point in her
soul, afoundation block of her strength.

But severa years of staring out at the darkness had showed her that the law was both blind and
deaf to some of the nastier parts of the world. She'd seen things that moved in the shadows, perverting
the purpose of the law to use it as a weapon againgt the people she had sworn to defend. Her faith had
taken a beating, or she wouldn't even have considered stepping outside the boundaries of her authority.
And sheknew it.

That knowledge cost her dearly. There weren't any tearsin her eyes, but | knew that they were
there, on the inside, while she mourned the desth of her faith.

"I don't know theright thing to do,” she said.

"Neither do,” | said. "But someone hasto do something. And we're the only ones around.
Either we choose to take a stand now or we choose to stand around at al the funerasregretting it later.”

"Yeah," Murphy said. She took a deep, dmost meditative breath. "I guess | needed to hear that
said out loud." A smal but violent light flared to life behind her eyes. "Let'sgo. I'm ready.”

"Murph,” | sad.

Shetilted her head and looked at me. My lips suddenly felt very dry.

"You look good in the dress.”

Her eyes shone. "Redly?"

"Oh, yegh."



The eye contact got dangeroudy intense and | shied off. Murphy let out alow, quiet laugh and
touched the sde of my face. Her fingers were warm, the touch light and delicate. "Thank you, Harry."

We came up to the second level of the garage together, walking with businesdike strides. The
lights were out. In the depths of shadows | could see two vans parked side by side. The first onewasa
beat-up old fossil of avehicle, born in an erawhen people would have thought it absurd to make avan
"mini." A Red Cross deca on the driver's door proclaimed itsidentity.

The second was awhite renta van. We approached, and Kincaid did the side door open. |
couldn't see him very well in the shadows. "Didn't takelong," he commented. "Y ou walk fast."

"Whedman'shere" | said. "He's coming up in an old Ford truck in aminute. Wanted to let you
know firg."

Kincaid glanced at the ramp and nodded. "Fine. What do we know?'

| told him. Hetook it al in without speaking, glanced once at the map Bob had drawn me, and
sad, "Suicide”

"Eh?' | said.

Kincaid shrugged. "We go in there guns blazing, we're going to get burned two feet from the
door."

"| tried to tell him that,” Murphy said.

"Soweget aplan,” | said. "Any suggestions?”’

"Blow up the building," Kincaid said without looking up. "That works good for vampires. Then
soak what's |eft in gasoline. Set it on fire. Then blow it al up again.”

"For future reference, | was sort of hoping for asuggestion that didn't sound like it came from
that Bolshevik Muppet with dl the dynamite.”

"Check," Kincaid said.

| peered at the van. "Hey. Where are the Red Cross people?"

"] killed and dismembered them," Kincaid said.

| blinked.



Kincaid stared at me for asecond. "That was ajoke.”
"Right," | said. "Sorry. Now where are they?"
"On their lunch break. They somehow got the ideathat | was a cop and that they would interfere
with agting if they went into the shdlter. | gave them a C-note and told them to go grab lunch.”
"They believed you?' | asked.
"They somehow got theideathat | had a badge.”
Murphy eyed Kincaid. "That'sthe kind of thing that'sillegal to own."
Kincaid turned to dig in thewhite van. " Sorry if | came afoul of your senghilities, Lieutenant.
Next timeI'll let them walk in and get killed. | added the hundred to your bill, Dresden.” A dark jacket
with the Red Cross logo on the shoulder flew out of the van and hit Murphy in the chest. She caught it,
and asecond later caught the matching basebal cap that followed. "Put them on," Kincaid said. "Our
ticket to get close enough to get the drop on them. Maybe even get some walking targets out of the
way."
"Where did you get those?" | asked.
Kincaid leaned out of the van enough to arch an eyebrow a me. "Found 'em.”
"Kincaid," Murphy said, "Give me the keysto the Red Crossvan.”
"Why?
"So | can change," Murphy said, her voicetight.
Kincaid shook his head. "Y ou got nothing everyone here hasn't seen before, Lieutenant,” he said.
After amoment he glanced at meand said, "Unless. . ."
"Yes" | said through clenched teeth. "I've seen that sort of thing. It'sbeen awhile, but | dimly
remember.”
"Just checking," Kincaid said.
"Now give her the damned keys."
"Y assuh, Massah Dresden,” he said laconically, and tossed aring with only two keysa Murphy.

She caught it, let out agrowling sound, and stalked over to the Red Cross van. She opened it and



cimbedin.

"Not bad,” Kincaid said, low enough that Murphy wouldn't have heard him. He kept rooting
around in the minivan, evidently without feling any need for alight. "Her in adress, | mean. Makesyou
notice shesawoman.”

"Shut up, Kincad."

| could hear the wolfish smile, evenif | couldn't seeit. ™Y assuh. Now don't look. I'm getting
dressed and | blush easy."

"Blow me, Kincaid," | growled.

"Don't you owe me enough aready?' | heard him moving around. ™Y ou give any more thought to
shutting down Mavra's sorcery ?'

"Yeah," | said. Ebenezar'struck growled asit changed gears. " Our whedlman is going to handle

"You sure he can?'

"Yeeh," | said. "Here he comes.”

Kincaid stepped out of the van with guns strapped al over attachment points on asuit of black
ballistic body armor that |ooked a generation or two ahead of the latest police-issue. He had one st of
big-assrevolvers, a couple of thosetiny, deadly machine guns that shoot so fast they sound like aband
saw, and abunch of automatics. They al camein matching pairs, presumably because he had an audition
for thelead in a John Woo movie later that day.

Kincaid donned a second Red Cross jacket to help hide all the weaponry, and added hisown
matching cap like Murphy's. He watched Ebenezar's truck coming, and said, "So who isthisguy?”

Just then Ebenezar's truck rolled up, its headlightsin our eyes until it had al but passed. "So,
Hoss," Ebenezar was saying through the open window. "Who isthis hired gun?’

The old man and the mercenary saw one another and stared at each other from maybe seven or
eight feet gpart. Time stopped for one of those frozen, crystalized ingtants.

And then both of them went for their guns.



Chapter Thirty

Kincaid wasfaster. One of the guns hed had on him got to his hand so quick it might have been
teleported there from under his coat. But even as he raised the gun toward the old wizard, therewas a
flash of emerad light from aplain sted ring on Ebenezar'sright hand. | fdt alow, harsh huminthear and
asurge of dizziness, and Kincaid's pistol ripped itsway out of hisfingers and shot away into the shadows
of the parking garage.

| swayed on my feet. Kincaid recovered before | did and a second gun came out from under the
Red Cross jacket. | looked up to see Ebenezar settle the old shotgun's stock againgt his shoulder, both
barrds squardly on Kincaid's head.

"Wheat the hd|!" | blurted, and threw mysdlf between them. It put Kincaid's pital in line with my
spine and Ebenezar's shotgun in line with my head, which seemed like a pogitive at the moment. Aslong
as| wasin front of the weapons, the two couldn't get aclean shot at each other. "What the hell do you
think you're doing?" | demanded.

"Hoss," snarled Ebenezar, "you don't know what you're dealing with. Get down."

"Put the shotgun down," | said. "Kincaid, put the pistol away."

Kincaid's voice, behind me, sounded no different than it had at breskfast. "That soundslike a
fairly low-percentage move for me, Dresden. No offense.”

"| told you," Ebenezar said, his voice different—cold and terrible and hard. I'd never heard the
old man spesk that way before. "'l told you if | ever saw you again, I'd kill you."

"Which is one reason you haven't seen me," Kincaid answered. "There's no point to this. If we
gart shooting, the kid's going to get hit. Neither of us hasan interest in that.”

"I'm supposed to believe you give adamn about him?* Ebenezar snarled.

"Haf adamn, maybe," Kincaid said. "I sort of like him. But what | meant was theré's no profit for



dther of usinkilling him."

"Put the damned guns down!™ | choked. "And stop talking about melike I'm akid who isn't

"Why areyou here?' Ebenezar demanded, ignoring me.

"I'm ahired gun," Kincaid said. "Dresden hired me. Do the math, Blackstaff. Of al peopleyou
should know how it goes" Thetone of Kincaid's voice changed to something thoughtful. "But the kid
doesn't know what we do. Does he?"

"Harry, get down," Ebenezar said, speaking to me again.

"Y ou want me down?' | said. | met Ebenezar's eyes and said, "Then | want your word you aren't
going to open up on Kincaid until weve talked.”

"Dammit, boy. I'm not giving my word to that—"

Anger made my voice lash out, hard and sharp. "Not him. Give me your word, sir. Now."

The old man's gaze wavered and helifted hisforward hand from the shotgun, fingers spread ina
conciliatory gesture. He let the barrel ease down. "All right. My word to you, Hoss."

Kincaid exhded dowly through histeeth. | fet hisweght shift behind me.

| glanced back. His gun was half lowered. "Y ourstoo, Kincaid."

"I'm working for you right now, Dresden," he said. "Y ou dready haveit."

"Then put the gun away."

Tomy surprise, hedid, though his empty eyes remained fastened on Ebenezar.

"What the hell wasthat about?' | demanded.

"Defending mysdif,” Kincaid said.

"Don't give methat crap,” | said.

Anger touched Kincaid's voice. It was a cold thing that lined hiswordswith frogt. " Self-defense.
If I'd known your fucking wheelman was Blackstaff McCoy, I'd have been in another state by now,
Dresden. | want nothing to do with him."

"It'salittlelate for that now," | told him. | glared at Ebenezar. "What are you doing?’



"Taking care of aproblem,” the old man said. He kept his eyes on Kincaid while he drew the gun
back into the truck. "Harry, you don't know this'—his mouth twisted with bitter revuls on—"thisthing.
Y ou don't know what it's done."

"Youreonetotalk," Kincaid replied. "Gorgeous work at Casaverde, by theway; Russian
satdllite for ameasured responseto Archangd. Very nice”

| whirled on Kincaid. "Stop it."

Kincaid met my eyes, cdm and defiant. "' Permission to engage in philosophica debate with the
hypocrite, Sr?"

Anger hit mein ared wave, and before | redlized what | was doing | was up in Kincaid'sface,
shoving my nose at his. " Shut your mouth. Now. This man took mein when no one dsewould, and it
probably saved my life. He taught me that magic, that life was more than killing and power. Y ou might be
abadass, Kincaid, but you aren't worth the mud that falls off his goddamned boots. If it cametoit, I'd
trade your lifefor hiswithout a second thought. And if | seeyou trying to provoke him again I'll kill you
myself. Do you understand me?”

There was a second where | felt the beginnings of the dmost violent psychic pressure that
accompanies asoulgaze. Kincaid must have felt it coming on, too. He let hiseyes dip out of focus, turned
away from me, and started unpacking abox in the van. "I understand you," he said.

| clenched my hands ashard as| could and closed my eyes. | tried not to move my lipswhilel
counted to ten and got the blaze of my temper under control. After afew seconds | took a couple of
steps back from Kincaid and shook my head. | leaned againgt the fender of Ebenezar's old Ford and got
mysdf under control.

Blazing anger had gotten me into way too many bad stuations, historicaly spesking. | knew
better than to indulge it like that—Dbut at the sametimeit felt good to let off alittle sseam. And dammit, I'd
had a good reason to dap Kincaid down. | couldn't believe that he would have the temerity to compare
himsdlf to my old teacher. In any sense.

Hdl, from what Ebenezar had said, Kincaid waan't even human.



"I'm sorry,” | sad aminute later. "That he wastrying to push your buttons, sr.”

There was a significant best before Ebenezar answered. "It's nothing, Hoss," he said. Hisvoice
was rough. "No need to gpologize."

| looked up and stared at the old man. He wouldn't meet my eyes. Not because he was afraid of
asoulgaze beginning, ether. Hed inssted on it within an hour of meeting me. | till remembered it as
sharply asevery other time I'd looked on someone's soul. | still remembered the old man's oak-tree
drength, hiscam, his dedication to doing what he felt wasright. And more than smply looking like a
decent person, Ebenezar had lived an example for an angry and confused young wizard.

Justin DuMorne had taught me how to do magic. But it was Ebenezar who had taught me why.
That magic came from the heart, from the essence of what the wizard believed—from who and what he
choseto be. That the power born into any wizard carried with it the responsibility to useit to help his
fellow man. That there were things worth protecting, defending, and that the world could be morethan a
jungle where the strong thrived and the weak were devoured.

Ebenezar was the only man on the planet to whom | regularly applied an honorific. Asfar asl
was concerned, he was the only onewho truly deserved it.

But a soulgaze wasn't alie-detector test. It shows you the core of another person, but it doesn't
shinelightsinto every shadowy corner of the human soul. It doesn't mean that they can't lie to you.

Ebenezar avoided my eyes. And he looked ashamed.

"Thereswork to be done, Ebenezar,” | said in ameasured tone. "l don't know what you know
about Kincaid, but he knows hisbusiness. | asked him here. | need hishelp.”

"Yes," Ebenezar agreed.

"l need yourstoo,” | said. "Areyouin?’

"Yes" hesad. | thought | heard something like painin hisvoice. "Of course."

"Then we move now. Wetak later.”

"Eipe"

| nodded. Murphy had appeared at some point, now dressed in jeans, adark shirt, and the Red



Cross hat and jacket Kincaid had given her. She had her gun belt on, and she held herself alittle
differently, so | figured she had strapped on her Kevlar vest.

"All right," | said, stepping over to the van. "Ebenezar is going to shut down Mavra, or at least
throw awet blanket over anything she can do. Y ou got everything you need, sir?"

Ebenezar grunted in the affirmative and patted a pair of old leather saddlebags he had tossed
over hisshoulder.

"Right," | said. "That meansthat our main problems should be the Renfields and their
darkhounds. Guns and teeth. Well want to get inside and down to the basement if we can. Theniif bullets
gart flying, it should keep them from killing people upstairs and next door.”

"What'sthe rest of the plan?’ Kincaid asked.

"Kill the vampires, save the hostages,” | said.

"For therecord,” Kincaid said, "1 was hoping for an answer that vaguely hinted a a specific
tactica doctrine rather than spouting off general campaign objectives.”

| started to snap at him but reined in my temper. Thiswasn't thetimefor it. Y ou've done thisthe
mog," | said. "What do you suggest?'

Kincaid looked at me for amoment and then nodded. He glanced at Murphy and said,
"Something in aMossberg. Can you handle ashotgun?”

"Yeah," Murphy said. "These are close quarters, though. We'd need something heavy like that to
stop a charge, but the barrel would need to be cut short.”

Kincaid gave her alook, and said, "That would be anillegal weapon.” Then he reached into the
van and handed her a shotgun with abarrel that had been cut down to end just above the forward grip.
Murphy snorted and checked out the shotgun while Kincaid rattled around in the white minivan again.

Instead of a second shotgun, though, he drew aweapon made of plain, nonreflective stedl from
the van. It was modeled after aboar spear of the Middle Ages, a shaft about five feet long with a
cross-brace thrusting out on two sides at the base of the spear tip—afoot and ahaf of deadly,

matte-black blade as wide as my hand at the base, and tapering down to afine point & thetip. There



was enough mass to the spear to make me think that he could as easily chop and dash with the edges of
the spearhead as thrust with the tip. The butt end of the spear ended at some kind of bulbous-looking
cap of meta, maybe just a counterweight. A smilar double protrusion bulged out from the spear shaft at
the base of the blade.

"Spear and magic hemet,” | said in my best ElImer Fudd voice. "Be vewy, vewy quiet. Were
hunting vampires.”

Kincaid gave methe kind of smile that would make dogs break into nervous howls. ™Y ou got
your stick ready there, Dresden?’

"Y ou should go with ashotgun,” Murphy told Kincaid.

Kincaid shook his head. "Can't shove the shotgun into a charging vampire or hellhound and hold
them off with the cross-brace," he said. He settled the spear into his grip and did something to the handle.
The beam of aflashlight clicked on from one side of the bulge at the base of the spearhead. He tapped
the other onewith afinger. "Besides, got incendiary rounds loaded zip-gun stylein either end. If | need
them, bang.”

"In the butt end too?" | asked.

He reversed his grip on the spear and showed me the meta casing. " Pressure trigger on that
one," hesaid. Kincaid dropped the spear's point down and held the haft close to his body, somehow
managing to make the weapon ook like a casual and appropriate accessory. "Shove it hard against the
target and boom. Based it on the bang sticks those National Geographic guys madefor diving with
sharks"

| looked from the gadget-readied spear and body armor to my dender staff of plain old wood
and leather duster.

"My dick isbigger than your dick,” | said.

"Heh," Kincaid said. He draped arope of garlic around his neck, then tossed another oneto me,
and athird to Murphy.

Murphy eyed the garlic. "I thought the vampires were going to be adeep. | mean, they staked



Draculain his coffin, right?*

"Y ou're thinking of the movie," Kincaid said. He passed me aweb belt with acanteen and a
pouch onit. The pouch contained amedicd kit, aroll of duct tape, aroad flare, and aflashlight. The
canteen had masking tape on the lid, and block |ettersin permanent marker identified it as holy water.
"Read the book. Older or stronger members of the Black Court might not be totally incapacitated by
sunlight.”

"Might not even inconvenience Mavra,”" | said. "Stoker's Dracularan around in broad daylight.
But between daylight and Ebenezar, Mavra shouldn't have much in the way of powers. If there are any
Black Court on their feet who want to comefor us, they'll haveto do it the dirty way."

"Whichiswhy | got you asurprise, Dresden.”

"Oh, good,” | said. "A surprise. That's sureto be fun.”

Kincaid reached into the van and presented me with a futuristic-looking wegpon, agun. It had a
round tank the size of agumball machine attached to its frame, and for asecond | thought 1'd been
handed a pistol-szed flame thrower. Then | recognized it, cleared my throat, and said, "Thisisapaintball
gun.

"It'sahigh-tech weapon," he said. "And it isn't loaded with paint. The ammunition isinterspersed
holy water and garlic loads. It'll hurt and frighten darkhounds and it will chew holesin any vampsthat are
moving around.”

"While not putting any holesin us,” Murphy chimed in. "Or in innocent bystanders.”

"Okay," | said. "But thisisapaintbal gun.”

"It'sawegpon,” Murphy said. "And awegpon that will do harm to the bad guyswhile not hurting
your dlies. That makesit adamned good one for you for such close quarters. Y ou're good in afight but
you don't have close-quartersfirearms or military training, Harry. Without ingrained fire discipline, youre
aslikdy to kill one of us asthe bad guys.”

"She'sright,” Kincaid said. "Relax, Dresden. It's sound technology, and agood tool for

teamwork. We do thissmple. I'm on point. Then the shotgun. Then you, Dresden. | see aRenfield with a



gun, and I'm going to drop flat. Murphy handlesit from there. If we get avampire or adarkhound, I'll
crouch and hold it off with the spear. Thetwo of you hit it with everything you can. Push it back until |
canpinit onthe spear. Thenkill it."

"How?' Murphy asked. " Stakes?"

"Screw stakes," Kincaid said. He held out aheavy machete in an olive-drab sheath to Murphy.
"Takeoff itshead."

She clipped the machete onto her belt. "Gotcha."

"The three of ustogether should be able to take one vamp down the hard way if we're dert. But
if one of them closes on us, were probably going to die,” Kincaid said. "The best way to Say diveisto
hit them fast and stay on the offensive. Once weve put down any unfriendlies, you two can go savethe
hostages or take the Renfields to therapy or tap dance or whatever. If things go south, stay together and
come straight back out. McCoy should have the truck out front and ready where he can see the door.”

"l will," Ebenezar agreed.

"Okay," Kincaid sad. "Anyone have any questions?

"Why do they sdll hot dogs in packages of ten but hot dog buns in packages of eight?' | said.

Everyoneglared at me. | should probably leave off wizarding and chase my dream of becoming a
stand-up comedian.

Instead, | put the toy gun in my right hand, my staff in my left, and said, "Let'sgo,”

Chapter Thirty-one

| drove the Red Cross van up to the shelter. | pulled inright in front, put it in park, and said,
"Youtwo goinfirgt. I'm sure whoever the vamps have working for them will recognize me, at least by
description. Outside chance they'll know Murph, too, but the uniform might make them play aong until

you can get any bystanders out of the building.”



"How should | do that?" Kincaid asked.

"Hell'sbells, youre the big time mercenary. What am | paying you for?' | said, annoyed. "What's
unit response time down here, Murphy?"

"Thisisgang country. Officialy about Sx minutes. Redlity ismore like ten or fifteen. Maybe
more.”

"Sowecal it Sx or saven minutesto get clear after someone calls CPD screaming about rabid
dogsand gunfire," | said. "Thelonger before that happens the better. So get it done calmly and quietly,
Kincaid. Tak them out if you can.”

"No problem,” Kincaid said, and leaned his spear against the dashboard. "Let'sgo.”

Murphy held her wegpon down and close to her side and followed Kincaid into the building. |
waited, but | had already planned to go oninif | didn't hear anything in the next minute or so, | Sarted
counting to Sixty.

On forty-four, the door opened and a coupl e of bedraggled men and three or four raggedly
dressed women, dl of them more beaten down than actudly aged, came shambling out.

"Likel sad, it shouldn't take long," Kincaid was saying in abluff, heavy, cheerful voice marked
with the harder, shorter vowels of a Chicago accent. He came along behind the street folk, shepherding
them out. "It's probably just afaulty detector. As soon asthe guys from the gas company check out the
basement and make sureit's safe, well get set up and get everyone paid. An hour, tops.”

"WhereisBill?' demanded one of the women in aquerulousvoice. "Bill isthe man from the Red
Cross. You aren't Bill."

"Vacation," Kincaid said. His good-natured smile did not touch his eyes. They remained cold and
uncaring as he reached through the van's window and picked up his spear. The woman took one look at
his expression, another at the weapon, then ducked her head and scurried away from the shelter. The
othersfollowed suit, scattering like a covey of quail aerted to sudden danger.

| went inside, and Kincaid backed in after me, shutting the door. The reception arealooked more

like asecurity checkpoint—a smal room, acouple of chairs, a heavy-duty security door, and aguard



station behind awindow of heavy bars. But the security door had been propped open with one of the
chairs, and | could see Murphy standing in the room on the other side, her riot gun held level, her stlance
aert and ready.

| walked over to her. The room beyond the reception areawas the size of asmall cafeteria
Cubiclewalls sprouted in one corner like somekind of crystalline growth. Half a dozen people dressed in
business casua stood passively against the nearest cubicle wal, and Murphy had her gun leveled at them.

They should have been afraid. They weren't. They just stood there, eyes dull, faces set in vacant,
bovine expressons. "Harry," she said. "Kincaid said we shouldn't et them out until you made sure they
weren't dangerous.”

"Yeah," | sad. | hated to think of leaving smplethrals staring supidly at nothing, given dl the
violence on the immediate agenda, but that would have been better than setting some bloodthirsty
Renfied loose somewhere behind me. | closed my eyesfor amoment, concentrating. Therewere a
thousand other things | would rather do than examine victims of the Black Court with my Sight, but we
didn't havetimefor anything e se.

| opened my eyes dong with my Sight, and focused on the people sanding in line.

| don't know i you've ever seen asheep daughtered for mutton. The processian't fast, eveniif it
isn't redly cruel. They make the sheep lie down on its Side and cover its eyes. The sheep liesthere
without struggling, and the shepherd takes a sharp knife and draws asingle, nest line acrossits throat.
The sheep jerksin asharp twitch of surprise, while the shepherd holdsit gently down. It smells blood and
gtirsmore. Then the anima quiets again under the shepherd's hand. It bleeds.

It doesn't look red, thefirst time you seeit, because the blood istoo bright and thick, and the
animdl isn't struggling. Thereésalot of blood. It spreads out on the ground, soaking into dirt or sand. It
dyes the wool of the sheep's chest, throat, and legs a dark, rusty red. Sometimes the blood getsinto a
puddle around its nose, and the animd's breaths make scarlet ripples.

Before the end, the sheep might twitch and jerk another time or two, but it's silent, and it doesn't

redlly make an effort to fight. It liesthere, becoming more dill, and after severa minutesthat stroll pastin



no greet hurry, it dies.

That'swhat they looked like to my Sight, those people the vampires had enthraled. They stood
camly, relaxed, thinking of nothing. Like sheep, they had been blindfolded to the truth somehow. Like
sheep, they did not struggle or flee. Like sheep, they were being kept for whatever benefit their lives
would provide—and like sheep they would eventualy be taken for food. | saw them, defensdlessand
besten, blood soaking into their clothing whilethey lay till under the hand of abeing more powerful than
they.

They stood quietly, dying like sheep. Or rather, five of them did.

Thesixth wasaRenfidd.

For the briefest second, | saw the sixth victim, aburly man of middle years and wearing ablue
oxford shirt, asasheep like the rest of them. Then that image vanished, replaced by something inhuman.
Hisfacelooked twisted and deformed, and his muscles swelled hideoudy, bulging with blackened veins
and quivering with unnatura power. Therewas aband of shimmering, vile energy wreething histhroat in
an animal's collar—the reflection of the dark magic that had endaved him.

But worgt of dl were hiseyes.

The man's eyeslooked asif they had been clawed out by something with tiny, scalpel-sharp
talons. | met hisblind gaze, and there was nothing there. Nothing. Just an empty darkness so vast and
terrible that my lungs froze and my bregth locked in my throet.

By thetime | redized what | was seeing, the man had already let out afera shriek and charged
me. | shouted in surprise and tried to back up, but he was smply too fast. He backhanded me. The
enchantments on my duster diverted much of the power init, so it didn't crack any of my ribs, but it was
gl strong enough to throw me from my feet and into awall. | dropped to the floor, stunned.

Anangd, blazing with fury and savage strength, soun toward the Renfield, her eyes shining with
azure flame, ashaft of firein her hands. The angel was dressed in soiled robes smudged with smoke and

blood and filth, no longer white. She bled from half adozen wounds, and moved asif in terrible pain.

Murphy.



Therewasaped of thunder, and flamelegpt from the shaft of light in her hands. The Renfield,
now deformed with muscle like some kind of madman's gargoyle, accepted the blow, and batted the
ghaft of light from the angdl's hands. She dove for the wegpon. The Renfield followed, reaching for her
neck.

Something hit it hard, a second shaft, though this one was made not of light but of what |ooked
like solidified smog of black and deep purple. The blow drove the Renfield from its feet, and the angdl
recovered the falen weapon. Another shaft of light thundered into the Renfield's head, and it collapsed
abruptly to the ground.

| shook my heed, trying to tear away from painful clarity of my Sight. | heard afootstep nearby.
Still stunned, | looked behind me.

For just asecond | saw something standing there. Something enormous, malformed, something
slent and merciless and deadly. It had to crouch to keep from brushing the ceiling with the horns curling
away from its head, and batlike wings spread from its shouldersto fal around it and behind it, to drag
aong thefloor, and I thought | saw somekind of hideous double image lurking behind it like the
corpse-specter of Death himself.

Then the second was pagt, | pushed my Sight away, and Kincaid stood frowning down a me. "l
sad, areyou dl right?"

"Yeah," | said. "Yeah, just clipped me."

Kincaid offered me his hand.

| didn't takeit. | pushed mysdf to my feet instead.

His expression became opague. It had an dien qudity to it that made it more frightening than
when it had been merely unreadable. He stepped over to the body of the middie-aged man in the blue
oxford shirt, and jerked his spear out of the corpse. It was wet with blood al the way to the cross-brace.

| shuddered, but asked Murphy, "Y ou okay?"

She il gripped the riot gun as she stood over the body, keeping her eyes on the five people

remaining. Therewas abloody, pulpy messwherethe first shot had ripped open the man'sleg, but it



hadn't even dowed him down. It was messier where Murphy's second shot had torn into his head: Not
that he would have been any better off if sheld hit him in the chest. People don't survive direct hitsfrom
shotguns delivered from a couple of steps away.

"Murph?" | asked.

"Fine," she said. Some of the Renfield's blood had sprayed onto her cheek, beading into red
droplets below her distant eyes. "I'm fine. What now?'

Kincaid stepped up beside Murphy and put his hand on the end of theriot gun'sbarrel. He
pushed gently, and she shot him alook before taking a steadying breath and lowering the weapon.

Kincaid nodded at the remaining thrals. "I'll get these five out and meet you at the sairs. Don't go
down without me."

"Dontworry," | said. "Wewont."

He prodded the five thrallsinto motion and herded them out of the building. | oriented mysdlf on
the room's doors, remembering Bob's handy-dandy map, and headed for the door that led down to the
basement. Murphy walked beside me. She said nothing, but fed two more shdllsinto theriot gun. She
reached for the doorknab.

| put minetherefirg. "Hold it, Murph,” | said. "L et me check it for surprises.”

Shelooked at me for asecond and then nodded.

| closed my eyesand laid my hand on the door, gently pushing my awareness through the door,
feding slently for patterns of energy that might indicate magica wards like the ones protecting my
gpartment. My magica awareness was akin to the Sight, just as my sense of touch was akin to my sense
of sght. It cost melessthan opening the Sight, and was infinitely more gentle to my psyche.

| felt nothing, no waiting wards or prereadied traps of Mavras deadly black magic. Generaly
Speaking, the bad guys weren't terribly interested in learning defensive magic when they could be out
blowing things up instead, but | was determined not to get sucker punched on something that basic.

"Hewas dready gone,” | told Murphy.

She sad nothing.



"I saw him, Murph. I Saw him. There wasn't anything left insde him. Hewas. . . lessthan an
animd. There was nothing €l se you could have done."

She spoke very quietly. " Shut the fuck up, Harry."

| did. I finished my check, felt around for the presence of any supernatura entitiesthat might be
right on the other side of the door, and Listened, to boot. Nothing. When | opened my eyesagain,
Kincaid was standing there with Murphy. | hadn't heard his approach. "Clear?' he asked.

| nodded. "The door isn't warded. | don't think there's anything waiting on the other side, but |
can't be sure”

Kincaid grunted, glanced a Murphy, then leaned back and kicked the door open.

Murphy blinked at me. Kincaid was abig guy, sure, but it's tough to kick doors down on the first
try. 1'd seen men batter one with those same vicious kicks for fifteen minutes before the door gave way.
Maybe held just gotten lucky.

Y eah, | believed that. Theimage of that enormous, demonic thing that had crouched in the
mercenary's place loomed with aterrible clarity in my head.

Kincaid landed on baance, lifted the spear, and pointed the head and its attached flashlight down
the closed, narrow stairway.

Therewas only silence.

And then the sound of a soft, mocking laugh from somewherein the darkness below us.

Hédll'sbells. The back of my neck crawled up my scalp and into one ear.

"Formup,” | murmured, because it sounded more military and tougher than saying, "'Y ou guys go
first." Kincaid nodded and took a step down. Murphy readied the riot gun again and pressed in behind
him. | picked up my air-powered popgun and followed her.

"Where are they keeping the hostages again?' Murphy asked.

"In acloset a the bottom of the stairs, on theright.”

"That was hours ago,” Kincaid said quietly. "They could be anywhere now. Once we go down

there, theré's no room for playing around.”



"The hostages are our first concern.”

"Screw that. That's exactly why the vampstook hostagesin thefirst place” Kincaid said. "If you
let them dictate your tactics, they're going to useit to kill you."

"That isn't your concern,” | said.

Kincaid's voice became quieter and harder. "1t iswhen I'm standing this close to you. They might
get meingtead.”

"That'swhy you get the big bucks.”

He shook his head. "We don't even know if they're dive. Look, thisis abasement. All we have
to doisroll down the grenades and then go mop up whatever isleft afterward. We're underground. The
collaera damagewill beminimd.”

"That's not good enough,” | said. "We save the hostages first. Once they're clear, then we take
care of busnesswith Mavra”

Kincaid glanced over his shoulder a me, his eyes narrow and cold. Defiance and contempt rang
inevery word. "It might be alittle harder to rescue them if we're dead.”

Murphy put the mouth of the riot gun againgt Kincaid's spine and said, "How good is that
amor?'

Sometimes Murphy has away with words.

Wewere dl quiet for acouple of seconds. Then | said, "We might get killed trying to save the
hostages. We will get killed if we don't stick together. Do the math, Kincaid. Or break your agreement
and get out."

He stared at Murphy for a second and then relented, turning back to face the stairway. "Fine," he
sad. "Wedo it your way. It'samateur night.”

We started down the first flight of stairs together, while whatever waited in the darkness below us

laughed again.



Chapter Thirty-two

The basement in the shelter was unusually deep, especidly for Chicago. The stairs went down
about ten feet, and were only about two and a half feet wide. My imagination trested meto abrief vison
of some grinning Renfield with amachine gun popping around the corner aready shooting, bulletstearing
all three of usto shredsin the space of a heartbeat. My stomach writhed in pure nervousfear, and |
forced mysdf to put it asde and focus on my surroundings.

The walls had been mortared and painted white, but cracks and mineral stainsfrom damp spots
al but concedled the origind color. At the bottom of the stairs was alanding maybe three feet square,
and then asecond set of tairsled farther down, the air getting more cramped and colder asthey went.

The stdle air smdled like mildew and rot. Our breathing and our movements sounded incredibly
loud in the otherwise oppressive sllence that followed, and | found mysdf pointing the paintball gun
forward, over Murphy's head and Kincaid's shoulder, so that | could start shooting as soon as something
bounded into view. For dl the good it was likely to do. Against any norma thug, the weapon would do
little but make them damp. Or vagudly aromatic.

The stairway ended at a half-open old door.

Kincaid nudged it dowly open with his spear, dready crouched.

Murphy aimed her gun at the black doorway.

Metoo. The end of my stupid paintbal gun quivered involuntarily.

Nothing happened.

Silencereigned.

"Dammit," | muttered. "I don't havethe nervesfor thiscrap.”

"Want meto find you aVdium?' Kincaid asked.

"Kissmy ass" | sad.

He reached into his belt pouch and pulled out acouple of plastic tubes. He bent them sharply,

shook them up, and they began to shine with chemica light. He edged up to the doorway and flicked one



to the left, the other to the right, bouncing them off the walls so that he wouldn't expose himself to anyone
inthe hall beyond. Then he waited abeat and leaned out, peeking around. "Nothing moving,” he
reported. "No lights. But it looks like that map was pretty good. Hall on my right goes about ten feet,
then ends at the door to that closet. Open hall on my left, twenty feet long, and opensinto aroom."

"Closet firgt," | said.

"Cover me."

Kincaid flowed down the last couple of stairs and through the door. Murphy kept within afoot of
his back. Kincaid pedled off to the right. Murphy dropped into a crouch, shotgun aimed down the
green-lit hall to the left. | wasn't as smooth, but | went after Kincaid, paintballs and staff ready.

The closet door was only five feet high and opened out, toward the hall. Kincaid listened at the
door, then leaned asideto let metouchit first. | couldn't fed any enchantments on it, and nodded to him.
He shifted his grip on the spear S0 that he'd be ready to drive thetip of it into anything that came a him
from the closet, and drew the door open.

Thelight from his spear flickered around adank little chamber that was too big to be a proper
closet and too smdl to be aroom. Patches of moisture and mildew blotted the damp stone walls, and the
smell of unwashed bodies and waste rolled out of the door.

Half adozen children, none of them older than nine or ten, huddled againgt the back wall of the
closat. They were dressed in castoff clothing, most of it far too big, and they wore stedl cuffs on their
hands. The cuffs, in turn, werelocked to alarger chain attached to a heavy stedl ring bolted into the floor.
The children reacted in silent terror, flinching away from the doorway and from the light.

Children.

Someonewas going to regret this. If | had to take this building, hell, this block gpart with nothing
but raw will and my bare hands, someone was going to pay. Even the monsters should draw aline
somewhere.

Then again, | guessthat'swhy they cal them mongters.

"Son of abitch," | snarled, and ducked my head to step into the room.



Kincaid abruptly threw hisweight against me, shoving me aside from the door. "No," he growled.
"Dammit, get out of my way," | said.

"It'satrap, Dresden,” Kincaid said. "Therés atrip wire. Go through that door and you'l kill al of

s
Murphy checked over her shoulder and returned to watching the darkness for trouble.
| frowned at Kincaid and picked up the plagtic light stick, holding it out. "I don't seeawire.”
"Not aliteral wire," Kincaid. "It'sanet of infrared beams.”
"Infrared? How did you—"
"Dammit, Dresden, if you want to know about me, wait for the autobiography like everyone
ds"

Hewasright. It was alittle late to be worrying about Kincaid's background now. "Hey, kids," |
said. "Everybody stay redly still and keep back, okay? Were going to get you out of here. | lowered
my voice and said to Kincaid, "How do we get them out of there?

"Not surewe can,” Kincaid said. "The beam isrigged up to an antipersonnel mine."

"Wdll," | said. "Can't wejust . . . can't you put aweight on aland mine and leave it there? So
long as the weight holdsthe trigger down, it doesn't explode, right?"

"Right," Kincaid said. "But that's assuming weve gone back in timeto World War Two." He
shook hishead. "Modern mines are pretty good at killing people, Dresden. This one's British, pretty
recent.”

"How canyoutdl?

He tapped hisnose. "The Brits use adifferent chemical priming charge than mogt. It's probably a
bouncer, very nasty."

"Bouncer?'

"Y eah. If something interrupts the beam, the charge activates. Severd individuad submunitions get
blown up into the air, or Sideways, or however they want to set it up, in apattern. Then they explode

maybefive or six feet in the air. Sends a couple of thousand sted balls out in abig cloud. Kills everything



inthirty, maybe forty metersif you'rein the open, maybe alot farther in atight space likethis. If it was
me, |'d have set the charges up to get thrown straight down thishal. All these ssonewalls, the shrapnel
would shred everything red good."

"I could hex down whatever is sending the beam,” | said.

"Thusinterrupting it,” Kincaid said. "Thus kablowie. Thus desth.”

"Dammit." | swallowed and took a step back from the doorway, hoping the presence of my
magic wouldn't screw up the device in amoment of monumentally bad timing. "'l can shidld us, if it'sdl
coming in from onedirection.”

Kincaid arched an eyebrow. "Y eah?’

"Yegh!"

"Damn. But it won't help those kids much. They're over there."

| scowled ferocioudy. "How do we disarm the device?"

"Y ou 4till don't want the Bolshevik Muppet solution, right?*

"Right."

"Then someone hasto crawl in there without setting it off, find the explosive, disableit and
unhook it from the sensors.”

"Right," | said. "Doit."

Kincaid nodded. "Can't."

"What?"

"l cant.”

"Why not?'

He nodded at the doorway. "There are three beams set up in an asymmetrical crisscross over the
doorway. Thereisn't enough room for meto get through the open spaces.”

"I'm thinner than you," | said.

"Y eah, but longer and ahdll of alot gawkier. And | know what happens to tech when nervous

wizards get close.”



"Someone hasto do it,” | said. "Someone small enoughto. . ."

We both looked down the hdl a Murphy.

Murphy didn't look away from her vigil, and said, "How do | disarm it?"

"I'll talk you through," Kincaid said. "Dresden, better take her gun and cover us.”

"Hey," | sad. "I'min charge here. Kincaid, talk her through it. Murphy, give meyour gun so | can
cover you."

| tied the handle of the paintball gun into my coat where my blasting rod usudly went. | winked at
Murphy, who saw the gesture and did not respond to it. She just passed me the gun and turned her
baseball cap around. Then she walked down the hdl, dipping out of her coat and gun belt on the way.

"Better losethe Kevlar too,” Kincaid said. "I can passit to you. Bottom left corner looks like the
best bet. Stay asflat asyou can and as much to the left as you can. | think you can getin."

"Youthink?' | asked. "What if you're wrong?"'

He gave me an annoyed look. ™Y ou don't see metelling you how to watch that goddamned
doorway in case dl the vampires show up at any second to kill us, do you?' Kincaid asked.

| was going to scowl at him, but he had apoint. | scowled at the darkness instead, gripping
Murphy's gun. | fumbled for asecond, because the riot gun must have been some kind of military-issue,
and it took me asecond to find the safety. | flicked it to reveal the red dot. Or at least | was thought it
wasred. The green chemical light made it look black.

"Stop,” Kincaid said inacdm voice. "Unclench.”

"Unclench what?' Murphy demanded.

"Unclench your ass"

"Excuse me?'

"Y ou're going to trip the beam. Y ou need another quarter inch. Relax.”

"l am relaxed," Murphy growled.

"Oh," Kincaid said. "Damn, gresat assthen. Take off your pants.”

| winced and checked over my shoulder. Murphy was stretched out on the floor on her belly, her



cheek on the cold floor, arms stretched above her. The small of her back wasin the doorway. She
managed to move her head just enough to eye Kincaid. "Once again?"

"Take off your pants," Kincaid said, amiling. "Think of the children.”

She muttered something to hersdf and moved her arms, shifting dightly.

"No good,” Kincaid said. "Y ou're moving too far."

"Okay, genius,” Murphy said. "What do | do?"

"Hold ill," Kincad sad. "I'll doiit."

There was silence for a second. Murphy hissed out a breath. Or maybe it was more of a gasp.

"l don't bite," he said. "Be dill. | want to live through this.”

"Okay," Murphy said in asmall voice amoment later.

| scowled hard at the darkness and felt myself getting irrationdly angry, and fast. | glanced back
again. Murphy wriggled forward, al the way through the doorway. Her legs were pae, pretty, and
strong. And | had to admit that Kincaid was completely correct about her posterior.

Kincaid was bracing her legs, hands on her calves and diding down as she moved forward,
helping her to keep them from accidentally moving too far. Or at least that damn well better have been
what he was doing, becauseif it wasn't | would be forced to kill him.

| shook my head and returned to my vigil. Get a grip, Harry, | thought to mysdlf. It isn't like
you and Murphy are an item. She isn't something you own. She's her own person. She does what
she wants with who she wants. You're not even involved with her. You've got no say init.

| ran through those thoughts a couple of times, found them impeccably logica, mordly
unassailable, and il wanted to dug Kincaid. Which implied dl kinds of things| didn't havetimeto think
about.

| heard them speaking quietly to each other amoment later. Murphy was describing the
explogve, and Kincaid was giving her ingtructions.

In the darkness beyond the last chemical light, | heard something move.

| shifted my weight, reaching into my belt pouch for my own chemica light sticks. | pressed them



againg the floor to break the layer separating the two chemicals and shook them until they started to emit
their own soft green fire. | threw them down the hall, where they landed in the room beyond. Thelights
revedled little beyond more stone floor and some drywall. Bob had reported that the room was
essentialy astorage chamber, with severa smdler chambers defined by recently installed drywall that
could be used for storage, emergency shelters during the odd tornado warning, or additional roomsfor
those in need of a place to spend the night. But al | could see was haf of adoor, acouple of stacks of
cardboard boxes, adressmaker's dummy, and the glowing sticks of emerdd light.

And then something large and four-legged moved in front of one of the lights for a second or two.
The dark-hound was alarge and rangy animal, maybe alarge Alsatian, and it deliberately stayed in place
for amoment before vanishing into the shadows once more.

| kept the riot gun aimed down the hall and wished that Inari hadn't broken my damned blasting
rod. | would far rather have had it than the gun. Without the blasting rod to help me focus and contain the
destructive energies of flamel preferred, | didn't dare start blasting away at the bad guys with magic,
especidly in such tight quarters asthe shelter. But then, maybe it wasjust aswell. | had dready met my
quotafor burning down public ingtitutions this week.

| couldn't see anything else, but | knew there was something there. So | lowered my eyelids
amog dl theway and focused my attention, Listening. There was the faint sound of something breathing,
but nothing more.

It wasn't enough. | lowered the gun abit, relaxing my shoulders, and poured more of my focus
intoit, Listening more deeply than | ever had before. The sound of breathing became louder, and |
picked out severd other faint sources of it. A moment later | began to hear adull throbbing, which |
realized was a beating heart. More heartbeatsjoined it, a confused chorus of drumming bests, but | was
abletoidentify individua rhythmsinto apair of groups. Onewas abit fagter, lighter—smaller hearts,
probably the darkhounds. There were four of them. The other group was human, and there werefive
hearts beating in an eager, savage cadence—pressed up against the walls on either side of the doorway,

out of Sght but less than twenty feet away.



And from the back of theroom | heard footsteps, dow and deliberate. They did quietly across
the stone floor, and the wasted outline of an emaciated femae form gppeared in front of one of the glow
gicks.

And no heartbeat accompanied it.

Mavra.

The darkhounds appeared, vague shapes, and paced restlesdy through the shadows around the
vampire. My heart lurched in sudden apprehension, and | released my attention from the Listening. |
raised the gun, got to my feet, and backed away.

Again, that soft, mocking laugh drifted through the basement.

"Trouble," | said over my shoulder. "Five Renfidds, four darkhounds at least, and Mavras
awake."

"Indeed,” came Mavrasdry, dusty voice. "l've been waiting for you, Dresden. There's something
I've been meaning to ask you."

"Oh?' | said. | looked over my shoulder at Kincaid and mouthed, How long?

Kincaid had crouched and taken up his spear again. He glanced back and said, "Thirty seconds.”

"Wetakethe kidsand run," | whispered.

"I've been admiring you for some time now, Dresden,” came Mavrasvoice. "l've seen you stop
bulletswith your power. I've seen you stop knives and claws and fangs." She made a gesture with her
hand. "And so | smply must know how well you will fare against your own wegpon of choice.

And two Renfidlds stepped out into the doorway, blocking my view of Mavra. Each of them held
along meta devicein their hands, and each of them wore something that bulged out above their
shoulders, gleaming shapes of rounded metd. A blue starter flame flickered at the end of the devicesthey
held, and it hit me dl at once what was happening.

Both of the Renfidldslifted their flamethrowers and filled the cramped little halway with fire.



Chapter Thirty-three

Theriot gun went off, though I'm not sureif it was because I'd ingtinctively decided to use the
weapon or if I'd just convulsed in surprise. The bad guys were twenty feet away, which was plenty of
distance for the shot from theriot gun to spread. If I'd had it aimed well, it would amost certainly have
put one of them down. Asit was, the largest force of the blast went between them, though from the way
they jerked and twisted, either the sheer roaring volume of the weapon was enough to intimidate them or
they'd caught alittle shot asit went past. Fire coughed uncertainly from the mouths of the flamethrowers,
gpattering the hall dong the floors, walls, and ceiling, whereit clung in globs of what had to be amix of
gasoline or some other accelerant, and petroleum jelly—homemade ngpam. The air went from cold to
roasting-hot, even from the aborted discharge of fire, sucking the wind from my lungs.

Both men, unassuming-looking typesin ragged clothing, their eyeswide and fanatica, hesitated
for asecond before planting their feet again and taking aim once more. It was only asecond, but it was
enough to save my life. | dropped the gun, tossed my staff into my right hand, and shook out my shield
bracelet. | rammed panicked will into the focus and spread it in awall of energy before me.

The Renfidds cut loose thistime, flame asthick as spray from a breached hydrant roaring down
the hdl. | caught it on the shield, but | had never intended it to stop hest. It was primarily adefense
againg kinetic energy, and while | had used it to handle everything from bulletsto runaway eevator cars
inmy career asawizard, it just wasn't al that good at stopping the transfer of intense heat. The
napam-jdly splattered againg theinvisble shidd, galons of it, and thefire clung to it in white-hot glee. Its
mindless fury seeped through the shield and flowed onto me.

It hurt. Oh, God, it hurt. Thefingersof my left hand werethefirs to fed it, and then my palm
and wrigt, dl in the space of asecond. If you've never been burned, you can't imagine the pain. And my
fingers, where millions of tactile nerves were able to send pani cked damage-messagesto my brain, felt as
if they had smply exploded and been replaced with howling agony.

| jerked my hand back, and felt my focus waver, the shield start to fade. | gritted my teeth, and



somehow managed to dig up the strength to extend my hand again, hardening the shield and my will. |
backed away in shuffling haf steps, my mind almost drowning in pain, desperately keeping the shield up.

"Ten seconds!” Kincaid shouted.

| saw bligtersrising on my left hand. | felt my fingers curling into aclaw. They looked thinner, asif
made of melting wax, and | could see the shadows of my bones benegath the flesh. The shield grew
wesker yet. The pain got worse. | stood now at the bottom of the stairs, and as the shield faltered, the
empty space between me and the doorway behind me might aswell have been amile.

| didn't have ten seconds.

| reached into mysdlf, into the horrible red pain, and drew forth more power yet. | focused it on
my staff, and the Sigils and runes carved along its surface became suddenly suffused with eye-searing
scarlet light. My nosefilled with the smell of charring wood, and asthe shield wavered out of existence, |
screamed, " Ventas servitas!

The power I'd gathered in my staff shot out of it, an invisible serpent of energy. The shidd fell just
asadhrieking gale of wind shot down the stairs. The column of air howled against me, throwing my
duster forward around me like aflag, and caught the blazing ngpam like atub of JdI-O, hurling thefire
back theway it had come and providing it with air enough to trebleits size.

The firewent mad. It seared mortar from rough stone, and chewed cracks into the rock floor, the
damp stone coughing and popping as water within expanded.

For aningtant | could see the two Renfidlds, till spraying fire toward me. They started
screaming, but they obeyed Mavras raspy howlsto stand fast, and it killed them. The ngpalm molded
itself to them and the flame embraced them.

What hit the ground asthey fell could not have been easly identified as human remains.

| kept my will on the wind, the carved runes on my staff blazing ember-orange, and it spread the
flamesinto the far room in adeadly river of searing light and charred black ash. For agonized seconds |
held the winds and spread the flames, and then my will fatered, the runes on the staff dimming. Pain

overcame mefor asecond, and it hurt so much that | literally could not see.



"Wizard!" howled Mavras voice, the words sounding like dusty scales and cold, reptilian fury.
"Wizard! Thewizard! Kill, kill, kill everything!"

"Get him!" Kincaid snarled. | felt Murphy get her arms under mine, and she started hauling me
back with surprising power. | started seeing through the blinding agony intimeto see a charred,
inhuman-looking man wielding an ax legp a Kincaid. The mercenary rammed his spear full into the man's
chest, stopping himin histracks. A second man agppeared from the smoke behind the first, thisone
holding a shotgun. There was aroaring sound, and fire tore through the impaled Renfield, then struck the
second onefull in the face with hideous, searing results. Kincaid jerked the spear clean of the corpse of
thefirst Renfield, even asthe second flailed around wildly, then pointed the shotgun in more or lessthe
right direction.

Kincaid whirled the spear into areverse grip, dammed it into the second Renfield's chest and the
second incendiary round blasted out from the housing at the butt end of the spear, and drove the
remaining life from the man. A burning corpse hit the floor asecond later.

A gun roared from the smoke. Kincaid grunted and staggered. The spear fell from his hands, but
he didn't fal. He drew agun in either hand and backed unsteadily away, the semiautomatic barking out
shots as swiftly as he could send them into the choking smoke down the hall.

More Renfidlds, roasted but functional, came through the smoke, shooting. Darkhounds bounded
around them, the naked and bloody shells of dogs, but filled with horrible rage. Behind them | saw
Mavras dender, deadly form, lit for the first time. She was wearing the same clothing I'd seen her inthe
last time—a tattered number from the Renaissance, al of black. Hamlet would have been happy to wear
it. | saw her filmy dead eyesfocus on me, and she lifted an ax in one hand.

Thefirst two darkhounds reached Kincaid, and he went down under them before | could even
cry out. One of the Renfields brought a dedgehammer down on him, while the other smply emptied a
handgun into the pile as two more darkhounds threw themsdvesintoit.

"No!" | shouted.

Murphy hauled meinto the closet and out of the line of fire, just as Mavrathrew. Her ax came



tumbling end over end down the hdl, and struck the stone wall at the back of the closet with such force
that the head buried itsdlf to the eyein the rock and the wooden handle shattered into splinters. Two of
the children, still chained underneath where the ax hit, let out wails of pain and terror as splinterstore at
them.

"Oh, God," Murphy said. "Y our hand, oh, God." But she never stopped moving. She shoved me
by main forceinto the back corner of the closet, picked up her gun, leaned into the doorway, and sent
eight or nine measured shots down the hdl, her face set in grim concentration. Her paelegswerea
gartling contrast againgt the black of her Kevlar vest. "Harry?' she shouted. "Theres smoke, | can't see
anything, but they're a the foot of the stairs. What do we do?!

| stared at ablack box up on the wall, near the calling. Presumably Kincaid's antipersonnd mine.
Hed been right. 1t was set up to open and spew its deadly projectiles diagondly down, so that they
would bounce and fill both closet and hall with death.

"Harry!" Murphy shouted.

| barely had bresth enough to answer. "' Can you hook up the mine again?'

She looked over her shoulder at me, eyeswide. "Y ou mean we can't get out?"

"Canyou doit?' | barked.

She nodded, once.

"Wait for my sgnd, thenarmit and get low."

She spun and leagpt up onto awooden chair near the mine, either something she had dragged
there or something the bad guys had used too. She hooked up two aligator clips and held up athird,
looking over her shoulder at me, her face pale. The children wept and screamed below her.

| dragged myself over to knedl in front of the children, facing down the hdlway. | lifted my left
hand, and stared at it in shock for asecond. | always thought | looked good in red and black, but asa
rulel preferred that to be my clothes. Not my limbs. My hand was a blackened, twisted claw of badly
cooked mest, burned dark wherever it wasn't bloodred. My silver shield bracelet dangled beneath it, the

charm-shields heat-warped, gleaming and bright.



| raised my other hand to signal Murphy, but then | heard a scream from down the hall, snarling
and vicious and hardly human. The smoke swirled and cleared for a second, and | saw Kincaid, dragging
oneleg, hisback against the wall. He had one hand clenched hard to hisleg, and agun in the other. He
shot at atarget | couldn't see until the gun started clicking.

"Now, Murphy!" | shouted. My voice thundered down the hdl. "Kincaid! Bolshevik Muppet!"

The mercenary's head whipped around toward me. He moved like hamstrung lightning, swift and
lurching and grotesgue. He dropped the gun, released hisleg, and threw himsdlf straight at me with his
three unwounded limbs.

Again | raised my shield, and prayed that the mine'sinfrared trip wire functioned.

Timedowed.

Kincad flung himsdlf through the doorway.

The mine beeped. There was a sharp, snapping click of metd.

Kincaid tumbled past me. | leaned asideto let him, and at the same ingtant brought every scrap
of strength | had |eft to bear on the shield.

Lumpy metal spheres, maybe twenty or thirty of them, flew out into theair. | had angled my
shieddinasmpleinclined plane, its base at the closet's doorway, its summit at the back wall of the clost,
about four feet off the ground. Severd of the spheres hit the shield, but the dope of it sent them
rebounding out into the hdll.

The submunitions exploded in aripple of thunder and light. Sted balsflew in deadly sprays,
rattling off gonewalls and tearing into flesh with savage efficiency. The doped shidd flared into azure
incandescence, energy from the shrapnel being absorbed and shed as flashbulb-bright bursts of light. The
sound was indescribable, amost loud enough to kill al onitsown.

And thenit was over.

Silencefédl, broken only by the crackling of flames. Nothing moved but drifting smoke.

Murphy, Kincaid, the captive children, and | were al huddled together in an unorganized pile of

frightened humanity. We all sat there stunned for amoment. Then | said, "Come on. We have to get



moving before thefire spreads.” My voice sounded raw. "Let's get these kids out. | might be able to
bresk these chains."

Kincaid reached up without speaking and took a key down from ahigh hook on the opposite
wall. He settled back down to Sit leaning againgt it, and tossed me the key.

"Or we could do that," | said, and passed the key to Murphy. She started unlocking them. | was
too tired to move. My hand didn't hurt, which was avery bad sign, | knew. But | wastoo tired to care. |
just sat there and stared at Kincaid.

He had his hand clamped down on hisleg again. He was bleeding from it. There was more blood
on hisbelly, on one hand, and hisface was positively smothered with it, asif held been bobbing for
gpplesin adaughterhouse.

"Yourehurt," | said.

"Yep," hereplied. "Dog."

"l saw you go down."

"It got nasty," he confirmed.

"What happened?' | asked.

"I lived."

"Your chest isbleeding,” | said. "And there's blood on your hand.”

"l know that."

"And your faceisdrenched init."

Helifted an eyebrow and touched his free hand to his chin, then looked at the blood. "Oh. That
isnt mine." He started fumbling at his belt.

| got enough energy together to go to him and help. He pulled aroll of black duct tape from a
pouch on his belt and with sharp, jerking motions we wound the tape tightly around his wounded leg
severd times, layering the wound in adhesive, literdly taping it closed. He used about athird of therall,
then grunted and tore it off. Then he said, Y ou're going to lose that hand.”

"l was sending it back to the kitchen anyway. | ordered it medium well."



Kincaid stared at me for a second and then started | etting out soft, wobbly-sounding laughter, as
if it were something he didn't have alot of practice at. He stood up, wheezing soft laughter, drew another
gun and his own machete from his belt, and said, " Get them out. I'm going to dismember whatever isleft.”

"Groovy," | sad.

"All that trouble we went to, and you just blew the place up. We could have done thisto begin
with, Dresden.”

Murphy got the kids loose and they started getting away from thewall. One of them, agirl no
more than five years old, just collgpsed against me crying. | held on to her for amoment, letting her cry,
and said, "No, we couldn't have."

Kincaid regarded me, his expression unreadable. | thought | saw something wild and bloodthirsty
and satisfied in hiseyesfor just asecond. Then he said, "Maybe you'reright.”

He vanished into the smoke.

Murphy helped meto my feet. She had al the kidsjoin hands, took the hand of the lead child
herself, and led us dl to the stairs. She bent and scooped up her jeans on the way. There wasn't enough
denim left to avoid public indecency, and she dropped them with asigh.

"Pink panties," | said, looking down. "With little white bows. | wouldn't have guessed that."

Murphy looked too tired to glare, but shetried.

"They redly go with the Kevlar and the gun belt, Murph. Shows you're awoman with her
priorities sraight.”

She stepped on my foot, smiling.

"Clear," said Kincaid's voice from the smoke. He gppeared again, coughing alittle. "Found four
coffins occupied. One of them was that One-ear guy you told me about. Beheaded them. Vampires are
higory."

"Mavra?' | asked.

He shook his head. "That whole end of the hall looks like a chop shop for ablack market organ

bank. The vampire took that blast from the mineright in the kisser. Y ou'd need her dental recordsand a



jigsaw puzzle dl-gar to get apostive ID."

Kincaid didn't see Mavraflicker into sght. She rose out of the smoke behind him, horribly torn
and mangled, badly burned, and angry as hell. Shewas missing her lower jaw, haf of anarm, a
basketbd |-sized section of lower abdomen, and one of her legs was attached by only a scrap of flesh and
her black tights. For al of that, she moved no less swiftly, and her eyes burned with dead fire.

Kincaid saw the look on my face. He dropped flat.

| whipped the stupid little paintbal gun out of my duster and emptied it at Mavra

May lightning strike me dead if the damned thing didn't work like acharm. Hell, better than most
charms, and I'm the guy who should know. The shots poured out dmost as swiftly asfrom Kincaid's
deadly little machine guns, and they splattered into Mavra, Szzling vicioudy. Siver fireimmediately began
chewing at her flesh wherever the paintballs struck and broke. It ripped into her and it happened fast, as
if some hyperkinetic gourmet were taking amelon bailer to her flesh.

Mavralet out ashocked and dusty shriek.

The holy water and garlic paintballs put a hole aswide as athree-liter bottle of Coke dl the way
through her. | could seethe glow of firein the pall of smoke behind her. She staggered and fell to her
knees.

Murphy drew the machete from her belt and threw it underhand.

Kincaid caught it as he turned back to Mavra, and took her head off at the base of her neck. The
head went one way. The body went straight down—there was no thrashing, no howling or spurting ichor,
no gales of magica wind or sudden clouds of dust. Mavras remains smply thumped to the ground,
nothing but awithered cadaver once more.

| looked from Mavra's corpse to the paintball gun, impressed. "Kincaid. Can | keep this?'

"Sure," hesaid. "I'll add it to the bill." He stood up dowly, looking at the destruction. He shook
his head. Then hejoined us as we went up the stairs. "Even seeing it, it'stough to believe.”

"What is?' | asked.

"Y our shield. And that bit with dl thewind and fire, especidly with your hand like that." He



glanced at me, something like caution in his expression. "1've never seen awizard cut loose before.”

What the hell. It wouldn't hurt to encourage the mercenary to be wary of me. | stopped and
leaned on my staff. The runes il glowed with asullen fire, though it was dowly fading. Tiny, whitewigps
of wood smoke curled up from it, sharp in my nose. It hadn't ever done that before, but there was no
reason to mention that for thetime being.

| looked straight at him until it was obvious that he was refusing to meet my eyes. Thenl saidina
quiet, gentlevoice, "Y ou Hill havent.”

| walked on out, leaving him to stare after me. | didn't think for a second that he would alow
what hed seen to scare him out of killing meif | didn't pay him. But it might scare him enough to make
him more cautious about taking that option. Every little bit helps.

Before we got out of the shelter, | took off my duster and draped it onto Murphy's shoulders. It
enveloped her entirely, its hem dragging the ground, covering her legs. She gave me agrateful look just as
Ebenezar appeared in the doorway. The old man looked at the kids, then at my hand, and drew ina
sharp breath.

"You dl right towak yourself out?' he asked.

"So far. We need to get these kids and ourselves the hell away from here.”

"Fine" hesad. "Where?'

"Well take the kids to Father Forthill at Saint Mary of the Angdls,” | said. "Hell have agood
idea of what can be done to help them.”

Ebenezar nodded. "I know him by reputation. Good man."

We went outside and started loading kids into Ebenezar's old Ford truck. The old man had agun
rack at the back of the cab, histhick old staff in the bottom rack, his old Greener shotgun in the top one.
He lifted the kids into the back one by one, where he had them lie down on athick old therma blanket
and covered them with a second one.

Kincaid came out of the shelter carrying a contractor's heavy garbage bag, the smoke growing

thicker behind him. The bag was hdf full. He threw it over one shoulder, then turned to me and said,



"Taking care of details. Asl seeit, the contract isdone. Y ou satisfied with that?"
"Yeah," | said. "Niceworking with you. Thank you."
Kincaid shook hishead. "The money ishow you thank me."

"Yeah, uh," | said, "about that. It's Saturday, and I'm going to have to talk to someone at the

He stepped closer to me and handed me awhite business card. It had anumber printed onitin
gold lettering. There was another number written in ink that made the bal ance currently in my checking
account look extremdy small. Nothing dse.

"My Swiss account,” he explained. "And I'min no hurry. Have it there by Tuesday and well be
square.”

Hegot inthe van and lft.

Tuesday.

Crap.

Ebenezar watched the white van pull out, then helped Murphy get meinto the truck. | sat inthe
middle, my legs over on Murphy's side of the cab. She had afirst-aid kit in her hands, and as we rode
aong she covered my burned hand lightly with gauze, entirely silent. Ebenezar drove off cautioudy. We
heard Srens start up when we were a couple of blocks away. "The kidsto the church,” he said. "Then
where?'

"My place" | said. "I'll get patched up for round two."

"Round two?" Ebenezar asked.

"Yeah," | said. "If | don't do something, aritua entropy curseis gonnahead my way before
midnight."

"How can | help?' he asked.

| looked steadily at him. "WEell haveto talk about it."

He squinted out ahead of us and kept his emotions off of hisface. "Hoss. Y ou're too involved.

Y ou do too much. Y ou take on way too damned much.”



"Theresabright sde, though,” | said.
lla,.]?l

"Uh-huh. If | buy it tonight, at least | won't have to figure out how to pay Kincaid before hekills

Chapter Thirty-four

Ebenezar drove, and | felt mysdlf float off into a pensive haze. Well, that wasn't exactly true. It
was more of apense-less haze, but | didn't complain about it. My mouth didn't want to work, and on
someleve | knew that numb, floating shock was better than searing agony. Somewherein the
background, Murphy and Ebenezar talked enough to work out details, and we must have dropped the
kids off with Father Forthill, because when | finally got out of the truck, the back was empty of children.

"Murphy," | said, frowning. "I had athought. If therésan APB out for me, maybe we shouldn't
go back to my place.”

"Harry," she said, "weve been here for two hours. Y ou're sitting on your couch.”

| looked around. She was right. The fireplace was going, with Mister in hisfavorite spot by the
mantel, and the notch-eared puppy was lying on the couch next to me, using my leg asapillow. | tasted
Scotch in my mouth, one of Ebenezar's own brews, but | didn't remember drinking it. Man, | must have
been in worse shape than | thought. "So | am,” | said. "But that doesn't make my concerns any less
vdid."

Murphy had hung my coat up on its hook by the door and was wearing apair of my knee-length
knit shorts. They fell to halfway down her calf, and she'd had to tie abig knot in the front to keep them
on, but at least she wasn't walking around in her panties. Dammit.

"l don't think s0," she said. "I'vetalked to Stalings. He said theré's an APB for someone

matching your description, but your name isn't attached to it. Only that the suspect iswanted for



guestioning and may be using the dias Larry or Barry. There were no prints on the weapon, but it was
registered to the witness." She shook her head. "I don't know how that happened. 1'd say you got lucky,
but I know better. And you'd make some wiseass remark about it."

| et out abroken little laugh. "Yeah," | sad. "Hdl'sbdls. Trixie Vixen has got to be the most
vacuous, conceited, small-minded, petty, and self-absorbed baddie I've ever snooped out. That's what
happened.”

"What?' Murphy asked.

"My name," | sad, still wheezing laughter. " She never got it sraight. The woman got my fresking
name wrong. | don't think she bothersto keep very closetrack of other people's existenceif it doesn't
profit her.”

Murphy arched an eyebrow. "But there were other people there, weren't there? Someone must
have known your name.”

| nodded. "Arturo for sure. Probably Joan. But everyone else only knew my first name.”

"And someone had to wipe any of your prints from the gun. They're covering for you," Murphy
sad.

| pursed my lips, surprised. Not so much that Arturo and his people had done it, but because of
my reaction to the news—it made awarm spot somewhere insde me that felt amost completely
unfamiliar. "They are," | said. "God knowswhy, but they are.”

"Harry, you saved the lives of some of their people.”" She shook her head. "In the businessthey're
in, | doubt Chicago'sfinest are exactly making them fed like valued members of the community. That
kind of isolation brings peopl e together—and you helped them. Makes you one of them when trouble
comes."

"Makesmefamily," | said.

She amiled alittle and nodded. " So you know who dunnit?*

"Trixie," | said. "Probably two others. My senseisthat it's the Ex-Mr.-Genosa club, but that's

just ahunch. And | think they had help.”



"Why do you say that?"

"Because Trixie was getting ingructions from someone on the phone when shewas holding agun
onme" | said. "And they've been invoking that curse with aritua. Unless someone's actudly got some
talent, it takes two or three peopleto raise the energy that's needed. And let'sface it, three witches
cackling over acauldron somewhereis pretty much stereotyped into the public avareness.”

"Macbeth," Murphy said.

"Y eah. And that movie with Jack Nicholson asthe devil "

"Can | ask you something?'

"Sure”

"Y ou told me about rituals once. The cosmic vending machine, right? An outside power offersto
give you something if you fulfill aspecific sequence of events”

"V egh”

Murphy shook her head. " Scary. People can just do a dance and someone dies. Regular people,
| mean. What happensif someone publishes abook?!

"Someone has," | said. "Plenty of times. The White Council has pushed it to happen a couple of
times—Iike with the Necronomicon. It's a reasonably good way to make certain theritual in question isn't
going towork."

Shefrowned. "I don't get it. Why?'

"Supply and demand,” | said. "There are limitsto what outside forces can deliver to the morta
world. Think of theincoming power aswater flowing through a pipeline. If acouple of people areusing a
rite once every couple of weeks, or every few years, there's no problem pumping in enough magic to
makeit work. But if fifty thousand people are trying to use therite al at once, there isn't enough power in
any one placeto make it happen. It just comes out as alittle dribble that tastes bad and smells funny.”

Murphy nodded, following me. " So people who have access to rituas don't want to share them.”

"Exadtly.”

"And abook of dark ritualsis not something your average vacuous princess of porn picks up a



themall. So she had help.”

"Yeah," | said, frowning. "And that last run on the curse had a professond behind it.”

"Why do you say that?'

"It wasahdl of alot faster, for onething, and deadlier. It hit so quick | didn't havetimeto
redirect it away from the victim, even though | knew it was coming. It was stronger, too. A |ot stronger,
like someone who knew the business had taken the trouble to focus or amplify it somehow.”

"What can do that?' Murphy asked.

"Coordination between talented wizards," | said. "Uh, sometimes you can use certain articlesand
materialsto amplify magic. They're usudly expensve as hdl. Sometimes specia |ocations can help,
places like Stonehenge, or certain positions of stars on agiven night of the year. Then therésthe old
gtandby."

"What'sthat?' Murphy asked.

"Blood,” | sad. "The destruction of life. The sacrifice of animals. Or people.”

Murphy shivered. "And you think they're coming after you next?"

"Yeah," | said. "I'mintheway. They havetoif they want to get away clean.”

"Get away with their big old fund intact?"

"Yesh," | sad.

"Seems pretty extreme for agreed killing," Murphy said. "I've got nothing against greed asa
motivator, but damn. It's like some people just never grasp the ideathat other people actudly exist."

"Yeah," | ssaidwithasigh. "I guessthistimethere just happened to be three of them standingin
the same place.”

"Heh," Murphy said. "God only knowswhat kind of unholy bad luck got three ex-wivestogether.
| mean, what are the odds, you know?"

| sat up straight. Murphy had put her finger on it. " Stars and stones, you're right. How could |
have missed that?"

"Y ou've been alittle busy?' Murphy guessed.



| felt my heart speed up. It beat with adull pressure on my hand. It wasn't pain yet, but it was
coming. "Okay, let'sthink, here. Arturo didn't announce that he was getting married again. | mean, | only
found out because someone who knows him made a sharp guess. And | doubt the ex-wives knew about
it firsthand. Infact, I'd be willing to bet they were informed of the fact by athird party.”

"Why?" Murphy asked.

"Becauseif you want to work magic on someone, you've got to believein it. Y ou've got to want
it. Otherwiseit just fizzles. That meansthat they want someone dead. Genuingly want it."

"Because when they found out it was anasty surprise,” Murphy said. "Maybe whoever told them
tilted things even further before the ex-wivesfound out. Made it hit them redlly hard, made them redlly
mad. | don't know, Harry. Y ou'd need afourth party to want Arturo's new squeeze nixed for that to hold
water."

"Yeah," | agreed. Then | fet my eyeswiden. "Unlessthat wasn't what they wanted at al. Murph,
| don't think thisis about money."

"l don't understand.”

"Genosasin love," | sad. | felt mysdf riseto my feet. "Son of abitch, it wasright therein front of
methewholetime."

Murphy frowned and rose with me, putting her hand on my good arm. "Harry, you need to Sit
back down. All right?'Y ou're hurt. Y ou need to Sit down until Ebenezar gets back.”

"What?"

"Ebenezar. He thinks he can do something for your hand, but he had to pick up something first."

"Oh," | said. My head spun alittle. Shetugged at my arm and | sat back down. "But that's it."

"What'sit?'

"Trixie and the other stregas are just weagpons for someone else. Genosa isin love. That'swhy
he didn't react to Laralike everyone e se. They can't touch him. That'swheat thisisall about.”

Murphy frowned. "What do you mean? Who is using them as wegpons?’

"The White Court," | said. "Lord Raith and the White Court. It's no coincidence that he and his



second-in-command are in Chicago thisweekend.”

"What does Genosa's being in love have to do with anything?”

"The White Court can control people. | mean, they seduce them, get close, and before long they
can sink in the psychic hooks. They can make daves of the people they feed on, and make them like it to
boot. That's the source of their power."

Murphy arched an eyebrow. "But not if someoneisin love?'

| laughed weskly. "Y eah. They just said it out loud. It was an internd meatter. Hell, it was
practicaly thefirgt thing she said about him. That Arturo wasdwaysfalinginlove.”

"What who said?"

"Joan," | said. "Plain old practicad, flannd-wearing, doughnut-scarfing Joan. And Lara the wonder
dut. Not in that order. I'm sure of it."

Murphy scowled. "Egad, Holmes. Y ou've got to provide me with some context if you want meto
understand.”

"Okay, okay," | said. "Here'sthe setup, dl right? Raith isthe leader of the White Court, but over
the past severd years he's been losing face. His persona power baseisdowly eroding.”

"Why?

"Thomas, mainly,” | said. "Raith gpparently murders his sons before they start getting ideas of
knocking him off and taking over the family business. He sent Thomasto get killed at the vampire
masquerade ball, but Thomas hooked up with Michael and me and came out of it dive. Then Raith set
Thomas up again last year, a the dud with Ortega, but Thomas got through that one, too. And from what
I've deduced, Papa Raith isn't putting the fear of himsdf into his own children very well anymore.”

"Wheat's that got to do with Genosa?' she asked.

"Genosa publicly defied Raith's authority,” | said. " Arturo told me that someone had been dowly
buying up the adult-movie companies, manipul ating things from behind the scenes. Trace the money trall
back and I'd bet you dollars to doughnuts that you'l find that it's Raith and that he owns Silverlight. By

leaving Silverlight Studios and going off to bresk stereotypes by doing his own movies, Genosawas



defying Raith'sauthority in avery public way.”

"So you're saying that the White Court controls the eroticaindustry?*

"Or a least abunch of it," | confirmed. "Think about it. They can influence people€'s opinions of
al kinds of things—what physica beauty is, what sex is, how one should react to temptation, what is
acceptable behavior in intimate relationships. My God, Murph, it's like training deer to cometo a
particular feeding point to make stalking and killing them esger.”

Her mouth fell open for amoment. "God. That's. . . that's sort of terrifying. That's huge.”

"Andingdious” | sad. "l never even thought about something like that happening. Or maybeit's
fairer to say that it's been happening. Maybe Raith wasjust taking over the business from some other
player in the White Court."

"'So when Genosathumbed hisnose at Silverlight, it made Lord Raith look even weaker."

"Yeah," | said. "A mere human defying the White King. And Raith couldn't send Larato control
him, either, because Genosaiisin love."

"Meaning?'

"The White Court can't touch someonewhoisinlove" | said. "Redl love. If they try to feed on
them, it causesthem physical agony. It's. . . their holy water, | guess you could say. Their silver bullet.
They'reterrified of it."

Murphy's eyes brightened and she nodded. "Raith wasn't able to control Genosa, so he had to
find away to torpedo the guy instead, or lose face.

"And betorn from his pogtion of power. Exactly.”

"Why not just kill Genosa?'

| shook my head. "The White Court seemsto prideitself on €legance when it comesto power
games. Thomas told me that when the Whites go to war with one another, they do it through indirect
means. Cat's-paws. The more untracesble the better. They believe that intelligence and manipulation are
more important than mere strength. If Raith just popped acap in Arturo, it would have been still another

lossof face. So. . ."



"So he finds someone he can control,” Murphy said. "He setsthem up to find out that the new
wifeisadanger to their positions, and he doesit in the worst possible way, to make them readier to take
action. He even hands them the murder weapon—abig, nasty dark ritua. HEs not surewho it is, so he
tellsthem to get rid of whoever Genosaiis secretly engaged to. They've got ameans, amotive, and an
opportunity. Even in magicd circles, I'll bet no onesgoing to be ableto easily proveit was Raith who
was responsible for the desth of the woman Arturo was engaged to.”

"Andinlovewith," | said. "For Lord Raith it'sawin-win situation. If they kill the fiancée, it will
destabilize Genosa and hamper his ability to produce films. Hell, maybe Raith planned to wait until he fell
into a depression afterward, and then send one of the ex-wives after awhileto offer comfort, seduce
him, and leave him vulnerable to Lara's control. If they don't manageto kill the fiancée, they might ill
create enough havoc and confusion to deraill Genosaswork."

"And even if someone on the spooky end of the block figures out whodunit, Raith hasit set it up
so that they can't be traced back to him.”

"Yeah," | sad. "Meanwhile, Arturo isback in the fold and Raith has reconsolidated his power
base. End of problem.”

"But not if you interfere and stop him."

"Not if | interfere and stop him," | agreed. " So once Raith getsword that I'm sticking my nose
into hisbusiness, he bringsin Larato keep an eye on me and take me out if she can.”

"Or just take you," Murphy said. "If thisguy isaschemer, maybe he thought it would be greet to
have this Lara get hooksinto you."

The puppy stirred, disturbed. | shivered and petted him. "Ugh,” | said. "Buit it didn't work, and
I'm close to blowing the whole thing wide open. Now hélll have to take aswing at me and get me out of
the picture.”

Murphy made a growling sound. " Gutless bastard. Going through other people like that.”

"Itssmart,” | said. "If heredly has been weakened, he wouldn't want to take on anyone from the

White Council directly. Only afool goestoeto toe with astronger enemy. That'swhy Thomasdid the



same thing as his father—recruiting meto go up againg him.”
Murphy whistled. Y ou'reright. How the hell did you get this bag of snakes?"
"Cleanliving," | sad.
"Y ou should tell Thomasto get logt," Murphy said.
"Cant."
"Why not?'
| looked at her in silence.
Her eyeswidened. She understood. "It'shim. He's family."
"Half brother,” | said. "Our mother used to hang around with Lord Raith.”
She nodded. "So what are you going to do?'
"Survive"
"1 mean about Thomas."
"I'll burn that bridgewhen | cometo it."
"Fair enough,” Murphy said. "But what isyour next move?'

"Goto Thomas" | said. "Make him help." | looked down at my bandaged hand. "'l need acar.

And adriver."
"Done," said Murphy.
| frowned, thinking. "And | might need something € se from you tonight. Something tough.”
"What?"
| told her.
She stared slently past me for amoment and then said, "God, Harry."
"l know. | hateto ask it. But it'sour only shot. | don't think we can win this one with smple
firepower."
She shivered. "Okay."
"You sure?You don't haveto doit.”

"I'mwithyou,"” shesad.



"Thank you, Karrin."

Shegavemeasmdl smile. "At least thisway | fed likel get to do something to help.”

"Don't bedlly," I said. "Theimage of you gunfighting in your pantiesis going to boost my morae
for years."

She kicked my leg gently with hers, but her smile was somewhat wooden. She looked down to
focus on the puppy, who promptly rolled over on hisback, chewing at her fingers.

"You okay?' | asked. "Y ou got kindaquiet.”

"I'mfine" shesad. "Modtly. It'sjust .. ."

She shook her head. "1t's been sort of astressful day for me, relationship-wise.”

| know what you mean, | thought.

"I mean, fird that asshole Rich and Lisa. And . . ." She glanced at me, her cheeks pink. "And this
thing with Kincaid."

"Y ou mean him taking your pants off?"

Sherolled her eyes. "Yeah. It'sbeen. . . well, it'sbeen aredly, redly long timesncea
good-looking man took my pants off. | sort of forgot how much | enjoyed it. | mean, | know thisisjust a
reaction to the danger and adrenaline and so on, but still. I've never reacted that strongly to asmple
touch.”

"Oh" | said.

She sighed. "Wadll, you asked. It'sgot mealittle distracted. That'sall.”

"Just S0 you know," | said, "I don't think he's human. | think he's pretty major bad news.”

"Yeah," Murphy said, her voice annoyed. "It's never the nice guyswho get agirl worked up.”

Apparently not. "Oh," | said again.

"I'll call acab," Murphy said. "Get some clothes and my bike. The car's fill back at the park, and
there might till be family there. Give me about an hour, and I'll be ready to take you where you need to

go, if youre able"



"l haveto be" | said.

Murphy called the cab, and just asit got there Ebenezar opened the door, carrying abrown
paper grocery sack. | looked up at him, feding asudden blend of emotions—relief, affection, suspicion,
disappointment, betrayal. It was amess.

He saw the look. He stopped in the doorway and said, "Hoss. How's the hand?”

"Starting to fed thingsagain,” | said. "But | figure I'll pass out before it comesdl the way back.”

"I might be ableto help alittle, if you want meto."

"Let'stak about that."

Murphy had pretty obvioudy picked up on the tension between us back at the shelter. She kept
her tone and expression neutrd and said, "My cab's here, Harry. See you in an hour."

"Thanks, Murph,” | sad.

"Pleasure to meet you, Miss Murphy,” Ebenezar said. He corrected himsalf amogt ingtantly.
"Lieutenant Murphy."

She dmost smiled. Then shegave mealook, asif to ask meif it wasdl right to leave mewith the
old man. | nodded and she | ft.

"Closethe door,” | told Ebenezar.

Hedid, and turned to face me. " So. What do you want meto tell you?"

"Thetruth," | said. "l want thetruth.”

"No, you don't," Ebenezar said. "Or &t least not now. Harry, you have to trust me on thisone."

"No. | don't," | responded. My voice sounded rough and raw. "I've trusted you for years.
Completely. I've built up some credit. Y ou owe me.”

Ebenezar looked away.

"l want answers. | want the truth.”

"It will hurt,”" hesaid.

"Thetruth does that sometimes. | don't care.”

"l do," hesaid. "Boy, thereisno one, no one, | would hate to hurt as much asyou. And thisis



too much to lay on your shoulders, especidly right now. It could get you killed, Harry."

"That isn't your decision to make," | said quietly. It surprised me how cam | sounded. "'l want the
truth. Giveit to me. Or get out of my home and never come back."

Frustration, even true anger flickered across the old man's face. He took a deep breath, then
nodded. He put the grocery sack down on my coffee table and folded hisarms, facing my fireplace. The
lines on hisface looked deeper. His eyesfocused into thefire, or through it, and they were hard,
somehow frightening.

"All right," hesaid. "Ask. I'll answer. But this could change things for you, Harry. It could change
the way you think and fed."

"About what?'

"About yoursdf. About me. About the White Council. About everything.”

"l can takeit."

Ebenezar nodded. "All right, Hoss. Don't say | didn't warn you.

Chapter Thirty-five

"Let'sstart smple” | said. "How do you know Kincaid?'

He blew out a bregath, cheeks puffing out. "He'sin the trade.”

"Thetrade?'

"Yes." Ebenezar sat down on the other end of the couch. The puppy got up on wobbling legsand
snuffled over to examine him. Histall started wagging. Ebenezar gave thelittle dog abrief smile and
scratched hisears. "Most of the mgjor supernatura powers have someone for that kind of work. Ortega
was the Red Court's, for example. Kincaid and | are contemporaries, of asort.”

"Youreassassins," | said.

Hedidn't deny it.



"Didn't look like you liked him much,” | said.

"There are proprieties between us," Ebenezar said. "A measure of professiona courtesy and
respect. Boundaries. Kincaid crossed them about a century ago in Istanbul.”

"Hé's not human?!

Ebenezar shook his head.

"Thenwhat ishe?"

"There are people waking around who carry the blood of the Nevernever in them," Ebenezar
said. "Changelings, for one, those who are haf-Sidhe. The faeries aren't the only oneswho can breed
with humanity, though, and the scions of such unions can have alot of power. Their offspring are usudly
malformed. Freskish. Often insane. But sometimes the child looks human.”

"LikeKincad."

Ebenezar nodded. "He's older than | am. When | met him, | still had hair and he had been serving
the cresture for centuries.”

"What cresture?’ | asked.

"The cresture," Ebenezar said. "Another half morta like Kincaid. VIad Drakul."

| blinked. "Vlad Tepesh? Dracula?!

Ebenezar shook his head. ""Draculawas the son of Drakul, and pretty pale and skinny by
comparison. Went to the Black Court asakind of teenage rebellion. The origind crestureis. . . well.
Formidable. Dangerous. Cruel. And Kincaid was hisright arm for centuries. He was known asthe
Hound of Hell. Or just the Hellhound."

"And he'safraid of you,” | said, my voice bitter. "Blackstaff McCoy. | guessthat's your working

"Something likethat. Thename. . . isalong story."
"Get started, then,” | said.
He nodded, absently rubbing the puppy behind the ears. "Ever since the founding of the White

Council, ever sncethe first wizards gathered to lay down the Laws of Magic, there has been someone



interested in tearing it apart,” he said. "The vampires, for one. The fagries have al been at odds with us at
onetime or another. And there have always been wizards who thought the world would be anicer place
without the Council init."

"Geg" | sad. "l just can't figure why any wizard would think that.”

Ebenezar's voice lashed out, harsh and cold. ™Y ou don't know what you're talking about, boy.

Y ou don't know what you're saying. Within my own lifetime, there have been times and places where
even gpeaking those words could have been worth your life”

"Gosh, I'd hate to for my lifeto bein jeopardy. Why did he call you Blackstaff?' | asked, my
voice hardening. Anintuition hit me. "It'snot anickname,” | said. "Isit. It'satitle.

"Atitle" hesaid. "A solution. At times, the White Council found itself bound by itsown laws
whileits enemies had no such congtraints. So an office was created. A position within the Council. A
mark of status. One wizard, and only one, was given the freedom to choose when the Laws had been
perverted, and turned as wegpons againgt us.”

| stared at him for amoment and then said, "After adl that you taught me about magic. That it
camefrom life. That it was aforce that came from the deepest desires of the heart. That we havea
respongbility to useit wisdy—hdl, to be wise, and kind, and honorable, to make sure that the power
getsused wisdy. Y ou taught me dl of that. And now you're teling me that it doesn't mean anything. That
the whole time you were standing there with alicense to kill."

Thelinesin the old man'sface looked hard and bitter. He nodded. "To kill. To enthrall. To
invade the thoughts of another mortal. To seek knowledge and power from beyond the Outer Gates. To
transform others. To reach beyond the borders of life. To swim against the currents of time.”

"Y ou're the White Council's wetworks man,” | said. "For dl their prattle about the just and wise
use of magic, when the wisdom and justice of the Laws of Magic get inconvenient, they have an assassin.
Y ou do thet for them."

He sad nothing.

"Youkill people.”



"Yes." Ebenezar'sface looked like something carved in stone, and his voice was quietly harsh.
"When thereis no choice. When lives are at stake. When the lack of action would mean—" He cut
himsdf off, jaw working. "l didn't want it. | still don't. But when | haveto, | act.”

"Likeat Casaverde," | said. "Y ou hit Ortega's stronghold when he escaped our duel.”

"Yes," hesad, ill remote. "Ortegakilled more of the White Council than any enemy in our
history during the attack at Archangd." Hisvoicefatered for amoment. "Hekilled Smon. My friend.
Then he came here and tried to kill you, Hoss. And he was coming back hereto finish the job as soon as
he recovered. So | hit Casaverde. Killed him and amost two hundred of his personal retainers. And |
killed nearly a hundred people there in the house with them. Servants. Followers. Food.”

| felt Sck. "You told meit would be on the news. | thought maybe it was the Council. Or that
you'd doneit without killing anyone but vampires. | had timeto think about it later, but . . . | wanted to
believe you'd done what wasright.”

"Theréswhat'sright,” the old man said, "and then therés what's necessary. They ain't dwaysthe
ame”

"Casaverde wasn't the only necessary thing you did,” | said. "Wasit."

"Casaverde," Ebenezar said, hisvoice shaking. "Tunguska. New Madrid. Krakatoa. A dozen
more. God help me, adozen more at least.”

| stared at him for along moment. Then | said, "'Y ou told me the Council assgned meto livewith
you because they wanted to annoy you. But that wasn't it. Because you don't send a potentidly
dangerous crimina eement to live with your hatchet man if you want to rehabilitate him."

He nodded. "My orders were to observe you. And kill you if you showed the least bit of
rebelliousness”

"Kill me." | rubbed a my eyes. The pounding in my hand grew worse. "As| remember, | got
rebellious with you more than once."

"Youdid," hesaid.

"Thenwhy didn't you kill me?’



"Jehoshaphat, boy. What's the point of having alicenseto ignorethe will of the Council if you
aren't going to useit?' He shook his head, atired smile briefly appearing on his mouth. "It wasn't your
fault you got raised by that son of abitch DuMorne. Y ou were adumb kid, you were angry, and afraid,
and your magic was strong as hdll. But that didn't mean you needed killing. They gave the judgment to
me. | used it. They aren't happy with how | used it, but I did.”

| stared a him. "Theré's something else you aren't tdlling me."

Hewas slent for aminute. Then two. And awhilelater he said, "The Council knew that you
were the son of Margaret LeFay. They knew that she was one of the wizards who had turned the
Council'sown laws againgt it. She was guilty of violating the First Law, among others, and shehad . . .
unsavory associations with various entities of dubious reputation. The Wardens were under ordersto
arrest her on sight. She'd have been tried and executed in moments when she was brought before the
Council."

"l wastold shedied in childbirth," | said.

"Shedid," Ebenezar confirmed. "I don't know why, but for some reason she turned away from
her previous associates—including Justin DuMorne. After that, nowhere was safe for her. She ran from
her former alies and from the Wardens for perhaps two years. And she ran from me. | had my orders
regarding her aswell."

| stared at him in pained fascination. "What happened?’

"She met your father. A man. A mortal, without powers, without influence, without resources.
But aman with agood soul, likefew | have ever seen. | believe that shefdl inlove with him. But on the
night you were born, one of her former aliesfound her and exacted his vengeance for her desertion.” He
looked up a medirectly and said, "He used an entropy curse. A ritua entropy curse.”

Shock paradyzed me for amoment. Then | said, "Lord Raith.”

"Wes"

"Hekilled my mother."

"Hedid," Ebenezar confirmed.



"God. Youre. . . you're sure?'

"He'sasnake," Ebenezar said. "But I'm assureas | can be."

The pounding spread up my arm, and the room pulsed brighter and dimmer intimewithit. "My
mother. He was standing three feet from me. He killed my mother.” A child's pain—the emptinessin my
life the shape of my unknown mother, my unfortunate father—swelled and screamed in rage. The source
of that pain, or part of it, had finally been revealed to me. And in that moment, had | known whereto
grike, | would have eagerly embraced murder. Nothing mattered but exacting retribution. Nothing
mattered but taking righteous vengeance for the death of a child's mother. My mother. | started shaking,
and | knew that my sanity was buckling under the pressure.

"Hoss," Ebenezar said. "Easy, boy."

"Kill him," I whispered. "I'll kill him."

"No," Ebenezar said. "Y ou've got to breathe, boy. Think."

| started gathering power. "Kill him. Kill him. Everything. All of it. Nothing left.”

"Harry," Ebenezar snapped. "Harry, let go. Y ou can't handle that kind of power. Y ou'll kill
yoursdf if youtry."

| didn't care about that, either. The power felt too good—too strong. | wanted it. | wanted Raith
to pay. | wanted him to suffer, screaming, and then die for what he had doneto me. And | was strong
enough to make it happen. | had the power and the resolve to bring such atide of magic against him that
he would be utterly destroyed. | would lay him low and make him howl for mercy beforel tore him
gpart. He deserved nothing less.

And then fire blossomed in my hand again, so sudden and sharp that my back convulsed into an
agonized arch, and | fell to thefloor. I couldn't scream. The pain washed my fury away like dandelions
before aflash flood. | looked around wildly and saw the old man's broad, calloused hand clamped down
over my burned, lightly bandaged flesh with bruising strength. When he saw my eyes he released my
hand, his expression sickened.

| curled up for aminute while my pounding heart telegraphed consecutive tidal waves of agony



through me. It was several minutes before | could master the pain and sit dowly up again.

"I'm sorry,” Ebenezar whispered. "Harry, | can't let you indulge your rage. You'l kill yoursdlf.”

"I'll take himwith me," | got out between gritted teeth.

Ebenezar let out abitter laugh. "No, you won't, Hoss."

"How do you know?"'

"I'vetried,” hesaid. "Threetimes. And | didn't even get close. And you think your mother went
without spending her death curse on her murderer? The cresture who had endaved her? Might aswell
ask if afish remembered to swim.”

| blinked at him. "What do you mean?'

"He's protected,” he said quietly. "Magic just dides off him."

"Even adesth curse?'

"Usdess," he said hitterly. "Raith is protected by something big. Maybe a big damned demon.
Maybe even some old god. He can't be touched with magic.”

"Isthat even possible?" | asked.

"Aye," the old man said. "'l don't know how. But it is. Does alot to explain how he got to
become the White King."

"l don't bedieveit," | said quietly. " She'd been close to him. She must have known he was
protected. She was strong enough to make the White Council afraid of her. She wouldn't have spent her
cursefor nothing.”

"Shethrew it. Shewasted it."

"So now my mother isincompetent aswell asevil,” | said.

"l never said that—"

"What do you know about her?' | said. | had my right hand clamped around my left wrist, hoping
to distract mysdf from the pain. "How would you know? Did shetell you? Were you there with her?

Helooked down at thefloor, hisface pae. "No."

"Then how the hell do you know?' | demanded.



Hiswords came out in aharsh croak. "Because | knew her, Hoss. | knew her almost better than
sheknew hersdf."

Thefire crackled.

"How?" | whispered.

He drew his hand back from the puppy. " She was my apprentice. | was her teacher. Her mentor.
Shewasmy responsibility.”

"Y ou taught her?'

"| failed her." He chewed on hislip. "Harry . . . when Maggie was coming into her power, | made
her lifealiving hell. She was barely more than achild, but | rode herd on her night and day. | pushed her
to learn. To excel. But | wastoo close. Too involved. And she resented it. She ran off as soon asshe
could get away with it. Started taking up with bad sorts out of sheer rebellion. She made a couple of bad
decisons, and .. . . and then it wastoo late for her to go back."

Hesighed. "Y ou're so much like her. I knew it when they sent you to me. | knew it the minute |
saw you. | didn't want to repeat my mistakes with you. | wanted you to have breathing space. To make
up your own mind about what kind of person you would be." He shook hishead. "The hardest lesson a
wizard hasto learn isthat even with so much power, there are some things you can't control. No matter
how much you want to."

| just stared at him. "Y ou're an assassin. A murderer. Y ou knew about what happened to my
mother. Y ou knew her and you never told me. Good God, Ebenezar. How could you do that to me?
Why didn't you tell me?"

"I'm only human, Hoss. | did what | thought was best for you & thetime."

"I trusted you," | said. "Do you know how much that means to me?'

"Yes" hesad. "l never did it with the intention of hurting you. But it'sdone. And | wouldn't
chooseto doit any differently if it happened again.”

He moved, got the sack, and hunkered down by me so that he could rest my forearm over one

knee and examine the burned hand. Then he reached into the bag and drew out along strand of string



hung with some kind of white stone. "L et's see to your hand. | think | can get the circulation restored, at
least alittle. Maybe enough to save the hand. And | can stop the pain for aday or two. Youll still haveto
get to adoctor, but this should tide you over if you're expecting trouble tonight.”

It didn't take him long, and | tried to sort through my thoughts. They were buried under a storm
of raw emotions, al of them ugly. | lost track of time again for aminute. When | looked up, my hand
didn't hurt and it seemed alittle less withered benesth the white bandages. A string of white stones had
been tied around my wrist. Even as| watched, one of them yellowed and began to dowly darken.

"The sones will absorb the pain for awhile. They'll crumble one at atime, so you'll know when
they stop working." He looked up to my face. "Do you want my help tonight?"

An hour ago it wouldn't even have been a question. 1'd have been more than glad to have
Ebenezar next to mein afight. But the old man had been right. The truth hurt. The truth burned. My
thoughts and fedlings boiled in ablistering, dangerous tumult in my chest. | didn't want to admit what was
at the core of that turmoail, but denying it wouldn't make it any lesstrue.

Ebenezar had lied to me. From day one.

And if held been lying to me, what else had he lied about?

I'd built my whole stupid life on afew smple beliefs. That | had aresponsbility to use my power
to help people. That it wasworth risking my own life and safety to defend others. Beliefs1'd taken asmy
own primarily because of the old man'sinfluence,

But he hadn't been what | thought he was. Ebenezar wasn't a paragon of wizardly virtue. If
anything he was a precautionary tale. He had seemed to talk agood game, but underneath that surface,
he'd been as cold and as vicious as any of the cowardly bastardsin the Council whom | despised.

Maybe held never claimed to be a shining example. Maybe I'd just needed someone to admire.
To beievein. Maybe I'd been the stupid one, putting my faith in the wrong place.

But none of that changed the fact that Ebenezar had hidden things from me. That held lied.

That madeit smple.

"No," | whispered. "I don't want you there. | don't know you. | never did."



"But youd fight beside someone like the Hellhound.”

"Kincaid'sakiller for hire. He never pretended he was anything else."

The old man exhaled dowly and said, "I reckon that ain't unfair.”

"Thank you for your help. But I've got thingsto do. Y ou should go."

Herose, picked up the paper bag, and said, "I'm till therefor you, Hoss, if you change your—"
| felt my teeth clench. "l said get out.”

He blinked his eyes afew times and whispered, "A hard lesson. The hardest.”

Then heleft.

| refused to watch him go.

Chapter Thirty-six

| sat in the silence of the old man's departure and felt alot of things. | fdlt tired. | fdlt afraid. And |
felt alone. The puppy sat up and displayed some of the wisdom and compassion of hiskind. He wobbled
carefully over to me, scrambled up onto my lap, and started licking the bottom of my chin.

| petted his soft baby fur, and it gave me an unexpected sense of comfort. Sure, hewastiny, and
sure, hewas just adog, but he waswarm and loving and abrave little beast. And he liked me. He kept
on giving me puppy kisses, tail wagging, until | finaly smiled at him and roughed up his fur with one hand.

Mister wasn't about to let a mere dog outdo him. The hefty torn promptly descended from his
perch on my bookshelf and started rubbing himsdlf back and forth under my hand until | paid attention to
him, too.

"I guessyou aren't nothing but trouble,” | told the dog. "But | dready have afurry companion.
Right, Miger?"

Mister blinked at me with an enigmatic cat expression, batted the puppy off the couch and onto

thefloor, and promptly lost interest in me. Mister flowed back down onto the floor, where the puppy



rolled to hisfeet, taill wagging ferocioudy, and began to romp clumsily around the cat, thrilled with the
game. Migter flicked his ears with disdain and went back up onto his bookshelf.

| laughed. | couldn't help it. The world might be vicious and treacherous and deadly, but it
couldn't kill laughter. Laughter, like love, has power to survive the worst thingslife hasto offer. And to
doitwith style.

It got me moving. | dressed for trouble—black fatigue pants, a heavy wool shirt of deep red,
black combat boots. | put on my gun belt with one hand, clipped my sword cane to the belt, and covered
it with my dugter. | made sure | had my mother's amulet and my shield bracelet, sat down, and caled
Thomass cell phone.

The phone got about half of aring out before someone picked it up and agirl'sfrightened voice
asked, "Tommy?"

"Inari?" | asked. "Isthat you?'

"It'sme," she confirmed. "ThisisHarry, isntit."

"For another few hoursanyway," | said. "May | speak to Thomas, please?’

"No," Inari said. It sounded like she had been crying. "'l was hoping thiswashim. | think he'sin
trouble.

| frowned. "What kind of trouble?"

"l saw one of my father'smen,” shesaid. "I think he had a gun. He made Thomas drop his phone
in the parking lot and get into the car. | didn't know what | should do."

"Easy, easy,” | sad. "Where was he taken from?"

"The studio,” she said, her voice miserable. "He gave me aride here when we heard about the
shooting. I'm here now."

"IsLarathere?" | asked.

"Yes. Shesright here”

"Put her on, please.”

"Okay," Inari said.



The phone rustled. A moment later Laras voice glided out of the phone and into my ear. "Hello,
Harry."

"Lara | know your father is behind the curse on Arturo, aong with Arturo'swives. | know
they've been gunning for his fiancée so that Raith can get Arturo back under his control. And | havea
question for you."

"Oh?' shesad.

"Yeah. Whereis Thomas?'

"It excitesmewhen aman is so subtle," she said. " So debonair.”

"Better brace yoursdf, then," | said. "1 want himin one piece. I'm willing to kill anyone who gets
intheway. And I'mwilling to pay you to help me."

"Redly?' Larasad. | heard her murmur something, presumably to Inari. She waited amoment, |
heard adoor close, and the tone of her voice changed subtly, becoming businesdike. "I am willing to hear
you out."

"And I'mwilling to give you House Raith. And the White Court withit."

Shocked silence followed. Then she said, "And how would you manage such athing?'

"I remove your father from power. Y ou take over."

"How vague. The Stuation isn't asmpleone,”" she said, but | could hear athrobbing note of
excitement in her voice. "The other Houses of the White Court follow House Raith because they fear and
respect my father. It seems unlikely that they would transfer that respect to me."

"Unlikely. Not impossible. | think it can be done.”

She made adow, low purring sound. "Do you? And what would you expect from mein return?
If my father has decided to remove Thomas, | am hardly capable of sopping him.”

"Y ou won't need to. Just take meto him. I'll get Thomas mysdlf.”

" After which, my father will be so impressed with your diplomatic skillsthat he cedes the House
to me?'

"Something likethat," | said. "Get methere. Then al you haveto do iswatch from the sdelines



while Cat's-paw Dresden handles your father.”

"Mmm," shesaid. "That would certainly raise my status among the Lords of the Court. To
arrange for ausurpation isn't so unusua, but very few manage to have good sedtsto it aswell. A
firsthand view of it would be agrace note few have attained."

"Plusif you were standing right there and things went badly for me, you'd bein agood spot to
backstab me and keep your father's goodwill."

"Of course," she said, without atrace of shame. "Y ou understand me rather well, wizard."

"Oh, there's one other thing | want."

"Yes?' she asked.

"Leavethekid alone. Don't push her. Don't pressure her. Y ou come clean with Inari. You tell her
the dedl with her bloodline and you let her make up her own mind when it comesto her future.”

Shewaited for abeat and then said, "That'sall?"

"That'sal."

She purred again. "My. | am not yet sureif you are truly that formidable or smply avast and
mighty fool, but for thetimebeing | am finding you an extremely exciting man.”

"All thegirlstdl metha.”

She laughed. "L et us assume for amoment that | find your proposal agreesble. | would need to
know how you intend to overthrow my father. He's somewhat invincible, you see.”

"No, heisn't," | sad. "I'm going to show you how week heredly is."

"And how do you know this?*

| cdlosed my eyesand said, "Insight.”

Laralapsed into athoughtful slence for amoment. Then she said, "Thereis something dsel must
know, wizard. Why?Why do this?'

"l owe Thomasfor favorspadt,” | said. "Hesbeen an dly, and if | leave him hanging out to dry
it'sgoing to be bad for mein thelong term, when | need other dlies. If the plan comes off, | aso get

someone in charge of things at the White Court who is more reasonable to work with."



Laramade a soft sound that was probably mostly pensive but that would have been alot more
interesting in the dark. Uh. | mean, in person.

"No," shesad then. "That'snot dl of it."

"Why not?'

"That would be sufficient reason if it were me,” she said. "But you aren't like me, wizard. You
aren't like most of your own kind. | have no doubt that you have reasonable skill at the calculus of
power, but calculation is not at the heart of your nature. Y ou prepare to take aterrible risk, and | would
know why your heartisset to it."

| chewed on my lip for a second, weighing my options and the possible consequences. Then |
sad, "Do you know who Thomass mother was?'

"Margaret LeFay," she said, puzzled. "But what does that—" She stopped abruptly. "Ah. Now |
see. That explainsagreat ded about hisinvolvement in political matters over the past few years.” Shelet
out alittle laugh, but it was somehow sad. "Y ou're much like him, you know. Thomas would sooner tear
off hisown arm than see one of hissiblings hurt. HE's quiteirrationa about it."

"Isthat reason enough for you?' | asked.

"l am not yet entirely devoid of affection for my family, wizard. It stisfiesme.”

"Besides,” | added, "I've just handed you a secret with the potential for somefairly good
blackmail downtheline

Shelaughed. "Oh, you do understand me."

"Areyouin?'

Therewas slence. When Larafinaly spoke again, her voice was firmer, more eager. "I do not
know precisaly where my father would have had Thomas taken.”

"Canyou find out?'

Her voice took on apengvetone. "Infact, | believe | can. Perhapsit wasfate.”

"What wasfate?'

"Youll see" shesaid. "What sort of timeframe did you havein mind?"



"Animmediateone,” | said. "Theimmediater the better.”

"I'll need haf an hour or alittle more. Meet me a my family's home north of town."

"Haf anhourish," | said. "Until then."

| hung up the phonejust asaloud, low rumble approached my house. A moment later Murphy
came back in. She was decked out in biker-grade denim and leather again. "1 guess we're going
somewhere.”

"Rev uptheHog," | said. "Y ou ready for another fight?'

Her teeth flashed. She tossed me ared motorcycle helmet and said, "Get on the bike, bitch."

Chapter Thirty-seven

Motorcycles aren't safe transport, asfar asit goes. | mean, insurance statistics show that
everyone in the country isgoing to wind up in atraffic accident of some kind and most of usare going to
be involved in more than one. If you're driving around in a beat-up old Lincoln battleship and someone
clipsyou at twenty milesan hour, it probably is going to frighten and annoy you. If youre sittingona
motorcycle when it happens, you'l be lucky to wind up in traction. Evenif you aren't in an accident with
another vehicle, it'sway too easy to get yoursdlf hurt or killed on abike. Bikers don't weer dl that leather
around smply for the fashion vaue or possible felony assaullts. 1t's handy for keeping the highway from
ripping the skin from your flesh should you wind up losing control of the bike and diding aong the asphalt
forawhile.

All that said, riding amotorcycleis fun.

| put on the bulky, clunky red helmet, fairly certain that | had never before disguised mysdlf asa
kitchen match-gtick. Murphy's black helmet, by comparison, looked like something imported from the
twenty-fifth century. | sighed as the battered corpse of my dignity took yet another kick in the face and

got on the bike behind Murphy. | gave her directions, and her old Harley growled as she unleashed it on



the unsuspecting road.

| thought the bike was going to jump out from underneath me for a second, and my baance
wobbled.

"Dresden!™ Murphy shouted back to me, annoyed. "Hang onto my waist!"

"Withwhat?" | shouted back. | waved my bandaged hand to one side of her field of vision and
the hand holding the staff to the other.

In answer, Murphy took my staff and shoved the end of it down into somekind of storage rack
placed so conveniently closeto the rider's right hand that it couldn't have been mistaken for anything but a
holster for arifle or basebal bat. My staff stuck up like the plagtic flagpole on agolf cart, but at least |
hed afree hand. | dipped my arm around Murphy'swaist, and | could fed the muscles over her ssomach
tensing as she accelerated or leaned into turns, cuing me to match her. WWhen we got onto some open
road and zoomed out of the city, the wind took the ends of my leather duster, throwing them back up
into the air of the bike's passage, and | had to hold tight to Murphy or risk having my coat turninto a
ghort-term parasail.

Werolled through Little Sherwood and up to the entrance of Chateau Raith. Murphy brought the
Harley to ahdt. It might have taken me afew extra secondsto take my arm from around her waist, but
shedidn't seem to mind. She had her bored-cop face on as she took in the house, the roses, and the
grotesgque gargoyles, but | could sense that undernegth it she was asintimidated as | had been, and for
the same reasons. The enormous old house reeked of the kind of power and wealth that disdainslaws
and societies. It loomed in traditional scary fashion, and it was along way from help.

| got off the bike and she passed me my staff. The place was silent, except for the sound of wind
dithering through the trees. There was asmall flickering light at the door, another at the end of the walk
up to it, and a couple of splotches of landscape lighting, but other than that, nothing.

"What'sthe plan?' Murphy asked. She kept her voicelow. "Fight?!

"Not yet," | said, and gave her the short version of events. "Watch my back. Don't sart anything

unless one of the Raithstriesto physically touch you. If they can do that, there's a chance they could



influence you in oneway or another.”

Murphy shivered. "Not anissue. If | could help it they weren't going to be touching me anyway."

An engineroared and awhite sports car shot through the last several hundred yards of Little
Sherwood. It al but flew up the drive, narrowly missed Murphy's bike, spun, and screeched to a neat
stop, pardld-parked in the opposite direction.

Murphy traded a glance with me. Shelooked impressed. | probably looked annoyed.

The door opened and Laradid out, dressed in along, loose red skirt and awhite cotton blouse
with embroidered scarlet roses. She walked purposefully toward us. Her feet were bare. Silver flashed
on atoe and one ankle, and as she drew closer | heard the jingle of miniature bells. "Good evening,
wizard."

"Lara" | sad. "l likethe skirt. Nice statement. Very Carmen.”

She flashed me a pleased smile, then focused her pae grey gaze on Murphy and said, "And who
isthis?"

"Murphy," shesaid. "I'm afriend.”

Larasmiled at Murphy. Very dowly. "I can never have too many friends.”

Murph's cop face held, and she added a note of casua disdain to her voice. "I didn't say your
friend,” shesad. "I'm with Dresden.”

"What ashame,” Larasaid.

"I'm dso with the police.”

The succubus straightened her spine alittle at the words, and studied Murphy again. Then she
inclined her head with alittle motion half suggesting a curtsy, agesture of concession.

The other door of the white sports car opened and Reformed Bully Bobby got out, carsick and a
little wobbly on hisfeet. Inari followed him a second later, dipping underneath one of hisarmsto help
hold him steady despite her own broken arm and ding.

Lararaised her voice. "Inari? Be adarling and fetch her for meright away. Bobby, dear, if you

could help her | would take it asakindness.”



"Y eah, sure,” Bobby said. Helooked alittle green but was recovering as he hurried toward the
housewith Inari.

"WEell bring her right down,” Inari said.

| waited until they had goneinside. "What the hell arethey doing here?' | demanded of Lara.

She shrugged. "They indsted and there wasllittle time for argument.”

| scowled. "Next time you're practicing the sex appeal, maybe you should spend sometime
working up some'go-thither' to go with dl the ‘come-hither.”

"I'll takeit under advisement,” she said.

"Who arethey bringing out?' | asked.

Laraarched abrow. "Don't you know?"

| gritted my teeth. "Obvioudy. Not."

"Patience then, darling," she said, and walked around to the back of the sports car, hips and dark
hair swaying. She opened the trunk and drew out a sheathed rapier—area one, not one of those skinny
car-antenna swords most people think of when they hear the word. The blade aone was better than
three feet long, aswide as a couple of my fingers at the base, tapering to ablade aswide asmy pinkie
nail and ending in aneedletip. It had awinding guard of silver and white-lacquered sted that covered
most of the hand, adorned with single red rose made of tiny rubies. Laradrew out a scarlet sash, tied it
on, and dipped the sheathed weapon through it. "There," she said, and sauntered over to me again. "Still
Carmen!"

"Less Carmen. More Pirates of Penzance,” | said.

She put the spread fingers of one hand over her heart. "Gilbert and Sullivan. | may never forgive
youthat."

"How will | find the will to go on?' | asked, and rolled my eyesat Murphy. "And hey, whilewere
on the subject of goingon.. . ."

Inari dammed the door of the house open and held it that way. Bobby came out a minute | ater,

carrying an old woman in awhite nightgown in hisarms. The kid was big and strong, but he didn't look



like he needed to beto carry her. There was an ephemera quality to the woman. Her silver hair drifted
on any wisp of air, her ams and legs hung weakly, and she was dmost painfully thin.

Thekid cameto us, and | got a better [ook. It wasn't an old woman. Her skin was unwrinkled,
evenif it had the pallor of those near death, and her arms and legs weren't wasted, but were smply
dender with youth. Her hair, though, wasindeed slver, white, and grey. The evening breeze blew her hair
away from her face, and | knew it had gone grey literally overnight.

Because the girl was Judtine.

"Hel'sbdls" | said quietly. "I thought she was dead."

Lara stepped up beside me, staring at the girl, her features hard. " She should be," she said.

Anger flickered inmy chest. "That'sahdll of athing to say."

"It'samatter of pergpective. | don't bear the girl any mdice, but given the choice | would rather
she died than Thomeas. It'stheway of things."

| shot her alook. "What?'

Laramoved ashoulder in ashrug. "Thomas pulled himsdlf away from her at the last possible
ingtant,” shesaid. "Truth betold, it was after that instant. | don't know how he managed it."

"And that bothersyou?" | demanded.

"It was an unwarranted risk,” she said. "It was foolish. It should have killed him to draw away.”

| gave her alook that managed to be both blank and impatient.

"It'stheintengty of it," shesaid. "It's. . . aunification. Thomass store of life energy wasall but
gone. Forcibly breaking awvay from avessd—"

"From Justine," | interrupted.

Laralooked impatient now. "Forcibly breaking away from Justine was an enormous psychic
trauma, and hewas at hisweakest. Taking only lightly and bresking the contact isn't difficult. Infact, it's
normally the way of things. But held been feeding regularly from the girl for severd years. He could draw
energy from her with asmple caress. To teke her fully . . ." Laras eyes grew ashade paer, and thetips

of her breagtstightened againgt her blouse. "There's no thought involved init. No judgment. No



hesitation. Only need.”

"That'shorrible," Murphy said, her voice awhisper. "To force that on her.”

Lards pae eyesdrifted to Murphy. "Oh, no. It isn't coerced, dear officer. She was more than
willing to give. When prey has been taken so many times, they stop caring about desth. There's only the
pleasure of being fed upon. They're eager to give more, and they care nothing about the danger.”

Murphy sounded sickened. "Maybe she broke it off instead.”

Laras mouth curled into asmirk. "No. By the time my brother took enough to restore him to his
senses, the girl wasllittle more than an anima in season.”

Murphy's eyes narrowed as she stared at Lara. "And talking about it excitesyou. That'ssick.”

"Have you never made yoursdlf hungry by talking about food, Officer Murphy?' Lara asked.

Murphy scowled, but didn't answer.

"Inany case," Larasaid, "what Thomas did was crud. Justine cared for him as much as any of
our prey ever can. Therewaslittle [eft when he drew away, of her body or her mind. Strictly speaking,
she survived, Officer. But I'm not sure one could say that sheisdive.”

"I getit," | said. "Sheand Thomas had . . . made an impression on each other. A sort of psychic
bond. And you think Justine might be ableto tell uswhere heis."

Laranodded. "It happens when we keep someone too long. Though I'm surprised you know of

"I didn't,” I said. "But when Biancatook Justine from him, Thomas knew that she was being held
in Bianca's manor. He wouldn't say how."

Laranodded. "If thereis enough of her mind left, she might be able to lead usto my brother. | do
not think he will be far from here. Father does not often travel far outside the property he controls.”

Bobby reached uswith the girl, and Inari ducked into the house and came out with awheelchair.
Sherushed it over to Justine, and Bobby settled her into it.

| knelt down by the whedlchair. Justine lay amost bonelesdy, barely holding her head up. Her

dark eyeswere heavy and unfocused. A small smile touched her mouth. Her eyes were sunken and her



skin was amost trand ucent. She took sow, shalow breaths, and | heard her make a soft, pleased sound
on each exhaation.

"Man," | bresthed. "Shelooksout of it."

"Tick-tock," Murphy reminded me.

| nodded and waved my hand in front of Justine's eyes. No reaction. "Justine?’ | said quietly.
"Judtine, it's Harry Dresden. Can you hear me?"

A faint line gppeared on her forehead, though her expresson did not quite become afrown. But
it was something.

"Judting,” | said. "Listen to me. Thomasisin trouble. Do you hear me? Thomasisin danger, and
we need you to find him."

A dow shudder rolled through her. She blinked her eyes, and though they didn't quite focus, they
gtirred, looking around her.

"Thomas," | said again. "Come on, Jugtine. | need you to talk to me."

Shetook a deeper breath. The languid pleasure on her face faded, replaced with a portion of
both sadness, and desire. "Thomas," she whispered.

"Yeah," | said. "Whereishe? Can you tel mewhere heis?!

Thistime her eyeslost focus completely, then closed. Her lovely face smoothed into an amost
meditative concentration. "Fed."

"Where?' Frudtration threatened to overwhelm me. "What do you fed?"

She moved a hand and touched the opposite wrist. Then her knee. "Chains. Cold."

Laraleaned over her and asked, "Is hefar away?'

Jugtine shivered. "Not far."

"Which direction?" | asked.

She made afeeble, vague motion with her hand, but frowned at the sametime.

"I don't think she's strong enough to point,” | said to Lara.

Laranodded and told Inari, "Turn the chair around dowly, please.”



"Judting | said, "can you tell uswhen he'sin front of you?"

The girl opened her eyes. They met minefor a heartbeat, and boy howdy did | chicken out and
look away fast. No soulgaze, please. I'd had too many dying sheep tattooed into my memory for one
day. But as Inari turned the chair, Justine suddenly lifted her head and her hand and pointed out into the
darkness. The motion was weak, but in comparison to the othersit was nearly forceful.

Larastared out at the night for amoment and then said, "The Deeps. He'sin the Deegps.”

"What?' Murphy asked.

Larafrowned. "It'san old cave on the northern edge of the property. There's ashaft, anatura
chasm, and no oneis sure how far down it goes. Weuseit for . . ."

"Digposing of things" | said quietly. "Like corpses.”

"es"

"How long will it take usto get there?"

"There's aservice road to the groundskeeper's cottage,” she said. "Go around the manor and
head north. There'sawhite fence on the far sde of the lawn. Look for the gate.”

"I won't haveto. You're coming with us" | said.

Laradidn't get to answer, because the night abruptly filled with deadly thunder, and a
major-league pitcher planted afastbal directly between my shoulder blades. | went down hard, and
concrete skinned my face. | heard Murphy grunt and hit the ground half of a heartbest |ater.

| managed to move my head a second later, in time to see one of the Bodyguard Kens standing
on the front porch of the manor. He worked the dide on a shotgun, the barrel tracking Lara. The
succubus darted to her left, as swift and graceful as adeer, and the bodyguard followed her. The barrel
of the gun found Inari before it caught up to Lara, and the girl stood frozen, her eyes as wide as teacups.

"Look out!" Bobby screamed. He hit Inari in aflying tackle that would have rattled the teeth of a
professiond fullback, and the gun went off. Blood scattered into the air in aheavy red mist.

Bodyguard Ken started pumping another round into the weapon, and the nearest target was

Justine. The girl sat staring toward where shed said Thomaswas. | didn't think she could even hear the



shots, much less moveto avoid them, and | knew that she was going to die.

That is, until Murphy popped up into aknedling firing stance, gun in hand. The gunman spun to
am at her and fired. HeE'd rushed himself, and the blast went wide of Murphy. It tore into the white sports
car and shredded its | eft front tire.

Murphy didn't shoot back right away. She amed her pistol for an endless haf second while
Bodyguard Ken gected the previous shell and began to squeeze the trigger again. The spent shell hit the
ground. Murphy's gun barked.

Bodyguard Ken's head jerked to one side, asif someone had just asked him a particularly
gartling question.

Murphy shot him three more times. The second shot made afingertip-sized hole in the gunman's
cheekbone. The third shattered against the brick of the house, and the fourth smacked into his chest. He
must have been wearing armor, but the impact of the hit was enough to send him toppling limply
backward. The shotgun went off as hefell, discharging into the air, but he was dead before the echoes
faded away.

Murphy watched the gunman with flat, icy eyesfor a second and then spun to me, setting her gun
asideto reach under my coat.

"I'm okay," | wheezed. "I'm okay. The coat stopped it."

Murphy looked startled. "' Since when has the duster been lined with Kevlar?'

"Itisnt," | said. "It'smagic. Hurtslike hell but I'll be dl right.”

Murphy gripped my shoulder hard. "Thank God. | thought you were dead."

"Check thekid. | think he took ahit."

She went to over to Bobby and Inari, and wasjoined by Lara. | followed amoment later. Inari
was whimpering with pain. Bobby wasin shock, lying there quietly while he bled from his shredded
shoulder and arm. Held been lucky as hell. Only part of the blast had taken him, and while the wound
would leave him with some nasty scars, it hadn't torn open any arteries. Hed live. Murphy grabbed a

first-aid kit off of her bike and got the wound site covered up and taped down with a pressure bandage.



Then she moved on to the girl.

"Ishedl right?" Inari's voice was panicky. "Hewas o brave. Ishedl right?"

"He should be," Murphy sad. "Wheresit hurt?'

"It'smy shoulder,” Inari said. "Oh, God, it hurts.”

Murphy tore open the girl's T-shirt with ruthless practicality and examined theinjury. "Not shot,”
shesad. "Lookslike shedid it when the kid pulled her out of theline of fire." Murphy moved her hand
and Inari went breathless and pale with pain. "Crap, it's her collarbone, Harry. Maybe a did ocated
shoulder too. She can't move herself. Both of them need an ambulance, and now." Shelooked over at
the bodyguard and shook her head. "And there's afatality on the scene. Thisis getting bad, Dresden. We
haveto put thisfire out before it goeswild."

"We don't have timeto wait around while the cops sort things out,” | said.

"And if we don't report the shooting aong with the gunshot wounds, were going to have police
crawling through every inch of our lives™

"It was an accident,” Larasaid. "The boy and Inari were looking a my father's collection of guns.
She dipped and fdl. The shotgun went off."

"What about the body?' Murphy demanded.

Larashrugged. "What body?"

Murphy glared at Laraand cast me aglance of apped. "Harry?"

"Hey, telling the truth keeps getting me put in jail. And the last time | tried to engineer a cover-up,
| wound up cleverly running off with the murder wegpon and covering it with my prints before handing it
over to someone who thought | was a murderer at the time. So don't look at me."

"Therésno timeto argue about this" Larasaid. "If one of my father's guards saw you, hell have
reported you. The otherswill be on their way, and will be more heavily armed.” She focused on Murphy.
"Officer, let me handlethis quietly. It will only protect the mortal officers who might get involved. And,
after dl, only the man who died committed any crime.”

Murphy narrowed her eyes.



"I will oweyou afavor,” Larasaid. "If matters go well tonight, it could be a considerable asset to
you in thefuture. Dealing with the Raithsisadark business. Let it stay inthe dark.”

Murphy hesitated. Then her mouth firmed into aline and she nodded once. She changed out the
clipin her pistol to afresh one. "Comeon," she said. "Let'smove before | sart thinking about this."

"Moving before think ismy specidty,” | said.

"Theroad," Larasaid. "Through the gate behind the house I'll meet you at the groundskeeper's
cottage."

"Why not squeeze onto the bike?' | said.

Murphy gave me an arch look.

"I'mjust being practicd,” | said defensively.

"Someone hasto cal the ambulance and move the body," Larasaid. "And I'd get there faster on
my owninany case. I'll catch up to youwhen | can.”

Which | figured was as much assurance as I'd get from her. 1t wasn't encouraging, but time was
short, my optionsfew, and standing around outdoors was likely to get everyone abad case of deaditis.

So | strode to Murphy'sbike. "Let'sgo."

Murphy came over to me, eyeson Lara. "Shell turn on us," she said quietly.

"Shélll back the winning horse. So it had better be you and me. Can you handle the vigilante

She smiled a me, nervous but game. "Get on the bike, bitch.”

She got on, | got on behind her, and, rebelsthat we were, neither of us put on ahelmet.

What can | say?1 liketo live dangeroudly.

Chapter Thirty-eight

Murphy zipped around the house, tearing up the lawn with her Harley. We were doing better



than sixty by the time she cleared the smooth turf surrounding the manor and zipped through an open gate
onto along, narrow gravel lane lined with high hedges.

Ahead of us, headlights on high-beam flashed into our eyes and an engine roared.

Lara had been right. Raith's bodyguards knew we were coming.

The car surged toward us.

Murphy's head whipped left and right, but the hedges were old growth, impassable and
unbroken. "Crap! No timeto turn!"

Ahead of us, | saw the silhouette of the remaining Bodyguard Ken climb out of the car window
to gt onit, and lift agun to his shoulder.

| leaned forward into Murphy, and took my staff from the holster. "Murphy!" | shouted. "We
need more speed! Go faster!”

She looked over her shoulder, blue eyes wide, blond hair lashing around her cheeks.

"Go!" | screamed.

| felt her shoulders set as she turned back to the front and stomped on gears with one foot, and
the old Harley roared asit dug into the road with ferocious power and shot ahead at terrifying speed.
Flame spat from the shape ahead of us, and bullets hit the road, kicking up sparks and bits of gravel with
aseries of whistling whiplash sounds that beat the sound of exploding shotsto us by amost asecond.

| ignored the gunman, focusing on the saff. Of dl my foci, the staff was the most versatile. Meant
samply to assist with the redirection of forces | could useto call wind, to bend stedl bars, and to channel
lightning. | had used my staff to erect barriers of force, disrupt hostile magics, and in apinch to beat bad
guys about the head and shoulders.

| took the tool, the trademark and icon of awizard, and couched it under my arm like alance,
the tip extending past Murphy'sbike. | reached out for my will and gathered up power, feeding it into the
rune-carved wood.

"What are you doing?' Murphy screamed.

"Fagter!" | thundered. "Don't turn!™



Murphy had another gear, and that damned Harley had to have been built by demons, not
engineers. No vehiclewithout aroll cage had any business going that fast.

But | needed it to have enough force to survive. Even wizards cannot escape the consegquences
of physics. Y ou can cdl up astorm of fire, but it won't burn without fuel and air. Want to infuse yourself
with superhuman strength? It's possible. But keep in mind that just because your muscles have gotten
supercharged, it doesn't mean that your bones and joints can support the weight of aVolkswagen.

By the sameline of reasoning, force ill equal's mass times acce eration no matter how big your
magic wand might be. Me plus Murphy plus her Harley didn't mass anywhere near what the car and the
peopleinit did. I could give us an advantage, but even with the staff | could stretch therules only so far.
Our mass wasn't going to change—and that meant that we needed &l the acceleration we could get.

| started channeling our force into the staff, focusing it into ablunted wedgein front of us. All the
extra power flooding ahead of us started heating the air, and flickers of blue and purple fire began
streaking back around usin acorona, like one of the space shuttles on reentry.

"Y ou have got to be kidding me!"™ Murphy screamed.

The oncoming car got closer. The bodyguard started shooting again, then dropped the gun and
did back into the car in apanic, Strapping on his seat belt.

"Thisisinsane” Murphy yelled. But the Harley kept going fadter.

The oncoming headlights loomed up in blinding brilliance. The other driver leaned on the horn.

Murphy screamed in terror and chalengein response.

| shouted, " Forzare! " and unleashed my will. It went rocketing down through the staff. Againiits
runes and sgilsflared into hellish light, and the flickering corona of fire ahead of usblazed into an
incandescent cloud.

Murphy's bike didn't waver.

Neither did the bodyguards car.

There was aflash of light and thunder asthe force lance struck the car, and between the reckless

speed of Murphy's Hog and my will, physics landed firmly on our side. Our side of the equation was



bigger than theirs.

The car'shood and front bumper crumpled asif they'd hit a telephone pole. The windows
shattered inward asforce I'd redirected lashed through the car. | screamed as glass and stedl started
flying, and with every scrap of strength that | had, | willed an angle into the lance, deflecting the car. Its
front right whed flew up off the ground, and the rest of the car followed, flipping up into theair and into a
laterd roll.

| heard the bodyguards inside screaming.

There was an enormous crunch, totally drowning out Murphy's cry and my own howling, and
then we were through it, continuing down the lane, shedding flames behind uslike bits of wax melting
from acandle, and we were suddenly screaming in triumph. We'd survived. The smoldering staff
suddenly fdlt likeit weighed aton, and | aimost dropped it. Exhaustion followed into the rest of my body
abreath later, and | dumped against Murphy's back, looking behind us.

The car hadn't exploded, likethey do on TV. But it had torn through ten or twelve feet of heavy
hedge and dammed into atree. The car lay onits Sde, steaming. Glass and broken bits of metal were
spread on the ground around it in afield of debris at least fifty feet across. The air bags had deployed,
and | could seeapair of crumpled formsinside. Neither of them was moving.

Murphy kept the Harley racing forward, and was casting laughter into thewind al theway down
the road.

"What?' | called to her. "Why are you laughing?”

She half turned her head. Her face was flushed, her eyes sparkling. "I think you were right about
thevibrator thing.”

Half amilelater werolled up to ahouse that could have handled afamily of four without trouble.
By the standards of the Raith estate, | guessthat qudified it as a cottage. Murphy killed the bike's engine
maybe two hundred yards out, and we coasted in the rest of the way, the only sound the crunching grind
of gravel under thetires. She stopped the bike, and we both sat there in the silence for aminute.

"Seeacave?' she asked me.



"Nope," | said. "But we can't wait for Larato show up.”

"Any ideas how to find it?' Murphy asked.

"Yeah," | said. "I've never heard of aritua spdl that didn't involve fire and some chanting and
some smdly incense and stuff.”

"Chrigt, Dresden. We don't have time to wander around the woods in the dark hoping to smell
our way to the cave. Isn't there some way you could find it?'

"With magic?Iffy. I'm not sure what | would do to look for acave."

Murphy frowned. "Then thisis stupid," she said. "Wed be smarter to back off and come back
with help and light. Y ou could defend yourself againgt this curse, couldn't you?"

"Maybe," | said. "But that last one came in awfully strong and fast, and it changes everything. |
can swing at adow-pitch softbal and hit it every time. Not even the best hitter can hit five hundred
againg mgjor-league pitching.”

"How did they doit?" she asked.

"Blood sacrifice” | sad. "Hasto be. Raith isinvolved with the ritua now." My voice twisted with
bitter anger. "He's got experience using it. He's got Thomas now, which means heisn't going to target him
with the curse. Raith's going to bleed him to help kill me. The only chance Thomas hasisfor meto stop
the curse”

Murphy sucked in a breath. She hopped off the bike and drew her gun, holding it down by her
leg. "Oh. You circleleft and I'll circle right and welll sniff for the cave, then.”

"Argh, I'manidiot,” | sad. | leaned my dill-glowing staff againgt the bike and jerked the Slver
amulet off my neck. "My mother |eft thisto me. Thomas has onelikeit. She had forged alink between
them so that when one of uswas touching both of themwegot a. . . sort of apsychic voice mail.”

"Meaning what?' Murphy asked.

| twisted the chain around the index finger of my burned hand, letting it dangle. "Meaning | can
usethat link to find the other amulet again.”

"If he hasit," Murphy said.



"Hewill," | sad. "After last night, hewon't take it off."

"How do you know that?"

"Because | know it," | said. | held my right hand palm up and tried to focus uponiit. | found the
link, the channd through which my mother's latent enchantment had contacted Thomas and me, and |
poured some of my will into it, trying to spread it out. "Because | believeit.”

The amulet quivered on its string and then leaned out toward the night to our left.

"Stay close," | said, and turned in that direction. " Okay, Murph?’

There was no answer.

My ingtincts clamored in darm. | dropped my concentration and looked around, but Murphy
was howherein sight.

Directly behind me there was amuffled sound, and | turned to find Lord Raith standing there with
an arm around Murphy's neck, covering her mouth and with aknife pressed up hard againgt her ribs. He
waswearing al black thistime, and in the autumn moonlight he looked like little more than ashadow, a
paeand grinning skull, and avery large knife.

"Good evening, Migter Dresden.”

"Raith," | sad.

"Put the staff down. Amulet too. And the bracelet.” He pressed the knife and Murphy sucked in
asharp breath through her nose. "Now."

Dammit. | dropped the bracelet, the staff, and my amulet to the grass.

"Excelent,” Raith said. "Y ou were right about Thomas keeping hisamulet with him. | found it
around his neck when | was cutting his shirt off to have him chained down. | wasfairly certain that you
would judge such an obvioudy linked item to be too hazardous to employ in any location magic, but on
the off chancel waswrong, | kept my own location spell going. I've been watching you since you
arrived.”

"Y ou must fed smug and self-satisfied. Are you getting to apoint?’ | asked.

"Absolutdy,” he said. "Kned and place your hands behind your back.”



The remaining Bodyguard Barbie appeared. She had a set of prisoner's shackles.

"What if | don't?" | asked.

Raith shrugged and shoved an inch of knife between Murphy's ribs. She bucked in sudden,
dtartled pain.

"Wait!" | said. "Wait, wait! I'mdoing it.”

| kndlt, put my hands behind my back, and Bodyguard Barbie hooked stedl linksto my wrists
and ankles.

"That's better,” Raith said. "To your feet, wizard. I'm going to show you the Deeps.”

"Kill mewith that entropy curse from point-blank range, eh?’ | said.

"Precisdly,” Raith responded.

"Gaining you wha?' | asked.

"Immense persond satisfaction,” he said.

"Funny,” | said. "For aguy warded against magic, you seemed to want to get rid of my gear
pretty bad.”

"Thisisanew shirt,”" he said with asmile. "And besdes, can't have you killing the help—or
Thomas—to spiteme.”

"Funny," | said. "Y ou seem to be alot of talk and not much do. I've heard about al kinds of
things you are capable of. Endaving women you feed on. Killing with akiss. Superhuman badassedness.
But you aren't doing any of it."

Raith's mouth set into asnarl.

"The White Council hastaken afew shotsat you, but when they quit you didn't go gunning for
anyone," | continued. "And hey, what with you being invincible and dl, there's got to be areason for that.
Y ou must have been approached by others. | bet you got some pretty juicy offers. And | just can't
square that with someone who dlows atart like Trixie Vixen to snap a him over the phonelike she did
to you today."

Raith'swhite face went whiter with rage. "1 would not say such thingswere|l inyour postion,



wizard."

"You'regoing to kill meanyway," | said. "Hell, you've pretty much got to. | mean, were at war,
after dl, and there you are dl immune to magic. Must be alot of pressure from the Reds for the White
Court to get off its ass and do something. Makes you wonder why you didn't just wham, kiss-of-death
me back there. Maybe get it on tape or something so you could show it off. Or hell, why you haven't
socked the kiss of death on Murphy there just to shut me up.”

"Isthat what you want to see, wizard?' Raith said, histone threatening.

| smiled at Raith'sthreat, and said, my tone a schoolyard singsong, "L ord Raith and Murphy,
gttinginatree, not K-1-S-S-1-N-G."

Raith clutched harder at Murphy's throat, and she arched her back, gasping, " Dresden.”

| subsided with the chant, but | didn't let up. " See, immune to getting hurt isonething,” | said.
"But I'm thinking my mother's deeth curse hit you where it hurt—awhile later. Therésaparastecdled a
tick. Livesinthe Ozarks. Anditisnighinvulnerable” | said. "But it isn't unkillable. Hard to squash, sure.
But it can il be pierced with the right weapon. Or it can be smothered.” | smiled at Raith. "And it can
darve"

He stood as il as agtatue, saring at me. His grip on Murphy's throat dackened.

"That'swhy you've been old news," | said quietly. "Mom said she arranged it so that you would
suffer. And since the night you killed her, you haven't been able to feed. Have you. Haven't been ableto
top off the tank of vampire superpower gas. So no kisses of death. No assaults on wizards. No direct
assaults on Thomas when a couple of deathplotsfailed. Y ou even had to have willing help for this
operation, ‘cause there was no more endaving women to your will. Though | takeit from Inari being dive
that the plumbing works. And after that, | take it from the fact that you haven't raped her into psychic
davery that you can't do that part. Must have made things hard for you, huh, Raith. Did you get the
double entendre there, man? Made things hard?"

"Insolent,” Raith said at last. "Utterly insolent. You are like her.”

| let out abreath. It had been only astrong theory until hisreaction had confirmed it. Y eah.



Thought so. Y ou've been nothing but talk since my mom got finished with you. Living for years, taking a
good game and hoping that no one noticed what you weren't doing. Hoping no onefigured out that one
of your broodmares gelded you. Bet that wasterrifying. Living like that.”

"Perhaps," hesaid in alow murmur.

"They'regoing tofigureit out,” | said quietly. "Thisisapointless exercise. It will cost you to kill
us, and you aren't getting any more. Ever. Y ou'd be smarter to cut your losses and start running.”

Raith's cold face again lifted into asmile. "No, boy. Y ou aren't the only one who worked out
what your mother did to me. And how. So instead, you and your brother are going to die tonight. Y our
deathswill end your mother's paltry little binding, dong with her bloodline, of course.” His eyesflashed to
Murphy and he said with adow smile, "And then perhaps something to edt. | am, after dl, very hungry.

"You son of abitch," | snarled.

Raith amiled a me again. Then told the Barbie, "Bring him."

And with that, Murphy still pinned on his knife—don't miss the symbolism there, Doc Freud—he

led usthrough thirty yards of trees and down arough sopeinto cold and darkness.

Chapter Thirty-nine

Lord Raith led usinto the cave he called the Deeps, and the Bodyguard Barbie kept her gun on
me while smultaneoudy remaining well out of easy reach. Shewasn't any Trixie Vixen anyway. If |
jumped her, sheld shoot me, and that would be that. Not that | could have done much jumping, what with
thelegironsand dl. | had trouble just shuffling aong while ducking my head low enough to keep from
bumping into rocky protrusions from the cave's roof.

"Murph?' | said. "How are you doing?"

"I'm fedling alittle repressed,” she responded. There wastight painin her voice. "I'm fulfilling this

hostage stereotype, and it's pissng me off."



"That'sgood," Raith said. He still had her by the neck, with the knife he held actually pressed a
tiny bit into the wound held aready given. "Defiance adds agreet ded of enjoyment to feeding, Ms.
Murphy." He put a contemptuous emphasis on the honorific. "It is, after al, agreat deal more pleasurable
to conquer than to rule. And defiant women can be conquered again and again before they break.”

| ignored Raith. "How's your Side?’

Murphy shot aglare over her shoulder at her captor. "A little prick like this? It's nothing."

In answer, Raith threw Murphy against thewall. She caught hersdlf and turned, her hand blurring
inashort, vicious strike.

Raith wasn't human. He caught her hand without so much aslooking at it. He drove her hand and
wrist back against the wall, and brought the bloodied tip of hisknife sharply up under her chin. Her lip
twisted into adefiant snarl and her knee lashed up as she kicked. Raith blocked it with a sweep of his
thigh and pressed in close to her, dl sinuous, serpentine speed and strength, until he was pressed to her
front, hisfaceto hers, raven-black hair mingling with her dark gold.

"Warrior women are dl the same," Raith said, his eyes on Murphy's. Hisvoice was low, Sow,
lilting. "Y ou dl know your way around struggling with other bodies. But you know little about the needs
of your own."

Murphy stared at him, shoulderstwitching, and her lips dowly parted.

"It'sbound into you," Raith whispered. "Deeper than muscle and bone. The need. The only way
to escape the blackness of degth. Y ou cannot deny it. Cannot escapeit. In joy, in despair, in darkness, in
pain, mortalkind ill fedsdesire” Hishand did down from her wrigt, hisfingertips lightly brushing the
thick veins. A soft sound escaped from Murphy's throat.

Rath smiled. "There. Y ou dready fed yoursdf weakening. I've taken thousandslike you, lovely
child. Taken them and broken them. There was nothing they could do. There is nothing you can do. You
were madeto fed desire. | was madeto useit againg you. It isthe naturd cycle. Life and desth. Mating
and death. Predator and prey."

Raith leaned closer with each word, and brushed hislips against Murphy's throat as he spoke.



"Born morta. Born weak. And easly taken.”

Murphy's eyeswent wide. Her body arched in shock. She let out alow, sobbing sound, as she
tried and failed to hold back her voice.

Raith drew his head dowly back, smiling down a Murphy. "And that's only ataste, child. When
you know what it isto be truly taken later this night, you will understand that your life ended the moment |
wanted you." His hand moved, sudden and hard, digging histhumb against the wound in her ribs. Her
face went white, and another, smilar cry escaped her. She crumpled, and Raith let her fal to the ground.
He stood over her for amoment, and then said, "Well have days, little one. Weeks. Y ou can spend them
inagony or in bliss. Theimportant thing to redizeisthat I'll be the one who decideswhich. You are no
longer in command of your body. Nor your mind. Y ou no longer have achoicein the matter.”

Murphy gathered hersaf together and managed to lift her eyes again. They were defiant, and
blurred with tears, but | could see the terror in them as well—and a sort of sickened, hideous desire.
"Yourealiar," shewhispered. "l an my own.”

Rath said, quietly, "l can dwaystell when awoman fedsdesire, Ms. Murphy. | canfed yours.
Part of you isso tired of being disciplined. Tired of being afraid. Tired of denying yoursdlf for the good of
others." He knelt down, and Murphy's eyes shied away from his. "That part of you iswhat wanted to fed
the pleasurel just gave. And it isthat part of you that will grow asit feds more. The defiant young
woman is dready dead. Sheissmply too afraid to admit it."

He saized her hair and started dragging her, careless and hard. | saw her face for a second,
confusion and fear and anger warring for control of her expression. But | knew she'd taken awound far
more grievous than any physical injury 1'd seen her sustain. Raith had forced her to fed something, and
there had been nothing she could do to stop him. She'd done her best to tear into him, and he had
dapped her down like achild. It wasn't Murphy'sfault that shed lost that fight. It wasn't her fault that
he'd forced sensation upon her. | mean, hdll, he wasthe lord of the freaking nation of sexual predators,
and even weakened and hampered by my mother's curse, he had been able to take apart Murphy's

psychic and emotional defenses.



If he got the full measure of his powers back, what he would do to Murphy in retaiation for what
my mother had done to him would be worse than desth.

The damnedest thing was that there wasn't much | could do about it. Not because | was chained
up, held at gunpoint, and probably going to die—though | had to admit, that might make things somewhat
difficult—but because this wasn't afight that someone else could win for Murphy. Thered beattle was
indde of her—her strength of will against her own well-founded fears. Evenif | did ridein on awhite
horse to save her, it would mean only that she would be forced to question her own strength and integrity
thereafter, and that would be nothing more than adow death of her self-rdiance and strength of will.

It was something | could not save her from.

And | had asked her to faceit.

Raith hauled on her hair asif it had been adog'slead.

Murphy didn't fight back.

| denched my handsinto impotent fists. Murphy wasin very red danger of dying that night, even
if she kept on breathing and her heart kept on besting. But she would have to be the one to save hersdif.

The best thing | could do was nothing. The best thing | could say was nothing. | had some
power, but it couldn't help Murphy now.

Hel'sbdlls, irony blows.

Chapter Forty

I'd been in afew cavesthat were the headquarters for dark magic and those who trafficked iniit.
None of them had been warm. None of them had been pleasant. And none of them had been
professiondly decorated.

Until now.

After along, precipitous dope into the earth, the Raith Deeps opened up into a cavern bigger



than most Paris cathedrals. To adegree, it resembled one. Lights played in soft colors on the walls,
mostly shifting rosy hues. The cave was of living rock, and thewalls had al been shaped by water into
nearly organic-looking curves and swirls. The floor doped very dightly up, to where ashift in the rock
gave rise to an enormous carved chair of pure, bone-white stone. The chair had been decorated with
flares and flanges and every kind of carved frivolity you could imagine, so that it sat &t the center of dl the
carving like apeacock poised in front of itstail. Water fell in afine mist from overhead, and morelights
played through it, broken by the dropletsinto myriad spectra. To the right hand of the thronewasa
smaller carved seat—amogt astoal redlly, like the ones you'd imaginelions or seals perching on during
circus performances. To the left was ajagged, broken gap in the rock, and behind the throne, where
more of themist fell, was Smply darkness.

Though the stone was smooth, it undulated in regular, ripple-shaped rises toward the throne from
where we entered the Degps. Here and there aong the rippled floor were groups of pillows and
cushions, thick woven carpets, low, narrow tables set with wine and the kinds of finger foods that tended
to get smeared about fairly easly.

"Well, it'ssubtle,” | saidto no onein particular. "But | likeit. Sort of The King and | meets
Harem Honeys and Seraglio Suts|1."

Raith strode past me and threw Murphy at apile of pillows and cushions along onewall, the one
farthest away from the entrance. She knew how to take afall, and though the motion had been vicious
and torn out some of her hair, shelanded well, coming up to ashaky crouch. Bodyguard Barbie dragged
my manacles and me over to the wal nearby and padlocked meto agted ring inthewal. Therewasa
wholerow of such ringsthere. | tried to wiggle alittle, testing the strength of the stedl ring, but whoever
built it knew what he was doing. No wiggle, no flexion of the ring whereit joined the wall.

"Time?' Raith asked.

"Eleven-thirty-nine, my lord," the bodyguard reported.

"Ah, good. Still time." Hewaked over to agroup of pillowsin thefar corner of theroom, and |

redlized that they had been strewn around alittle raised platform of stone. The platform wasacircle



perhapsten feet across, and insde of it was athaumaturgic triangle, an equilatera shape within the ring of
the circle used in most ritud magic because it was easier for amateursto draw afreaking triangle than a
pentacle or a Star of Solomon. Thick incense wafted up from braziers around the circle, giving the cold
air the sharp scent of cinnamon and some other, more acrid spice. "Wizard, | believe you have met my
assigants”

Two women rose from the shadows within the circle and faced me. Thefirst was Madge,
Arturo'sfirst wife, the disciplined businessivoman. She wore awhite robe trimmed with scarlet cloth, and
her hair was down. It made her look both younger and simultaneoudy lent her an overripelook, like fruit
aday swollen and spoiled. Her eyeswere no less caculating, but there was an edge of something there
that | recognized—cruelty. Thelove of power, to the exclusion of the well-being of one's fellow beings.

The second woman, of course, was Trixie Vixen. She looked awful and she didn't get up. | could
see the thick bandages over her wounded leg as she sat quietly on one hip, the silk of her own
crimson-trimmed white robe spread out in such away that it normally would have revedled enticing
curvesof caf and thigh. Her eyes had the heavy, flickering look of someone on far too many drugs, and
usedtoit.

Thomas was chained to the floor in the center of the thaumaturgic triangle. He was naked,
gagged, and his pale skin was covered with bruises and the stripes of being beaten with adender cane.
Therewasalow ridge of rock under his spinethat arched his back off thefloor, pinning his shoulders
back and exposing his chest in such afashion that he would be unable to move, even if someone should
be leaning over him in order to cut out his heart.

"Youremissing one" | said. "Wheréswifey number two?"

"Dear Lucille" Raith sighed. " She was far too eager to please, and melodramatic about it to boot.
| did not authorize her little attempt to poison you viablow dart, wizard, though | suppose | would not
have been upset with her had she succeeded. But she was guiding the spell last night and had the
incredibly bad taste to attempt to murder my daughter.” Raith sighed. "I very nearly felt obligated to you

for saving her, Dresden. Lucille assured me that she had only the best of intentions and wanted to do dll



that she could to continue helping me."

"So you sacrificed her for the curse thismorning,” | spat.

"No, hedidn't,” Madge said in aquigt, rather chillingly conversationd tone. "l did. Thelittle bitch,
I'd been dreaming about something like that for years. They're wrong about revenge, you know. All the
movies. | found it quite fulfilling and rewarding, from an emotiona standpoint.”

"1 helped,” Trixie protested. "I helped kill her."

"Bullshit,” | said. "Y ou wereright there holding agun on mewhen Lucilledied, you. . . you
sdf-deluded, half-witted schlong-jockey."

Trixie shrieked, lurched up, and started to throw hersdf at me. Madge and Raith caught her arms
and let her thrash for amoment, until she was panting and drooping. They eased her back down. "Be
dill," Raith sad. "That's quite enough from you."

Trixie hit him with asullen scowl. ™Y ou don't tell mewh—"

Madge dapped her. Hard. One of her ringsleft along line of fine red droplets on Trixi€'s cheek.
"Idiot,” she gpat a Trixie. "If youd told the police his name insteed of forgetting it for your pillsand
needles, the wizard would bein acdl right now."

"What the fuck doesit matter?' Trixie snarled, not looking up. "He's had it now. It didn't make
any difference”

Madgetilted her head back and lifted her right hand, palm out and fingers spread, and said, "
Orbius."

There was asurge of power that grated againgt my wizard's senses, and something wet and
stinking that looked like afusion of afresh cow patty and adew speckled cobweb came into being,
dapping across Trixiesface. Shefdl back, clawing at it with her painted fingernails and screaming.
Whatever the Stuff was, it stuck like superglue, and it rendered her screamsadl but inaudible.

| shot ahard glance at Madge. She had power. Not necessarily alot of it, but she had it. No
wonder sheld made sure her hands were full when she first met me. The touch of one practitioner's hand

againgt another's was dectric and unmistakable. She'd dodged me nestly, which meant . . .



"You knew | was getting involved,” | said.

"Of course," Raith confirmed. He added a pinch of something to one of the braziers and picked
up acarved box. He drew black candlesfrom it and placed them at each tip of the triangle. "Drawing
you into a position of vulnerability was one of the points of the entire exercise. It wastime to have flights
of angelssing my dear son to hisrest, and you and he had become entirely too friendly. | had assumed he
was feeding from you and had you under hisinfluence, but after | listened to the security tape from the
portrait gdlery | was ddighted. Both of Margaret's sons. | findly will escape her ridiculouslittle binding,
remove atroublesomethornin my sde—"

Hekicked Thomasvicioudy in the ribs. Thomas jerked but made no sound, his eyes burning with
impotent fury. Trixie Vixen fell over onto her Sde, back going into desperate arches.

"—day thewizard that has afull quarter of the Red Court quaking in their fleshmasks, restore a
rebellious employee to acceptable controls, and now, in addition to al of that, | have acquired someone
with influence among the loca authorities.” His eyes lingered on the subdued Murphy for amoment,
growing shades more pale.

Murphy didn't look up a him.

"Take off your shoes, little one," Raith said.

"What?" Murphy whispered.

"Take them off. Now."

Sheflinched at the harshness of histone. She took her shoes off.

"Throw them over the edge. Sockstoo."

Murphy obeyed Raith without lifting her eyes.

Theincubus made a pleased sound. "Good, little one. Y ou please me." Hewalked in acircle
around her asif shewereacar hed just purchased. "All in al, Dresden, amarked gain for the year. It
bodes well for the future of House Raith, don't you think?"

Trixie Vixen's hed s thumped on thefloor.

Raith looked down at her and then at Madge. " Can you manage theritua aone, dear?’



"Of course, my lord," Madge said calmly. She struck amatch and lit one of the candles.

"Well, then," Raith said. He regarded Trixie with clinica detachment until her heels had stopped
drumming on the stone floor. Then he seized her hair and dragged her to the left sde of the enormous
throne. She till moved weakly. He lifted her by the back of the neck and pitched her out into the
darkness like abag of garbage.

Trixie Vixen couldn't scream as shefell to her death. But shetried.

| couldn't stop mysdlf from fedling protest and pain as| saw another human being killed. Even
though | tried.

Raith dusted his hands against each another. "Where was | ?"

"Taunting the wizard with how he has been manipulated from the beginning,” Madge said. "But |
would suggest that you let me begin the conjuring at this point. The timing should be just abouit right.”

"Doit," Raith said. He walked around the circle, examining it carefully, and then walked over to

Madge picked up acurved ritua knife and asilver bowl and stepped into the circle. She pricked
her finger with the knife and smeared blood upon the circle, closing it behind her. Then she knelt at
Thomeas's head, lifted her face with her eyes closed, and began a dow chant in atongue whose words
twisted and writhed through her lips.

Raith watched her for along moment, and then his head abruptly snapped up toward the exit of
the cave.

Bodyguard Barbie came to attention like adog who has noticed its master taking a package of
bacon out of the fridge.

"Srens,”" Raith said, hisvoice harsh.

"Police?' asked Barbie.

"Ambulance. What happened? Who called them?”

Barbie shook her head. Maybe the questions were too complex for her to handle.

"Gee, Raith," | said. "l wonder why the EMTs have shown up. | wonder if the police are coming



along, too. Don't you wonder that?*

Thelord of the White Court glared at me, then turned to walk toward the ridiculously elaborate
throne. "I suppose it doesn't matter one way or the other."

"Probably not," | agreed. "UnlessInari isinvolved."

He stopped, frozen in histracks.

"But what are the chances?' | asked. "I mean, I'm sure the odds are way against her being hurt.
Riding along way in the back of the ambulance with some young med tech. I'm sure daddy'slittle girl is
not going to vamp out for the very first time onan EMT or adoctor or anurse or acop, kill themin front
of God and everybody, and start off her adult life with atrip to prison, where I'm sure lots of other
unfortunate deaths would put her away for good.”

Raith didn't turn. "What have you done to my child?'

"Did something happen to your child?" | asked. | probably said that in asinsulting afashion as|
possibly could. "I hope everything isdl right. But how will we know?Y ou should just get on with the
cursing, | guess.”

Raith turned to Madge and said, "Continue. I'll be back in amoment." Then to the bodyguard he
said, "Keep your gun aimed a Dresden. Shoot him if hetriesto escape.” The bodyguard drew her
weapon. Raith turned and darted from the room, faster than humanly possible.

Madge continued her twisty chant.

"Heya, Thomas," | sad.

"Mmmph," he said through the gag.

"I'm gonna get you out of here."

Thomas lifted his head from the ground and blinked at me.

"Don't gpace out on me, man. Stay with us here."

He stared at me for a second more and then groaned and dropped his head back onto the
ground. | wasn't sureif that was an affirmative or not.

"Murph?' | caled.



She looked up a me, then down again.

"Murph, don't fall apart on me. He's the bad guy and he'sway sexy while he doesit. That'shis
bag. He's supposed to be able to get to you.”

"l couldn't stop him," she said in anumb voice.

"That's okay."

"I couldn't stop mysdlf either." She met my eyesfor asecond and then dumped to thefloor.
"Leave me aone, Mister Dresden.”

"Right,” | muttered. | focused on the bodyguard. "Hey there. Look, uh. | don't know your name.

Shejust stared at me down the length of her gun.

"Y eah, okay, that's hogtile," | said. "But look, you're a person. Y ou're human. I'm human. We
should be working together here againg the vampires, right?"

Nothing. I get more conversation from Migter.

"Hey!" | shouted. "You! Y ou demented U.S. Army surplus blow-up doll! I'm talking to you. So
Sy something!”

Shedidn', but her eyes glittered with annoyance, the first emotion I'd seen there. What can | say,
ingoiring anger ismy gift. | have aresponghility to useit wisdy.

"Excuse me!l” | shouted asloudly as| could. "Did you hear me, bitch? At thisrate I'm gonna
have to blow you up too, just like| did the Bodyguard Kens and your twin."

Now red fury filled her eyes. She cocked her gun and opened her mouth asif she were going to
actually speak to me, but | never got to hear what she was going to say.

Murphy made a soundless, barefooted run, legpt, and drove aflying side kick into the back of
Bodyguard Barbie's neck. Whiplash was far too mild aword to describe what happened to the woman's
head. Whiplash happensin friendly, hedthy things like automobile accidents. Murphy meant the kick to
be letha, and that made it worse than just about any car wreck.

There was a crackling sound and Barbie dropped to the floor. The gun never went off.



Murphy knelt and searched the woman, taking her gun, acouple of extraclips, aknife, and a set
of keys. She stood up and started trying keys on my manacles.

| looked up and watched Madge as she did. The sorceress remained on her kneesinthecircle,
her chant flowing smoothly from her mouth in an unbroken stream. Theritua required it. Had she broken
her chant, shouted awarning to the bodyguard, or moved outside the circle it would have disrupted the
ritual—and that kind of thing can draw some awfully letha feedback for showing disrespect to whatever
power isbehind the ritual. She was at least astrapped as | was.

"Took you long enough,” | said to Murphy. "I was going to run out of actua sentences and just
dart screaming incoherently.”

"That's what happens when your vocabulary count islower than your bowling average.”

"Me not like woman with smart mouth,” | said. "Woman shut smart mouth and get me free or no
wild monkey love for you." She found the right key and got the shackles off me. My wrists and ankles
ached. "Y ou had me scared,” | said. "Until you called me Mister Dresden, | aimost believed held gotten
toyou."

Murphy bit her lip. "Between you and me, I'm not sure he didn't." She shivered. "1 wasn't doing
much acting, Harry. Y ou made agood cdl. He underestimated me. But it wastoo close. Let's|eave.”

"Steady. Just alittle longer.”

Murphy frowned, but she didn't run. ™Y ou want me to keep Madge covered? What if she does
that magic-superglop thing on our facestoo?'

| shook my head. " She can't. Not until theritua is complete.”

"Why not?'

"Becauseif she makesamistakein theritua there's going to be some backlash. Maybe it
wouldn't touch us, or maybe it would—Dbuit it sure ashell would kill everyoneinthecircle”

"Thomas," Murphy breathed.

" egh”

"Can we mess up therite?'



"Could. But to quote Kincaid, thus kablowie, thus degth. If we interrupt theritual or if she screws
it up, things go south.”

"But if we don't stop her, shekills Thomas."

"Well. Yeah."

"Then what do we do?' Murphy asked.

"We jump Raith," | said, and nodded back to the wall where she had crouched. "Get back to
where he threw you. When he comesin again, we take him down and trade him for Thomas."

"Won't breaking the circle screw up theritua ?* Murphy asked.

"Not the outer circle” | said. "The circleismostly there to help her have thejuice for theritud.
Madge's got sometaent. And asurviva ingtinct. She can hold it together if we bresk it.”

Murphy's eyeswidened. "But breaking the triangle. That will screw up theritud.”

| regarded Madge steadily and said, loud enough to be sure she heard, "Y ep. And kill her. But
we aren't going to breek thetriangle yet."

"Why not?" Murphy demanded.

"Because we're going to offer Madge a chance to survive the evening. By letting her kill Raithin
Thomas's place and | et the curse go to waste. So long as someone dies on schedule, whatever is behind
theritua shouldn't mind.” | walked over to stand directly outsdethe circle. "Otherwise, dl | havetodois
kick one of these candles over or smudge the lines of the triangle then back up to watch her die. And |
think Madgeisasurvivor. Shewaks, Thomasisfine, and Raith isn't giving anyone any more trouble.”

"Shelll run,”" Murphy said.

"L et her. She can run from the Wardens, but she can't hide. The White Council isgoing to have
somethingsto say to her about killing people with magic. Pointed things. Cutting things.”

"Taunting the speldinger must be aredly fun game, since people like you and Raith keep playing
it," Murphy said, "But don't you think he's going to notice that you aren't being held with agun on you
anymore?'

| looked down at the bodyguard's body and grimaced. "Y eah. The corpseisgonnabea



giveaway, imntit."

We looked at each other and then both bent down and grabbed an arm. We dragged the
remains of thefina Bodyguard Barbie over to the edge of the yawning chasm and dropped her in. After
that | reached for my sword cane, till clipped to my belt, and loosened the blade in its sheath.

"Can't believe Raith let you keep that,” Murphy said.

"The guard didn't seem to be very good at employing her initiative, and he didn't specificaly
mention my losing the cane. Don't think he noticed it. He was pretty busy gloating, and | was chained up
anddl."

"He'slikeamovievillain," Murphy sad.

"No. Hollywood wouldn't alow that much cliché." | shook my heed. "And | don't think he's
thinking very clearly right now. He's pretty worked up about beating my mom's deeth curse.”

"How tough isthisguy?' Murphy asked.

"Very tough. Ebenezar says my magic can't touch him."

"How's about | shoot him?"

"Can't hurt," | said. Y ou might get lucky and solve our problem. But only aredlly critica shot will
drop him, and even then it'siffy whether or not you'll get him. White Court vamps don't soak up gunshots
aswel as Red Court vampires do, or ignore them like the Black Court, but they can get over themina
hurry.”

"How?"

"They have akind of reserve of stolen life-energy. They tap into it to be stronger or fagter, to
recover from injuries, forcibly manipulate the sensations of police lieutenants, that kind of thing. They
don't run around being as tough asthe Black Court dl the time, but they can rev the engine when they
need to doit. It's probably safe to assume that Lord Raith has a great big honking tank of reserve
energy.”

"Wed haveto run him out of gasin order to get to him long-term.”

"Yep."



"Canwedo that?'

"Dont think s0," | said. "But we can force him to push himsdlf pretty hard.”

"So we amogt beat him. That's theplan?’

" egh”

"That's not avery good plan, Harry,” Murphy said.

"It'sawascally-wabbit plan,” | said.

"Actudly, it qudifiesasacrazy plan.”

"Crazy likeafox," | said. | put my handson her shoulders. "There's no timeto argue, Murph.
Trust me?!

Sheflipped her hands up in ahelplesslittle gesture (dightly mitigated by the fact that shehad a
gunin one and aknifein the other) and turned to stalk back to the cushionswhere Raith had initially
thrown her. "Were going to die."

| grinned and stepped back to the ring where Raith had me chained up. | stood there in the same
pose as when I'd been prisoner, and held the shackles behind my back asif they might still be attached.

| had barely settled into position when there was the sound of one, two, three gazelle-like bounds
on the doped tunnd floor, and Raith shot into the cavern, scowling. "What idiocy!" he snarled toward
Madge. "That stupid buck from Arturo's studio nearly daughtered my daughter by sheer incompetence,
The medicd teams are taking them now."

He stopped taking abruptly. "Guard?' he snapped. "Madge, where did she go?"

Madge widened her eyes, till continuing the twisting, dippery words of the chant, and gave
Murphy asgnificant look.

Raith turned, back stiffening in apprehension, to face Murphy.

Madge should have warned Raith about me. If he'd blown off old Ebenezar's lethal magic, he had
defenses out the wazoo. | didn't even try to blast away at him with power.

Instead | swung the shackles once over my head and brought the flying steel down on Raith's

right ear with every ounce of strength in my body. The sted cuffs bit into hisflesh with vicious strength



and laid him out on the floor. He let out a snarl of shock and surprise. Heturned to glare at me, hiseyes
burning abright, metalic slver, historn ear dready knitting itself whole again.

| dropped the chains, drew my sword cane, and drove the blade straight at Raith'seft eye. The
White lord moved his hand in ablur of motion, batting the scal pel-dender blade aside. | drew a sharp cut
across hishand, but it didn't kegp him from kicking my ankles out from underneath me with a sweep of
hisleg. He rose dmost before | was through falling, and picked up the bloodied shackles, his features set
inwrath. I went flat and covered my neck with my hands.

Murphy shot Raith in the back. Thefirst bullet came out the left sSide of his chest, and must have
left aholein hislung. The second exploded out from between two ribs on the other side of his body.

It had taken less than a second for the two shotsto hit, but Raith reversed direction, flashing to
one sdelike adarting bat, and two more shots seemed to miss him. The motion was odd to watch, and
vaguely disturbing. Raith amost flowed across the room, looking asif he were being lazy, but moving
with unnerving speed. He vanished behind an el aborate Oriental -style screen.

And the cave'slights went ouit.

The only source of light |eft in the cavern came from the three black candles at the points of the
ritud'striangle, way the hell at the back of the chamber. Madge's voice continued itsrippling, liquid
chant, an edge of smug contempt somehow conveyed in it, her attention focused on theritua. Thomass
bruised body twitched as he looked around, eyes wide behind the gag in his mouth. | saw his shoulders
tighten as he tested the chains. They didn't seem to give way for him any more than mine had for me.

Murphy's voice did through the darkness amoment later, sounding sharp against the steady,
liquid chant of the entropy curse. "Harry? Whereishe?

"I havenoidea," | said, keeping the point of the sword low.

"Can heseeinthe dark?"

"Um. Tel youinaminute.

"Oh," shesdd. "Crap.”



Chapter Forty-one

Raith's voice drifted out of the darkness. "I can indeed seeyou, wizard," he said. "I must admit, a
brute attack was not what | expected of you.”

| tried to orient to the sound of Raith's voice, but the Degps had the acoustics of, well, a cave.

"Y ou really don't have avery good idea about what kind of man | am, do you?'

"I had assumed that White Council training would mold you abit more predictably,” he admitted.
"l was certain you'd have some kind of complex magica means of dedling with me without bloodshed.”

| thought | heard something really close to me and swept my dender sword left and right. It
whigtled asit cut the air. "Blood washes out with enough sodawater,” | said. "I've got no trouble with the
thought of spilling more of yours. It's sort of pink anyway."

Murphy was not talking, which meant that she was acting. Either she was using the sound of my
voiceto get close to me so that we could team up or she had gotten a better ideathan | of Raith's
location, and she was stalking close enough to drill him in the dark. Either way, it wasto our advantage
for the conversation to continue.

"Maybe we can make aded, Raith," | said.

Helaughed, low and lazy and confident. "Oh?"

"Y ou don't want to push thisdl theway," | said. "Y ou've dready eaten one death curse. There's
no reason for you to take another if you don't haveto."

He laughed gently. "What do you propose?

"I want Thomas," | said. "And | want Madge. Y ou stop these attacks and leave Arturo aone.”

"Tempting," hesaid. Y ou want meto dlow one of my most dangerous foesto live, you want me
to surrender acompetent aly, and then you would like me to permit the erosion of my power baseto
continue. And in exchange, what do | receive?"

"Yougettolive' | sad.



"My, such agenerous offer,” Raith said. "I can only assumethisis some sort of clumsy ploy,
Dresden, unlessyou are entirely deluded. I'll counter your offer. Run, wizard. Or | won't kill the pretty
officer. I'll keep her. After | kill you, of course.

"Heh," | said. "Y ou aren't in good enough shape for that to be so easy,” | said. "Or you wouldn't
have let me gtall you while we batted bullshit back and forth.”

In answer, Raith said absolutely nothing.

The bottom dropped out of my stomach.

And, better and better, the chant rolling from Madge's lips rose to aringing crescendo. A wild,
whirling wind rose within the center of the circle, catching her hair and spreading it in acloud of
dark-and-silver strands. Asthat happened, the tempo of her words shifted, and they shifted from that
other tongueinto English. "While here we wait, O hunter of the shadows! We who yearn for your
shadow to fall upon our enemy! Wewho cry out in need for thy strength, O Lord of Sowest Terror!
May your right arm cometo us! Send unto us your captain of destruction! Mastercraftsman of death! L et
now our need become the traveler's road, the vessel for He Who Walks Behind!"

The rest of my stomach prompitly followed the bottom, and for asecond | thought my sense of
logic and reason had vanished with them.

He Who Walks Behind.

Hell'sholy stars and fresking stones shit bells.

He Who Walks Behind was ademon. Well. Not redly ademon. The Walker wasto ademon
what one of those hockey-masked movie serid killerswas to the grade-school bully who had tried to
shake me down once for lunch money. Justin DuMorne had sent the Walker after me when we'd had our
faling-out, and I'd barely managed to survive the encounter. I'd torn apart He Who Walks Behind, but
even o held left me with some unnerving scars.

And theritual Madge was using was caling that thing back.

Madge picked up the sacrificid knife and the sllver bowl. The whirling wind gathered into a

miniature thunderstorm hovering dowly over the triangle where Thomas was bound. " See here our



offering to flow into your strength! Flesh and blood, taken unwilling from one who yearnsto livel Bless
thispleafor help! Accept this offering of power! Make known to us your hand that we might dispatch
him againgt our mutua foe—Harry Dresden!™

"Murphy!" | screamed. "Get out of here! Right now! Run!™

But Murphy didn't run. As Madge raised the knife, Murphy appeared in the light of the black
candles, darting into the circle, the knife in her teeth, the gun in one hand—and in her other, the keys
sheld taken from the last bodyguard. She knelt down as Madge screamed out the last of theritua inan
ecstasy of power. Murphy had crossed the circle around theritud, breaking it. That meant that whatever
magic Madge was cdling up would be ableto zip right out of it without delay, the second Madgefed a
life to the gathering presence of He Who Walks Behind. Murphy set the gun down and tried one key on
Thomass chains. Then another.

"Madge!" Raith's voice sngpped in warning. | heard aflutter of movement that began five feet to
my right and vanished toward the circle.

Madge opened her eyes and looked down.

Murphy found the key, and the stedl bracelet on Thomas's right arm sprang open.

Madge kept screaming, reversed the knife, and drove it down at Thomas's chest.

Thomas caught Madge's knife hand by the wrist, and his skin suddenly shone pale and bright.
She leaned on the knife, screaming, but Thomas held her there with onearm.

Murphy picked up the gun, but before she could am it at Madge, therewas ablur, her head
snapped to one side, and she dropped to the ground in abrupt gtillness. Raith stood over her unmoving
form, and bent with businesdike haste to recover her knife, his eyes moving to Thomas.

Fumbling in haste, | seized the sheath of my cane-sword from my belt, grabbing hard a my will,
struggling to pull together power through the cloud of raw terror that had descended over my thoughts. |
managed it, and normdly invisible runes dong the length of the cane burst into blue and silver light. There
was adeegp hum, so low that it could be felt more than heard, as | reached into the power the cane was

mesant to focus—the enormous and dangerous forces of earth magic.



| reached out through the cane for Lord Raith—

And felt nothing. Not just empty air and drifting dust, but nothing. A cold and somehow hungry
emptinessthat filled the space where he should have been. I'd felt something like it before, when 1'd been
near amote of one of the deadliest substances that any world of flesh or spirit had ever known. My
power, my magic, theflowing spirit of life, just vanished into it without getting near Raith.

| couldn't touch him. The void around him was so absolute, | knew without needing to doubt that
there was nothing in my arsend of arcane skillsthat could affect him.

But Madge didn't have any such protection.

| redirected my power, easily found the knife in Madge's hand, and without the circle to protect
her, there was nothing she could do to keep me from seizing the knife in invisible bands of earth force,
magnetism, and sending it tumbling out of her grip and into the abyss of the chasm near them.

"No!" Madge screamed, staring up at the whirling cloud of dark energy in horror.

"Hold him!" Raith snarled.

Madge threw hersalf down on Thomass arm, and as strong as he was, he had three limbs
chained down, and not even supernatura strength is a substitute for proper leverage. Not only that, but
Madge was desperate. She managed to force Thomas's arm down, and while she obvioudy couldn't
have hed him for long, it was long enough. Lord Raith drove hisknife down at Thomass chest.

Thomas howled in frusiration and sudden pain.

| rammed more power through the cane and stopped the knife a bare instant after thetip hit
Thomas, and pinkish blood welled up from the shalow stab wound. Raith cast asnarl a me and shoved
down on the knife, his own skin luminous, and he had the power of apile driver behind hisarms. | didnt
have aprayer of stopping him, eveniif that void around him hadn't been sapping my power into
nothingness—so | redirected my own push instead, switching to aright-angle force instead of going
directly againgt Raith, and the knife swept hard to one side as Raith pushed down. It dug afurrow
through Thomas's flesh on the way, wetting a good three inches of the bladein hisblood, but then Raith's

own power drove it down into the stone of the cavern floor, and the stedl shattered.



Thomas got his hand free and hit Madge, a backhanded blow that knocked her out of the light of
the black candles.

"Harry!" heydled. "Bresk the chaind"

Which | couldn't do. My little displays of earth magic were along way from being of
chain-shattering quality. But | did the next best thing.

Raith had to step back for asecond, because a shard from the shattering knife had gone through
his hand. Heripped it out of hisflesh with asnarl, then turned back to Thomas, and ashedid | got the
bodyguard's keysin amagnetic grip and threw them hard at Lord Raith'sface.

Keysare anasty missile wegpon, and any street fighter will tell you so. For fun, get yourself a
milk carton and throw aring of keysat it. Y ou don't even haveto throw it very hard. Odds are better
than merely good that the milk carton isgoing to have holesin it and that milk is going to be dribbling out
everywhere.

And eyelids are way thinner than milk cartons.

Raith got abunch of keysin the face and they hit him hard enough to make him scream. | caught
them again on the rebound and sent them zipping back at him, asif they'd been fastened to rubber bands
tied to hisnose. | don't care how superhumanly sexy you are, if you're averticaly symmetrica biped, you
don't have much choice but to react when something triesto put out your eyes.

| pummeled Raith with the keys until he ducked out of the light of the black candles, and then |
sent them darting over to Thomeas. | shouted hisname as| did, and he reached up and caught them with
his free hand. He shook one out without delay, and tarted freeing himself of hischains.

It was just then that the swirling clouds over the empty triangle coaesced into the vague outline of
an inhuman face—onethat | recognized from the darkest hour of my past and the nightmaresit had
inhabited snce. That demonic mouth split into an eerily soundless scream, asif it had created a sudden
void of sound rather than the opposite. That hideous face oriented on the very edge of the remaining
candlelight—upon Madge. The cloud surged forward and down, sprouting sudden rows of amost

toothlike spines asit did. Madge sat up, raising her hands in a usaless gesture of defense. The demonic



cloud shot itsdlf forward and into her mouth. The spinestore a her, and Madge struggled to keep it out
of her, but it was al usdless, and not particularly speedy. She had plenty of timeto fed it asthe demonic
killer, the guiding mind who had been behind the entropy curse, flowed in its semigaseous form into her
mouth and throat and lungs, then extruded savage spines and tore her gpart from within.

Madge didn't manage to get out a scream as she died.

But it wasn't for lack of trying.

Thomas got hisarms and legs free and got up, staring in horror at Madge—or more accurately,
at the spined cloud gill mangling Madge's corpse from within.

Raith hit Thomas from behind, a blur of motion. There was only a second to see what was
happening, but | saw it clearly when Raith seized Thomas by the shoulder and chin, and withasingle
savage twist, broke his neck.

Thomasfdl without SO much asatwitch.

"No!" | screamed.

Raith turned toward me.

| dropped my sword, dashed at the air with the cane and my will, and the gun Murphy had taken
from the bodyguard flew to my hand.

Raith's face was bruised and torn. Thick globules of pink blood had splattered over his battered
features and his dark shirt. He smiled as he started toward me, and the shadows between the candles
and my cane covered him.,

| aimed more or less at Raith and shot. The flash showed him to mefor an ingtant. | used that
sngleimageto redirect my fire and shot again. And again. And again. Thelast shot showed me Raith,
only eight or ten feet away, alook of shock upon hisface. The next shot showed him on his knees,
clutching at his ssomach, where aweter of pink fluid had soaked him.

Then the gun locked open, and empty.

For aminuteit wasdl dark.

Then Raith's flesh began to glow. His shirt wasin shreds, and hetoreit from him with anegligent



gesture. His skin became suffused with apae light once more, and | saw his body rippling weirdly
around an ungainly holeleft of hisnavel. Hewas heding.

| stared at him tiredly for aminute, then bent over and picked up my sword.

Helaughed at me. "Dresden. Wait there for amoment. I'll deal with you as| did Thomas."

"Hewasmy blood,” | said quietly. "Hewasmy only family."

"Family," Raith spat. "Nothing but an accident of birth. Random consequence of desire and
response. Family ismeaningless. It is nothing but the drive of blood to further its own. Random
combination of genes. Itisutterly inggnificant.”

"Y our children don't think thet,” | said. "They think family isimportant.”

He laughed. "Of coursethey think that. | have trained them to do so. It isasmple and convenient
way to control them."

"And nothing more?*

Raith rose, regarding me with casua confidence. "Nothing more. Put the sword down, Dresden.
There's no reason this hasto hurt you.”

"I'll pass. Y ou can't have much left inyou,” | said. "I've given you enough of a beating to kill three
or four people. You'll stay down sooner or later."

"I have enough | eft in meto ded with you," he said, smiling. "And after that, thingswill change.”

"Must have been hard,” | said. "All thoseyears. Playing it careful. Never pushing yoursdlf or using
your reserves. Not ableto risk getting your hands dirty, for fear everyone would see that you couldn't do
what your kind do. Couldn't feed.”

"It was an annoyance,” Raith said after awary pause. He took a step toward me, testing my
response. "And perhaps taught me ameasure of humility, and of patience. But | never told anyone what
Margaret's curse did to me, Dresden. How did you know?"

| kept the point of the sword pointed at his chest and said, "My mother told me about it."

"Y our mother is dead, boy."

"Y ou'reimmune to magic, too. Guess she just doesn't have alot of respect for therules.”



Hisface darkened into an ugly, murderous mask. " She's dead.”

| smirked a him, waving thetip of my sword inlittlecircles.

The glow on his skin began to fade, and the darkness closed in with deadly deliberation. "It has
been a pleasure speaking with you, but | am heded, wizard," Raith snarled. "I'm going to make you beg
me for desth. And my first medl in decadesis going to bethelittle police girl.”

At which point adl the lightsin the cavern came up at the same time, restoring the placeto its
dightly melodramatic but perfectly adequate lighting.

Lara stepped from behind the screen, her scarlet skirt swaying, sword on her hip, and murmured,
"l think I'd like to see that, Fether."

He stopped, staring at her, hisface hardening. "Lara. What do you think you're doing?

"Writhing in disllusonment,” she said. "Y ou don't love me, dearest Papa. Me, your little Lara,
most dutiful daughter.”

Helet out aharsh laugh. "Y ou know better. And have for acentury.”

Her beautiful face became remote. Then she said, "My head knew, Father. But my heart had
hoped otherwise."

"Your heart," he said, scorn in hisvoice. "What isthat? Take the wizard at once. Kill him."

"Yes, Papa," shesad. "In amoment. What happened to Thomas?”

"The spell," hesaid. "Madge lost control of it when she unleashed it a Dresden. Y our brother
died trying to protect him. Subdue him, dearest. And kill him."

Larasmiled, and it was the coldest, most wintry expression | had ever seen. And | had seen
some of the champs. She let out amocking, scornful little laugh. "Did you stage that for my benefit,
wizard?'

"It wasalittlerough,” | said. "But | think | got my point across."

"How did you know | waswatching?' she asked.

| shrugged. " Someone had to have told Raith that bullshit about the accident with the gun,” | said.

"Y ou were the only one who could have done that. And since this confrontation was going to be pivotal



to your future, regardiess of how it turned out, you'd be an idiot not to watch.”

"Clever," shesaid again. "Not only ismy father drained of hisreserves, heis unable to recover
more." Shelowered her eydids, her eyesglittering like slver ice as shedid. "Quite helpless, redly.”

"And now you know it," | said.

| gave Raith avery amdl amile.

Raith's expression twisted into something somewhere between rage and horror. He took a step
back from Lara, looking from her to me and back.

Laratraced her fingersin light caresses over the sword at her hip. "Y ou've made methe
cat's-paw for you, Dresden. While making methink | had the advantage of you. Y ou've played meat my
own game, and ably. | thought you capable of nothing but overt action. Clearly | underestimated you."

"Don't fed bad,” | said. "l mean, | look so stupid.”

Larasmiled. "I have one question more," she said. "How did you know the curseleft him unable
to feed?"

"I didn't," | said. "Not for certain. | just thought of theworst thing | could possibly do to him. And
it wasn't killing. It was stedling. It wastaking dl of his power away. Leaving himto face al the enemies
hed made—with nothing. And | figured my mother might have had smilar thoughts.”

Raith sneered at Lara. "Y ou can't kill me," he said. ™Y ou know that the other Lords would never
permit you to lead the Court. They follow me, little Lara. Not the office of the Lord of House Raith.”

"That'strue, Father," Larasaid. "But they don't know that you have been weakened, do they?
That you have been made impotent. Nor will they know, when you continue to lead them asiif nothing
had changed.”

He lifted his chinin an arrogant sneer. "And why should | do that?"

Silver light from Laras eyes spread over her. It flowed down the length of her hair. It poured
over her skin, flickered over her clothing, and dazzled the very air around her. Shelet her sword belt fdll
to the ground, and silver, hungry eyesfell upon Lord Raith.

What she was doing was directed soldly at him, but | was on thefringes of it. And | suddenly had



pantsfive sizestoo smdl. | fdlt the sudden, smple, delicious urge to go to her. Possibly on my knees.
Possibly to stay that way.

| panicked and took a step back, making an effort to shield my thoughts from Lara's seductive
power, and it let methink dmost clearly again.

"Wizard," shesad, "l suggest you teke your friend from this place. And my brother, if he
managed to survivetheinjury." Her skirt joined the belt, and | made damned sure | wasn't looking.
"Father and 1," Larapurred, "are going to renegotiate the terms of our relationship. It promisesto be
interesting. And you might not be able to tear yourselves away, once | begin."

Raith took a step back from Lara, his eyesracked with fear. And with need. He'd totally
forgotten me.

I moved, and quickly. | was going to pick Murphy up, but I managed to get her moving again on
her own, though she was gill only haf-conscious. Theright side of her face was aready purple with
bruising. That gave me the chance to pick Thomas up. He wasn't astdl as me, but he had more muscle
and was no featherweight. | huffed and puffed and got him into afireman’'s carry, and heard him take a
grating, rattling breeth as| did.

My brother wasn't dead.

At leadt, not yet.

| remember three more things from that night in the Deeps.

First was Madge's body. As| turned to leave, it suddenly sat up. Spines protruded from its skin,
along with rivulets of dow, dead blood. Its face was ravaged shapeless, but it formed up into the features
of the demon called He Who Walks Behind, and its mouth spoke in a honey-smooth, honey-swest,
inhuman voice. "1 am returned, mortal man,” the demon said through Madge's dead lips. "And |
remember thee. Thou and |, we have unfinished business between us.”

Then there was a bubbling hiss, and the corpse deflated like an empty balloon.

The second thing | remember happened as | staggered toward the exit with Thomas and

Murphy. Laradid the white shirt from her shouldersto the floor and faced Raith, lovely as the daughter



of Death himsdlf, aliterd irresstible force. Timeless. Pae. Implacable. | caught the faintest scent of her
hair, the smell of wild jasmine, and nearly fell to my knees on the spot. | had to force mysdlf to keep
moving, to get Thomas and Murph out of the cave. | don't think any of uswould have come out of it with
our own mindsif | hadn't.

Thelast thing | remember was dropping to the ground on the grass outside the cave, holding
Thomeas. | could see hisfacein the starlight. There were tearsin his eyes. Hetook a breath, but it wasa
broken one. His head and his neck hung at an impossible angle to his shoulders.

"God," | whispered. "He should be dead aready.”

His mouth moved in alittle fluttering quiver. | don't know how | did it, but | understood that he'd
tried to say, "Better thisway."

"Likehdlitis" | said back. | ftincredibly tired.

"Hurt you," he dmost-whispered. "Maybekill you. Like Justine. Brother. Don't want that."

| blinked down a him.

Hedidn't know.

"Thomas," | said. "Jugtineisdive. Shetold uswhere you were tonight. She's il dive, you
suicidd dolt."

His eyes widened, and the pa e radiance flooded through his skin in a startled wave. A moment
later he drew in aragged breath and coughed, thrashing weekly. He looked sunken-eyed and terrible.
"Wh-what? She'swhat?'

"Easy, easy, you're going to throw up or something,” | said, holding him steady. "She's dive. Not
... hot good, redly, but she's not dead. Not gone. Y ou didn't kill her."

Thomas blinked severa times, and then seemed to lose consciousness. He lay there, breathing
quietly, and his cheeks were tracked with the trails of luminous silver tears.

My brother would be okay.

But then a thought occurred to me, and | said, "Well, crap.”

"What?' asked Murphy, blearily. She blinked her eyesat me.



| peered owlishly up at the night sky and wondered, "When isit going to be Tuesday in

Switzerland?"

Chapter Forty-two

| woke up the next morning. More specifically, | woke up the next morning when the last stone
on Ebenezar's painkilling bracelet crumbled into black dust, and my hand began reporting that it was
currently dipped in molten lead.

Which, as days go, was not one of my better starts. Then again, it wasn't the worst one, either.

Normaly I'd give you some story about how manly | wasto immediately attain a state of
wizardly detachment and ignore the pain. But the truth was that the only reason | didn't wake up
screaming was that | wastoo out of breath to doit. | clenched my hand, till in dirty wrappings, to my
chest and tried to remember how to walk to the freezer. Or to the nearest chopping block, one of the
two.

"Whoa, whoa," said avoice, and Thomas appeared, leaning over me. He looked rumpled and
stylish, the bastard. " Sorry, Harry," he said. "It took me awhileto get something for the pain. Thought I'd
have gotten back hours ago.”" He pressed my shoulders to the bed and said, "Stay there. Think of . . . uh,
pentangles or something, right?I'll get some water."

He regppeared aminute later with a glass of water and a couple of blue pills. "Here, take them
and give them about ten minutes. Y ou won't fed athing.”

He had to help me, but hewasright. Ten minutes later | lay on my bed thinking that | should
texture my ceiling with something. Something fuzzy and soft.

| got up, dressed in my dark fatigue pants, and shambled out into my living room, dash kitchen,
dash sudy, dash den. Thomas was in the kitchen, humming something to himsdlf. He hummed on-key. |

guess we hadn't gotten the same genes for music.



| sat down on my couch and watched him bustle around—as much as you can bustle when you
need to take only two steps to get clear from one side of the kitchen to the other. He was cooking eggs
and bacon on my wood-burning stove. He knew jack about cooking over an actua fire, so the bacon
was scorched and the eggs were runny, but it looked like he was amusing himsdlf doing it, and he
dumped burned bits, underdone bits, or bits he smply elected to discard on the floor at the foot of the
stove. The puppy and the cat were both there, with Mister eating anything he chose to and the puppy
dutifully cleaning up whatever Migter judged unworthy of his advanced paate.

"Heya, man," hesaid. "Y ou aren't gonnafed hungry, but you should try to eat something, okay?
Good for youand dl that."

"Okay," | said agreeably.

He dapped the eggs and bacon more or less randomly onto a couple of plates, brought me one,
and kept one for himsdlf. We ate. It was awful, but my hand didn't hurt. Y ou take what you can get in
thislife

"Harry," Thomas said after amoment.

| looked up a him.

Hesaid, "You cameto get me."

"Yesh," | sad.

"You saved my life”

| mused onit. "Yeah," | agreed amoment later. | kept eating.

"Thank you."

| shook my head. "Nothing."

"No, itisn't,” hesaid. "Y ou risked yoursdlf. Y ou risked your friend Murphy, too."

"Yeah," | sad again. "Wdl. Werefamily, right?"

"Tooright weare," he said, alopsided smile on his mouth. "Which iswhy | want to ask you a
favor."

"Y ou want me to go back with you," | said. "Fed thingsout with Lara. Visit Justine. See which



way thefuturelies”

He blinked a me. "How did you know?"'

"I'ddoit too."

He nodded quietly. Then said, "Y oull go?"

"Aslong aswedo it before Tuesday.”

Murphy came by on Monday, to report that the investigation had determined that Emmals
shooting was atragic accident. Since no prints had been found, and the eyewitness (and owner of the
weapon) had vanished, | wasn't in any danger of catching amurder rap. It till looked asfishy asatuna
boat, and it wouldn't win me any new friends among the authorities, but at least | wouldn't be going to the
pokey thistime around.

It was hard for me to concentrate on Murphy'swords. Raith had partidly didocated her lower
jaw, and the bruises |ooked like hell. Despite the happy blue pain pills, when | saw Murphy | actualy
heard mysdf growling in rage at her injury. Murphy didn't talk much more than business, but her ook
dared me to make some kind of chivalrous commentary. | didn't, and she didn't bresk my nose, by way
of far exchange.

She took meto an expensive specidist her family doctor referred her to, who examined my hand,
took abunch of pictures, and wound up shaking hishead. "I can't believe it hasn't started to mortify,” he
said. "Mister Dresden, it looks like you may get to keep your hand. There's even asmall portion on your
pam that didn't burn a al, which | have no explanation for whatsoever. Do you mind if | ask you a
persond question?”

"That'sworking just fine, Doc,” | mumbled. "Not that it's had much use lately.”

He gave meabrief amile. "More persond, I'm afraid. How good is your insurance?'

"Um," | said. "Not so hot."

"Then I'd liketo give you a bit of advice, off therecord. Y our injury isamost miraculoudy
fortunate, in terms of how unlikely it wasthat the limb would survive. But given the extent of the burns

and the nerve damage, you might serioudy consider amputation and the use of aprosthesis”



"What?' | said. "Why?"

The doctor shook his head. "We can prevent an infection from taking root and spreading until we
can get you agraft to regenerate the epidermis—that's the main possible complication at this point. But in
my professiond judgment, you'l get more functiondity out of an artificid hand than you ever again will
from your own. Even with surgery and extensive thergpy, which will cost you more than a pretty penny,
and even if you continue to recover at the high end of the bell curve, it could be decades before you
recover any use of the hand. In dl probability, you will never recover any useof it a dl."

| ared & him for along minute.

"Mister Dresden?" he asked.

"My hand," | responded, with al the composure of athree-year-old. | tried to smile & the
doctor. "Look. Maybe my hand isal screwed up. But it's mine. So no bone saws.”

The doctor shook his head, but said, "1 understand, son. Good luck to you." He gave mea
prescription for an antibiotic ointment, areference to ayet more expensive specidist just in case, and
some pain medication. On the way back to my house, | asked Murphy to stop by the drugstore, where |
got my prescriptionsfilled, and bought a bunch of clean bandages and apair of leather gloves.

"WeI?' Murphy said. "Are you going to tell me what the doctor said?"

| threw the right glove out the window, and Murphy arched an eyebrow at me.

"When | get done with my mummy impersonation,” | said, waving my freshly bandaged hand, "I
want to have a choice between looks. Michael Jackson or Johnny Tremaine."

Shetried not to show it, but | saw her wince. | empathized. If | hadn't been on Thomas's groovy
pain drugs, | may have started fedling bitter about the whole thing with my hand.

Monday afternoon | got the Blue Beetle back from my mechanic, Mike, who isthe automotive
repair equivaent of Jesus Christ himself. Either that or Dr. Frankenstein. | drove the Beetle out to a hotel
near the airport to meet with Arturo Genosa and the new Mrs. Genosa.

"How'sthe married life, Joan?' | asked.

Joan, dumpy and plain and glowing with happiness, leaned againgt Arturo withasmall smile,



Arturo grinned aswell and confided, "1 have never been married to awomanwith such. . .
creivity."

Joan blushed scarlet.

We had a nice breakfast, and Arturo presented me with my fee, in cash. "I hopethat isn't
inconvenient, Mr. Dresden,” he said. "We didn' finish the film and the money is gone when | am forced
to declare bankruptcy, but | wanted to be sure you received your pay."

| shook my head and pushed the envelope back to him. "I didn't save your film. | didn't save
Emma”

"Thefilm, bah. Y ou risked your lifeto save Gisdlle's. And Jeke aswell. Emma. . ." Hisvoice
trailed off. He dmost seemed to visibly age. "I understand that you may not be entirely free to speak, but
| must know what happened to her."

Joan's expression froze, and she gave me apleading look.

She didn't haveto explain it to me. She knew or suspected the truth—that Tricia Scrump had
been behind the killing. 1t would bresk Arturo's heart to hear it about awoman he had once, however
ill-advisedly, loved.

"I'mnot sure,” | lied. "l found Emmaand Trixielikethat. | thought | saw someone and ran off
trying to catch the guy. But either he was faster than me or 1'd been seeing things. We might never know.”

Arturo nodded at me. "Y ou musin't blame yoursalf. Nor must you refuse what you rightfully
earned, Mister Dresden. I'm in your debt."

| wanted to turn the money down, but damn, it was Monday. And Kincaid was Tuesday. | took
the envelope.

Jake Guffie appeared amoment later, dressed in a casua suit of pale cotton. He hadn't shaved,
and therewas alot of grey inthe scruff of hisbeard. Helooked like he hadn't dept much, ether, but he
wastrying to smile. "Arturo. Joan. Congratul ations.”

"Thank you," Joan said.

Jake joined us, and we had anice breskfast. Then we walked with Joan and Arturo to their



airport shuttle. Jake and | watched them go. He stared after them for amoment. He looked weary, but if
it had bothered him to deceive Arturo about Trixie Vixen, he hadn't et it show.

Jaketurned to me and said, "1 guess you weren't the killer. The police said the shooting was
accidentd. They pulled up Trixi€'s record and saw al her tripsto rehab. Said that she had probably done
something stupid while she was stoned.”

"Do you think that?' | asked.

"No way, man. Shedid everything stupid. Stoned was just a coincidence.”

| shook my head. "I'm sorry | wasn't able to protect Emma."”

He nodded. "So am |, man. She was going to take her medication. Allergy medication. She didn't
want to take it with tap water so she was going to the greenroom for abottle of Evian. She wasjust
ganding in the wrong place. Hell of athing.”

"| fed for her kids," | said. "I've done the orphan thing. It sucks."

Jake nodded. "I don't know how they'll get on without their mom,” he said. "Not like | have much
experience, either. But | can't be such alousy father that they qualify as orphans.”

| blinked for a second and then said, "Y ou wanted to settle down once, you said.”

"Y eagh. But Emmadecided she wouldn't have me."

| nodded. "Y ou going to keep acting?’

"Oh, hell, no," he said. "Silverlight is gonna blacklist melike everyone e se. And | can't do that
and go to PTA and stuff. | got another job lined up.”

"Yegh?' | asked. "What?'

"Dude, me and Bobby are gonnato start up a consulting business. Feng shui.”

| had no problem with that.

Next | went with Thomas up to the Raith family homestead north of town. Thistimewewent in
the front doors. There were anew pair of bodyguards at the door. They weren't twins, and they didn't
have that numb, mindlessy obedient glazein their eyes. They had evidently been chosen for skill and

experience. | was betting on former marines.



"Welcome, Migter Raith,” one of the guards said. "Y our Sster requests that you join her for
breskfast in the east garden.”

They both stood there waiting to fal in around us, so it didn't exactly come off like an invitation,
but from the attention, they might have been as concerned with protecting us as watching us. Thomas
took the lead by haf astep, and | fell in on hisright. | was quite abit taller than him, but his expression
had taken on a confidence and sense of purpose | hadn't seen in him before, and our feet hit the floor in
time with one another.

The guards accompanied us out into atruly gorgeous terraced garden, anumber drawn straight
from the Itdlian Renaissance, with faux ruins, ancient statues of the gods, and a design overgrown enough
to prevent seeing much at atime, the better to spend more time exploring. At the top of the highest
terrace was atable made of fine metd wire twisted into looping designs, with matching chairs spread
around it. A light breakfast was laid out on the table, heavier on the fruits and juices than was my habit.
But then, my habit was usudly to eat any leftoversfrom dinner for breekfast fird.

Larasat at the table, wearing white clothing accented with embroidered red roses. Her hair was
drawn back into aloosetail, and she rose to greet us both with outstretched hands.

"Thomas," shesaid. "And Harry."

"Sis" Thomasreplied. "Should | assume from our greeting that there's been a change of
management?'

Shetook her seat again, and Thomasjoined her. | took a seat opposite him, so that | could
watch hisback, and | didn't spare any energy for false smiles. | didn't want Larato think that we were
going to be buddies now, and | suck at faking them anyway.

Laratook in my gaze, her own eyes caculating behind the smile. "Oh, it'sjust the usud little
family spat," she said. "I'm sure Father is going to be angry with mefor awhile and will forget dl about
it"

"Andif he doesn't?" Thomas asked.

Larassmilegrew alittle sharper. "I'm sure he will." Shetook asip of orangejuice.



"Unfortunately, Thomeas, | don't know if he'sgoing to be asforgiving to you."

Thomasinhaed sharply.

"I'msorry,” Larasaid. Shelooked like she meant it.

"Y ou're turning your back on him?" | asked. "On your brother."

Laralifted ahand. "1 do not want to, but my father's antagonism with Thomasiswel known. If |
am to maintain thefiction that my father isin control of his House, Thomas cannot remain. I'm not going
to have you removed, of course, Thomas. But | do haveto cut you off. Y ou no longer enjoy the
protection of House Raith—in any overt sense, in any case. And | am truly sorry for it."

"Thetwins™" hesaid. "They put you up to this. They wanted me gone."

"Madrigd did," Laraconfirmed. "Madeine didn't particularly care, but she has dwaysindulged
histantrums. And smply put, | needed their support morethan | did yours."

Thomas took another deep breath and nodded. " Things might change later."

"l hope s0," Larasaid. "But for now, thereis nothing else | can do. Don't approach me openly
again, Thomas. Don't vidit. Don't claim Raith as your home. Lose the credit cards, and don't try to touch
your accounts. Y ou've got something tucked away?"

"A little" he said. "The money doesn't métter."

Lara set her orange juice down and leaned back in her seet. "But Justine does,” she said.

"Y es. Madrigal would loveto get his hands on her.”

"Hewon't," sheresponded. "l swear it to you, Thomas, that | will keep her safe with me. | can
do that much for you, at least.”

Something eased out of Thomass shoulders. "How is she?'

"Digant,” Larasaid. "Very vague and distracted. But happy, | think. She speaks of you at times.”

"Youll ..." Hisfacetwisted in distaste.

"Actudly, no," Larasad.

Thomas frowned at her.

"Why don't you go see her," Lara suggested, and nodded toward alower portion of the garden,



where| could see Justine, in her wheelchair, sketching something on a pad across her | ap.

Thomasroselike ashot, then visibly forced himsdlf to dow down, and went down the winding
pathto thegirl, leaving me donewith Lara.

"Heredly doesn't belong here, you know," shesaid. "Like Inari."

"How isshe?'

"Intraction,” Larasaid. "In aroom with her boyfriend at the hospital. Heisn't in much better
shape. They'redwaystaking, laughing." She 9ghed. "It'sgot dl thesgnsof love. | spoketo her, aswe
agreed | would do. | don't think Inari will be one of us after al. She said something about doing feng shui
inCdifornia”

"l didn't know she knew martid arts," | said.

Larasmiled alittle, watching Thomas. He was knedling beside Justine, looking at her sketches
and talking. She looked weak but ddlighted, like when they take termind kidsto Disneyland on thosetalk
shows. It warmed the heart at the sametime it wrenched it. | didn't like the way it made mefedl.

"Just to be up-front with you, Lara," | said, "I don't trust you.”

She nodded. "Good."

"But we've got a hostage crisis on our hands.”

"Of what sort?'

"Family secrets. Y ou know mine about Thomas."

Her eyes were unreadable. "Y es. And you know about my father."

"If you spout off about Thomas, | spout off about your dad. We both lose. So | think it would be
best if we agreed to truce of mutual honesty. Y ou don't haveto like me. Or agree with me. Or help me.
But be honest and you'll get the same from me. If I'm about to go hostile, I'll tell you that our truceis
over. You do the same. It'sgood for both of us.”

She nodded dowly and then said, ™Y our word on it then?”

"My word. Yours?

"Yes. Y ou have my word."



We both tucked into breskfast then, in silence.

Half an hour later Thomas rose, leaned down, and brushed hislips againgt Justine's cheek. He
stood up rather aoruptly, then turned and hurried away with tense, pained motions. He didn't ook back.
As he approached, | got agood look at his face.

Hislipswere burned and blistered. He walked past us asif we weren't there, his eyes distant.

"Hewas awaysaromantic." Larasghed. "She's protected. Thelittleidiot should never have let
himsdlf fed so much for prey. It wasthat last time together that did it, | imagine.”

"Had to go both ways."

"Greater love hath no man,” Lara agreed.

Weleft. Thomasand | got into the Beetle and | asked him, "Y ou okay?"

His head was bowed. He didn't say anything.

"| asked after Inari,” | said.

His eyes moved toward me, though he didn't lift his head.

"She'sin traction. And she'sin love. Gonna be weeks before she and Bobby are going to get to
do anything. No crimes of passon.”

"She'sfree" Thomas said.

" egh”

"Good." After aminute he added, "No one should haveto be like the Raiths. Destroying the
people you care about the mogt.”

"You didn't destroy her. And | think Lararedly will protect her."

He shrugged, his expression dark.

"Y ou dept much since Saturday ?!

"No."

"Y ou need to rest and | need adog-ditter. I'll drop you a my place. I'll run errands. Y ou drink
Mac's beer until you crash on my couch. Well figure out what you do next when you're rested. Okay?"

"Okay," hesaid. "Thank you."



| took him back to my apartment and spent the rest of the morning trying to collect on billsafew
people still owed me. | didn't have much luck. | spent the rest of the day applying for loans, and had even
lessluck. Bank guys get so hung up about things like bad credit histories and people who fill inthe
"occupation” blank of the application with wizard. | guessit could have been worse. | could have been
filling out the reason the loan was needed with pay off mercenary for services rendered.

By the end of the day, my hand hurt so badly that it had begun to cut through the painkillers, and
| was exhausted. On the way out of the last bank, | forgot what my car looked like for aminute. | missed
my street and had to drive around the block, but | missed it the second time, too. | managed to get home
before | completely lost sentience, staggered past Thomas and Mister and the puppy asleep on the
couch, and collapsed onto my bed.

When | woke up, it was Tuesday morning.

| found mysdf nervoudy looking around for the bright red dot of alaser sSight to appear on my
nose while | was in the shower with a plastic trash bag over my bandaged hand. | got dressed, got on the
phone, and cdled Kincaid's number, then waited for him to return the call.

It took less than three minutes. "It's Dresden,” | told the phone.

"l know. How's the hand?’

"l saw thisgreat Swiss Army prosthesiswith al these different attachments, but my hopes got
crushed. I'm keeping the origindl .”

"Damn shame," Kincaid said. "Y ou need another contract?'

"Wanted to talk about the last one," | said. "Uh, | mean, | know you said Tuesday, but I'm ill
getting some assets turned into cash.” | wasn't lying to him. | hadn't sold all my used paperbacks yet, or
dipped into my comic collection. "l need alittle moretime.”

"What are you talking about?"

"Time. | need moretime."

"For what?'

"To get your money," | said, leaving out theword dolt. See?| can be diplomatic.



"The money got here hours ago.”

| blinked.

"Y ou can pay metwiceif you like," Kincaid said. "'l won't op you. Anything else?'
"Uh. No. | don't think so0."

"Dont cal meagainif it isn't busness." He paused. "Though | want to give you a piece of

advice"
"What'sthat?' | asked, cleverly hiding my confusion.
"She went down pretty easy,” Kincaid said. "Mavra, | mean."
"Y eah. 'Cause of your groovy cutting-edge vampire-hunting wegpon, | guess. Thanks."
"Itspadfor,” hesad. "But | mostly gaveit to you to make you fed better. And to make sure
you didn't shoot me by accident.”

"What about what you said about how cool aweapon it was?'

"Dresden. Come on. It'sapaintbal gun. Mavras world-class bad news. | expected it to chew
gpart newbie vamps, sure. Y ou think Mavrawould have tottered on out of the smoketo let you kill her?
Nice and dramatic like that? If you buy that one, | got abridgeto sdll you."

| got asick, sinking littlefeding in my ssomach. "It washer," | said.

"How do you know?" he asked.

"Well. Because. . . she was wearing the same outfit,” | said. "Son of abitch. That soundsredlly
lame, even to me. One corpse looks alot like another. It could have been adecoy.”

"Could," he said. "' So my adviceto you, Dresden. Watch your back."

"Gee. Thanks"

"No charge." He paused for a second as someone spoke in the background, then said, "Ivy says
to tell your kitty hello for her." He hung up.

| put the phone down, thoughtful. When | turned around Thomas was sitting up on the couch.
Silently he offered me the business card with Kincaid's account number and the amount of the bill onit.

"Found it inthelaundry,” hesaid.



"You didn't haveto do that," | said.

"I know," hereplied.

"Y ou redly havethat much money?'

He shook his head. "Not anymore. That was pretty much everything I'd set aside. | hadn't made
alot of plansfor independence. | figured I'd either be dead or running things. I've got abouit fifty bucksto

| sat down on the couch. The puppy snuffled mewith his nose and wagged histall in greeting.

"Where are you going to go?" | asked.

"I don't know," he said. "Guess | can do what my cousin Madriga does: find somerich girl." He
grimaced. "'l don't know what to do."

"Look," | said. "You redly saved my ass. Crash herefor awhile"

"l don't want charity."

"Itisn't,” | said. "Think of that money transfer asarent payment. Y ou can have the couch until
you get your feet under you again. It'll be crowded, maybe, but it isn't forever.”

He nodded. "Y ou sure?'

"Sure”

Later Thomas went to the grocery store and | went down to thelab to talk to Bob. | filled himin
on events.

"You're sure?' Bob asked. "It was He Who Walks Behind?'

| shivered. "Y esh. Thought I'd killed him."

"Walkersaren't killable, Harry," Bob said. "When you tore him up before, it banished him from
the mortal realm. Might have hurt him, made him take time to hed up. But he'sill out there.”

"That'scomforting,” | said. | unwrapped my burned hand.

"Yuck," said Bob.

"Can you see anything about the injury?' | asked.

"Burned mesat and nerve damage, lookslike" Bob said. "Hmm, | think it still has reflexes, though.



| bet you could useit alittleif you did it without thinking about it."

| frowned. "You'reright. | think I did during the fight with Raith. But look at this™ | opened my
diff fingerswith my right hand.

There was unburned flesh there, just as the doctor had observed. What he didn't know was that
the unharmed flesh wasin the shape of asigil in angdic script—the name of one of the Fallen angels.
Specificdly, the same entity imprisoned in an ancient Slver coin, at that very moment trapped under two
feet of concrete and half a dozen warding spells on the far side of the lab.

"Lascid," Bob said. Hisvoicewasworried.

"| thought she was locked up. | thought she couldn't touch me from there, Bob."

"She can't,” Bob said, bewildered. "I mean, that's impossible. There's no way she should be able
to reach out from there."

"Sounds kind of familiar,” | muttered. | wrapped up my hand again. "But that'swhat | thought
too. And my staff isacting weird. When | start to run power through it, I'm getting excess heat. The runes
gart glowing like embers and there smoke curling up out of them. Seemed like my workings with the staff
were coming out alot bigger than | wanted, too. Did I blow something on the preparation?’

"Maybe," Bob said. "But, uh. Wdll, it sounds alot like Hellfire. | hear that some of the Fallen
redly loveit.”

"What?"

"Héllfire," Bob said. "Uh, it's sort of an aternate power source. Not a pleasant one, but man, you
could redly turbocharge violent spdlswith it."

"l know what Hellfireis, Bob."

"Oh. Right. Why are you using it then, Harry?"

| said through clenched teeth, "I don't know. | didn't mean to. | don't know what the hell isgoing

"Hell," Bob said. "Heh. Y ou made with the funny, boss."

| had involuntary accessto Hellfire. How had that happened?



Lascid'ssgil on my left palm was the only cool spot on my burning hand.

Hell'sbdlls. | shook my head and headed for the ladder back up.

Asl left Bob sad, "Hey, Harry?!

"Yesh?'

The orange lightsin the skull glowed eagerly. "Tell me again about Murphy's ass.”

Thomas came back from the store later that day. " Got the puppy abowl and a collar and food
and so on. Nicelittle guy. Red quiet. Don't think I've heard him whine at dl." He touded the puppy's
ears. Y ou decide on aname?"

The puppy cocked his head to one side, earstilted up with interest, dark little eyes on my face.

"l never said | waskeeping him," | said.

Thomas snorted. "Y esh. Right."

| frowned down at the puppy. "He'stiny. HeE's grey. He doesn't make much noise,” | said after a
minute. | dropped to aknee and held my hand out to the little dog. “"How about Mouse?"

Mouse bounced straight up in afit of eager puppy joy and romped over to lick my hand and
chew gently on one of my fingers.

Thomas amiled, though it wasalittlesad. "l likeit," he said.

We dtarted putting groceries away, and it was the strangest fedling. | was used to being alone.
Now there was someone elsein my personal space. Someone | didn't mind being there. Thomaswas dl
but a stranger, but at the same time he wasn't. The bond | sensed between us was not made weaker by
being inexplicable, no less absolute for being illogical.

| had afamily. Hdll, | had adog.

Thiswas ahuge change. | was happy about it, but at the sametime | redlized that it was going to
be abig adjustment. My place was going to be pretty crowded, pretty fast, but once Thomas got into his
own gpartment, it would be more normal. | don't think either one of us wanted to be tripping al over
each other every time we turned around.

| felt mysalf smiling. It looked like life waslooking up.



| had started feeling allittle crowded aready, sure. But | took a deep breath and brushed it back.
Thomas wouldn't be here too long, and the dog was certainly alot smadler than Miter. | could handlea
little claustrophobia

| frowned at a giant green bag and asked Thomeas, "Hey. Why did you get large breed Puppy

Chow?'

Verson history and scanner'sinfo

Verson 1.0—scanned, OCR'd and spell-checked from mass-market paperback first edition.
Thisisthe sxth in my complete series of Dresden Files scans.

Version 2.0 —September 6, 2004—proofread and corrected by The Ghiti from first printing
(deadtree release date: August 1, 2004). Sorry this one took so long. | thought | had pre-ordered it from
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Other Entertainment

For Harry Dresden, Chicago's only professiond wizard, there have been worse assignments than
going undercover on the sat of an adult film. Dodging flaming monkey poo, for ingtance. Or going
leaf-to-leaf with awalking plant mongter. Still, there's something more troubling than usual about his
newest case. The film's producer believes he's the target of asinister entropy curse—but it's the women
around him who are dying, in increasingly spectacular ways.

Harry's doubly frustrated because he got involved with this bizarre mystery only asafavor to
Thomas, hisflirtatious, self-absorbed vampire acquaintance of dubious integrity. Thomas has a persond
dakein the case Harry can't quite figure out, until hisinvestigation leads him straight to Thomas's
oversexed vampire family. Harry's about to discover that Thomass family tree has been hiding ashocking

secret: areveation that will change Harry'slife forever.



