Color-- -1- -2- -3- -4- -5- -6- -7- -8- -9-

Text Size- 10-- 11-- 12-- 13-~ 14-- 15-- 16-- 17-- 18-~ 19-- 20-- 21-- 22-- 23~ 24

Nightlife
Rob Thurman

Contents

Prologue
Chapter One
Chapter Two
Chapter Three
Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six
Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chepter Twelve
Chapter Thirteen
Chapter Fourteen
Chapter Fifteen
Chapter Sixteen
Chapter Seventeen
Chapter Eighteen
Chapter Nineteen
Chapter Twenty
Chapter Twenty-one
Chapter Twenty-two
Chapter Twenty-three
Chapter Twenty-four
Chapter Twenty-five



javascript:BGColor('white')
javascript:BGColor('lightgrey')
javascript:BGColor('silver')
javascript:BGColor('beige')
javascript:BGColor('antiquewhite')
javascript:BGColor('navajowhite')
javascript:BGColor('wheat')
javascript:BGColor('burlywood')
javascript:BGColor('tan')
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\

DEAR OLD DAD

Therewas asound at the window. It wasn't terrifying; it wasn't supernatural. Hell, it wasn't even scary. It
was just a polite tap. One-two. Light and restrained. Y our friend for the summer, your best pa at
schoal... just passing by, you know? It was argpping rich with familiarity and goodwill. Hey, buddy,
whatcha up to?

So | looked up without dlarm at the window that hung at the end of my bed. For a split second | forgot
that | didn't have any friends since we moved. | didn't know anyone out here and no one lived close
enough to be merdly passing by.

Except family.

It hung outlined in the window by a scrubbed and shining lunar light. One hand was splayed on the glass
with long thin fingers and skin as pae asthe moon. A narrow, pointed face grinned a me with athousand
needle teeth and the predatory cheer of afox in ahenhouse, Santed dmond-shaped eyes glowed with
sullen reds, scarlet asblood. Tapered ears pressed flat to the skull, and long hair as fine as milkweed
shimmered inthe air like acorona Thefinger tapped again, the naill ametdlic ticking againgt the glass,
and avoice spoke. It was a serpent’s hiss wrapped around the wet crunch of gargling glass. One word.
Just one. It was enough.

"Mine..."
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Prologue

People... they do the craziest shit.

Yeah, | know. It's not the most elegant observation. But considering | was making it with a knife
blade buried in my stomach, kudos to me. Although | had to say that it didn't hurt as much as|
would've expected. In fact it didn't hurt at all. It just felt cold... cold and numb, like | had a
bellyful of ice water.

It was the touch of a much warmer liquid on my fingers that let me know differently. It was blood.
My blood. | tightened my hand over the one that held the knife handle. The blood covered both of
our hands, his and mine. He had actually doneit... stabbed me. Not that that was the crazy part.
It wasn't, not by a long shot. No, the crazy part, the howling-at-the-moon madness bit was that he
had tried so hard to avoid it. But wasn't that my brother all over? Honest, loyal, all but rolling in
integrity. Too good for his own good. But, hell, in the end, too good for my good as well.

"Well," | said ruefully. "Look at that." Then my knees buckled and | dropped to them, sliding off
the blade as easy as you please. There was the kiss of metal and then only gaping emptiness as |
fell. Letting go of his hand, | covered the wound in my abdomen. It was strange, how the blood
was so warmwhile | felt all but frozen. | looked up into eyes the same color as mine, pale gray as
awinter sky. Curling up the side of my mouth, | gave him a half smile. "My mistake. | guess you
have the balls after all. Good for you, big brother."

The blade dropped from his hand to clatter on the floor with the metallic, ringing peal of a bell.

"What? No souvenir?" | asked curiously. The words came out slurred and thick, heavy and
fading. Like me. Fading and fading fast. A morning mist dissipating in the rising sun. A broken
bird plunging from the sky. A scuttling dark thing fleeing the light of day. $hit, | should've been
writing some of this down. Dying really brought out the poet in me.

| heard the gate close, a thunderous and oddly final sound that threatened to bring the building
down. The walls shook with a peculiar rippling effect that rose fromfloor to ceiling, and plaster
and metal began dropping like rain. If you had to go, might as well go out with a bang. "Better
run, Chicken Little. The sky'sfalling." Fairy-tale words with a predator bite. They weren't deep,
not meaningful, but they had teeth. And like any good predator | wanted to go out with the sweet
taste of blood in my mouth.

Naturally he didn't run. Heroes don't do that. And apparently neither do brothers. Hands gripped
me and | was flung over a shoulder in a fireman's carry before | could even take a swing at him.
Of course, that was making the assumption | had enough life left in me to make a fist. As
assumptions went, they didn't come much bigger. Then he was running, jolting me up and down.
Behind us | could see the monsters boiling in frustration, rushing at where the gate hung,
impenetrable. Thistime it was closed for good and they knew it. To a one every narrow, pointed
face turned in our direction, every molten-lava eye seething with bloodlust and a poisonous, black
hatred. Like an ocean wave they came after us, a riptide of murderous intent. Monsters, they



didn't handle disappointment well. | should know. | was one.

Chapter One

Mogt kidsdon't believein fairy taesvery long. Once they hit Sx or seven they put away "Cinderella’ and
her shoefetish, "The Three Little Pigs’ with their violation of building codes, "Miss Muffet" and her
well-shaped tuffet—all forgotten or discounted. And maybe that'stheway it hasto be. To surviveinthe
world, you have to give up the fantasies, the make-bdieve. The only troubleisthat it'snot al
make-believe. Some parts of thefairy tesare dl too redl, dl too true. There might not be a Red Riding
Hood, but thereisaBig Bad Wolf. No Snow White, but definitely an Evil Queen. No obnoxioudy cute
blond tots, but a child-eating witch... yesh. Oh yesh.

There are monsters among us. There dways have been and there dways will be. I've known that ever
since | can remember, just like I've dways known | was one. Well, haf of one anyway. And regardiess
of what inherited nastiness| might have on theinsde, on the outside | wasdl human. In fact Niko had
said, and pretty damn frequently, that | had more human quditiesthan | had good sense. He never
hesitated to remind me that no matter how god-awful | thought my problemswere, | was till his
punk-ass kid brother. If | wanted to beat up on mysdlf, I'd have to go through him first. Niko was such a
Boy Scout—abeit onewith alethd turn and aMerit Badge in deadly weapons.

Niko, for al hisfascination with sharp, pointy things, didn't have adrop of monster blood in him. Of
course hisfather could barely be classfied as human in my book, but technicaly the man met the
definition. Worthless bastard. Niko had been two weeks old when his dear old dad had taken off. He'd
seen him no more than three timesin hisentirelife. There were some true parenting skills at work. Three
times. Hell, I'd seen my father more than that.

Y eah, I'd seen mine at least once amonth. It watched me. There were no father-and-son chats, no
invitesto see the mongter cousins, no interaction of any sort. There was just a shadowed figure lurking in
an alley as| passed. Or maybe a slhouette with lithe, snuous lines and sharp, sharp teeth cast against my
window at night. Of course, it wasnt like it was wearing anametag that said "Dad" on it or leaving me
birthday presents topped with abow tied by unnaturaly long, clawed fingers. | had no proof it was my
demonic sperm donor, but come on. When your mother is quick to tell you you're afregk, an
abomination that should've been aborted on cheap bathroom tile, you haveto think. .. why else would
this mongter be stalking me? Funny, that monster had more interest in me than my mother ever had.

Over theyears| got used to it, the shadowing. A couple of times| tried to gpproach it—out of curiosity,
or amorbid death wish, who knew? But it dways disappeared, melting into the darkness. Mostly | was
relieved. It was one thing to be part monster, another atogether to embrace that less-than-Mayflower
heritage. Then when | wasfourteen that all changed. After that, | didn't look for mongters.

| ran from them.

Actudly we ran from them, Niko and I. For four yearsthat felt more like forty, weran. Ran until it wasa
way of life. It wasn't the kind of life Niko deserved. But did he listen to me when | told him so? Shit.
Hardly. My brother had made a career out of trying to protect me. Talk about your minimum-wage,
no-benefits occupations.

Sort of like the one | had now, | thought glumly. Dumping the mop back in the battered bucket, | swirled
it around oncein the gray foul-smelling water, then flopped it back on the scarred wooden floor. You'd



be amazed a how much vomit abarful of drunks could produce. | was, at first. Now | was just amazed
at how damn long it took to clean it up. It was rather ironic that the fake 1D that aged me up from
nineteen to twenty-one had me cleaning up acohoalic chunks rather than spewing them mysdif.

"Cd, I'm heading out. Close up for me?”

| cast ajaundiced look over my shoulder. Good old "Close up for me" Meredith. Y ou could aways put
your faith in he—that is, the faith that she would leave you high and dry to duck out early. "Yeah. Yeah."
| waved her off. One day I'd tell her to bite me and stick around to do her job, but | was guessing that
day would come when she was wearing atop that was alittle lesstight or a shade lesslow-cut. "Want
meto walk you out?"

"No, the boyfriend's outsde." Shetugged at my short ponytail as she headed toward the door. " See you
tomorrow." And then she was gone, her long cascading red hair and curving figure lingering in the air to
dazzle the eyelike afluorescent afterimage. Meredith was al about alook. Sheld sculpted hersdf with
the passion and precision of any artist. | doubt that even she had aclue what her origina hair color
was—or her origind breast size, for that matter. She was awalking, talking advertisement for better living
through plastic surgery.

And despite 99 percent of it being artificia, it was adamn good body. Fantasizing about it made the
unpleasant chore of mopping up human bodily fluids passalittle fagter. | actudly didn't mind pulling
"close up” duty at the bar. After bartending al night it was kind of nice to be surrounded by nothing but
Slence and empty space. | was beginning to think working a abar was ruining my gppreciation of a
good party. Drunk people were starting to lose their charm; hell, they were even starting to lose their
comedic ways. Y ou can watch awasted guy fall off abarstool and crack his head open only so many
timesbeforeit'sjust not funny anymore. Well, not as funny anyway.

At the moment the bar was quiet. It was acomforting quiet, the kind that wrapped around you like the
thickest of fleecy blankets sold at stores you couldn't even afford to walk through the front door of. It
wasnice... peaceful. It was also dangerous and Niko would kick my assif ever | didn't recognize that.
Being done, being distracted, that al added up to being awalking, talking target. | was afugitive, hunted,
and not for one minute, one second, could | forget that. Other things I'd forgotten, in abig way, but never
that. Putting away the mop, | finished locking up and ended up on the sidewalk about four thirty. Even at
that late hour the streets of New Y ork weren't totally empty, but they were sparser... for afew hoursthe
road lesstraveled. With the chill of October dready aviciousbiteintheair, | zipped up the battered
black leather jacket I'd picked up from a street vendor in Chinatown for twenty-five bucks. A knockoff
of aknockoff, but al | cared about wasthat it let me blend in with the night.

Keeping my hand in my pocket and firmly gripping adeadly little present Niko had given me, | walked
home. It wasn't too far, about five blocks over to Avenue D. It wasn't the best part of town by any
means, but neither were we the best type of people. | kept my eyes open and my senses as sharp as
those of any rabbit that smelled the wolf. Although to give mysdlf some credit, | was arabbit with teeth.
Not to mention one hdluvakick. Thistime, however, | made it back with no sign of anything with claws,
molten eyes, or ahunger for my blood—agood night in my book. Niko and | lived in an older gpartment
building, pretty run-down but not acomplete dum. Depending on your definition. The front door hed
been secure at some point intime, | suppose, but now it usualy hung gar by afew inches, the
gap-toothed grin of adirty old man. | took the stairs up, seven stories, grumbling and cursing under my
breath. There wasn't an elevator; gpparently our landlord considered housing laws not exactly a
must-read. Not that it mattered. Even if there were one, it probably wouldn't work and if it did, an
elevator was no placeto be trapped. A meta box of guaranteed death for someone on the run, Niko had
said on occasion. And as my brother had absolutely no talent or inclination for exaggeration, | tended to



stay out of eevators. Picturing what might drop through the roof or burrow through the floor wasn't the
kind of thought I liked to entertain. Making my way down the hal to our door, | did the key into the lock
and opened the door to adark room. Finding the roughly aged plagtic of the light switch with my fingers,

| flipped it on.
Nothing happened.

The lightbulb could be burned out; that's what your average person would think. Not me. Instantly |
shrugged out of my jacket; the rustle of the leather would do its best to give me away before | moved an
inch. | letit dip to thefloor as slently as possible and then did dong thewall, dow step by dow step.
The plaster was cool even through my shirt, alight trace of ice against my spine as| listened and listened
hard. There was no sound, not the brush of afoot against the floor, not the single sigh of an exhaed
breath. But something wasthere. | didn't need to spend $2.99 a minute on Miss Cleo to know that. |
crouched dightly and started a cautious pass with my arm through the pitch-black air before me. Not a
good idea.

A grip as unbreakable as any bear trap snared my wridt. It pulled me away from thewall, virtudly off my
feet. Something hard hit mein the pit of my ssomach and | flipped to land forcefully on my back, the air
exploding painfully out of my lungs. An iron pressure was gpplied to my throat and a sibilant voice hissed,
"Any last words, dead man?"

| coughed, sucked in aragged breath, then drawled hoarsely, " ou are such an asshole, Niko. You
serioudy need to invest in ahobby."

"Keeping you aiveis my hobby. It certainly doesn't appear to be yours." There was a sharp clap and the
lights flared on. Wonderful. We now had clap-on, clap-off technology in our midst. All the better to
illuminate my humiliaton.

| scowled and batted in annoyance at the long blond braid that hung down in my face. "1 dready havethe
one side of my family out to put mein abox or worse. Isit too much to ask you stop playing Cato?"

"Yes, itis" With an automatic shrug he flipped the braid back over his shoulder and stood. "And
Inspector Clouseau would certainly be a better student than you.” Holding out a hand to me, he asked
pointedly, "And where exactly isthat knife | gave you?

| took the hand and let him pull meto my feet. "In my jacket pocket." Gray eyes shifted to the puddle of
leather by the door, and pale eyebrows rose skyward in silent but potent disapprova. "Y eah, well, a
least with it over there I'm not tempted to make like a Cuisinart al over your scravny ass.”

"Quitethethreat,” he said dryly. "I'm sure you are the terror of Girl Scouts everywhere." He brushed the
dust from hisblack turtleneck and pants with afastidious hand. "L ock the door, Cd. Let's not make it
any easer for the Grendd s than we haveto.”

Nameswere funny things. They meant things.... no matter how much you might deny it, no matter how
much you might want to believe they were chosen a awhim. Niko had come up with the name
"Grendels." It wasn't enough he was a blond Bruce Lee, but he was smart as hell too. One reading of
Beowulf in the sixth grade and held labeled my stalkers Grenddls. I'd been only in the first grade mysdlf,
five yearsyounger than Niko, so it hadn't meant much to me a thetime. But Grendelsthey became; after
al, monsterswere monsters.

Of course now | wasjust three years younger than my butt-kicking big brother. Wasn't that atrick?

"Cdiban" was ahdluvanametoo. Nice labd to put on akid, right? Mom might have lived in adark,



cramped one-room apartment over atattoo parlor. She might've told fortunes for aliving, ripping off the
naive, the desperate, the flat-out stupid. And she might have been as quick with adap asshewasto tilt a
bottle of cheap wine. But one thing you could give her credit for, she knew her Shakespeare. The
Tempest's Cdiban, born of awitch and ademon. Half mongter... adouching nightmare of a cresture
tainting everything he touched.

Gee, thanks, Mom. Y ou redly knew how to make aboy fed specid.

| locked the door and headed toward our bathroom, saying with agrin, "What're you still doing up? Y ou
know al good little ninjas should bein bed, visons of homicida sugarplumsdancing in their heads.”

With agrunt of resignation Niko retrieved my jacket from the floor. It hung from the point of one of his
many, many blades until he draped it over the back of our battered sofa. "They're not completely
homicidal.” Hislipstwitched with amusement. He followed me down thetiny hall, leaned with casud
grace againg thewall, and folded hisarms. "And | had alast-minute scheduling for bodyguard duty. An
off-off-off-Broadway actresswho imagines hersdf thetarget of aliterad army of sex-crazed salkers. It
was exhauding.”

"I'll bet." I gave him amock leer as| leaned over the bathroom sink. As| pulled the rubber band free
from my hair, the ruler-graight black strands fell forward against my face. Squeezing agenerous dollop of
toothpaste on my brush, | went to work, scrubbing and spitting. Niko had a casua business reationship
with an agency that provided bodyguards and security around the city. Actudly, the agency was one guy
with alot of contacts, some of which were even dmost legd. But it wasfair money and the pay was
grictly under-the-table. No taxes. No government. No trail for the Grendels. Not that | pictured a
Grendd in abow tie and spectacles climbing that corporate ladder or waiting on hisretirement. Still,
Grendels weren't above using humans, and most humans weren't above being used.

Niko watched me slently as| finished up, rinsing my mouth and then pulling off my shirt. | didhima
glance, alittleworried. "Okay, what?' When you've known someone al your life you don't need aneon
sgn to know when something iswrong. A faint shadow in hiseyes, adight flattening of his
mouth—something was bugging Niko.

He hesitated, then said quietly, "I saw onetoday."

Four words. That'sdl it took to have the ground disintegrating under my feet. Just four goddamn words.
| wadded up my shirt with suddenly clumsy fingers. "Oh." Articulate as aways. Hipping thelid down on
thetoilet, | sat, tossed the shirt into the sink, and started to untie my sneskers.

Niko moved closer, asolidly reassuring presence in the doorway. "It wasin the park. | was doing my
evening run."

"The park,” | repeated emotionlesdy. "Makes sense." Grendels, asfar aswe could tdll, didn't much care
for cities; they seemed to be more prevaent in rural areas, the woods, the creeks, the silent and sullen
hills. But New Y ork was one damn big place. Of dl the citieswed run to, thiswas the one where we
were bound to come across the occasional monster, Grendel, vampire, ghoul, boggle... whatever. One
Grendd in Centra Park should not acrapfest in your pants make, right? Right?" So we stay or go?"

He knocked ruminatively on the sink. Once, twice. "I think that perhaps we should stay, at least unless
we spot more. It's unlikely this one had anything to do with us.”

"Had?' | dragged a hand through my hair and fixed him with asuspiciouslook. "I'm no English mgor,
Nik, but that sounds like the past tense to me."



"It rather does, doesn't it?" he agreed mildly. Retrieving my shirt from the sink, he handed it to me. "Go to
bed. I'll take first watch.”

We were back to that, then. We'd done it dmost religioudly for the first year after | had come back
from... wherever. But after awhile we'd reverted to amore casua routine, and thank God for that. I'd
been perpetualy deep deprived that entire year. And | loved to deep. That's the definition of ateenager,
isntit? A comawith two legs and an endless appetite. Certainly being deprived of my God-given right to
ten hours anight made me cranky.

| grimaced, then nodded. "Okay. Wake mein four." Hitting my mattress hard, | rolled up in the blanket
and dropped off ingtantly, askill I'd never had to learn. | could deep anytime and anywhere. It wasa
good talent to have when you spent your life dodging monsters. Snatching minutes here and there was
sometimes the best you could hopefor.

On the other hand degp meant dreams, and dreams meant nightmares. Or memories. Asfar as| could
tell the two were interchangeable. | had some sheet rippers, no doubt, and | was betting Niko did too.
Of course hewould claim he didn't, that his disciplined mind was too well trained for such subconscious
antics. Begone nasty boogeymen; I, Niko the Magnificent, have spoken. Nik did have away of making
even utter bullshit sesem noble.

Y eah, | definitely took regular tours through nightmare city, and so far | hadn't figured away to fool

anyone about that. .. including mysdlf. It was aways the same, the dream. Maybe that should have given
me some warning; even adeep | should've had achanceto prepare... to brace mysalf. Never happened.
It started on the same note too, with the same fed, the same sweet taste of something bright and hopeful.

Waan't that a bitch?

| woke up before my four hours were up. Catapulted out of deep with a pounding heart and a sweat that
wouldve doneamdariavictim proud, | swallowed the taste of bile and gripped handfuls of the blanket
asif it were the only thing kegping me from plummeting into the abyss. Swinging my legs over the Sde of
the bed, | grabbed at the lamp and found it with practiced ease. Light bloomed in the room, but some
shadows remained. Right then even one was too many. | lurched to my feet and hit thewall switch. Every
time we spotted a Grendel. Every goddamn time.

In the dream | was fourteen again. A punk-asskid, but no worse than any other kid, | guess. | drank
some. Shoplifted afew times. Skipped school once or twice. Usud shit. | didn't fight, though. Ever. You
think you got it bad? Joe Junior whose daddy is an acoholic? Well, screw your dependency gene. Try
carrying abucketful of monster DNA. While you were worried about having atendency to have abeer
glued to your hand, | was more concerned with pulling out the still-beeting heart of the obnoxious asshole
who sat in front of mein homeroom. It hadn't happened yet, but you never knew. | never knew. It was
awaysthere, the potentia, whether | saw sgnsof it or not. | couldn't let mysdlf doubt that. | wouldn't let
mysdlf doubt it.

That day was different, though. A good day. Hell, agreat day. Niko had found a good job and a place of
his own, and we were moving out. Moving on. Niko wasin hisfirst year of sate college; held gotten a
full scholarship. He could've done better, alot better. But he'd wanted to stay close to home. Closeto
me, the demonic abatross around his neck. That was athought | kept to myself. | liked my ass enough to
want to keep it in one piece, and Niko would have been all too happy to put aboot up it if he even
suspected what | was thinking. But, hell, it was only what Mom told metime and time again. And if
anyone should know demons, it'd be her.

After dl, she had screwed one.



She wouldn't be sorry to see me go, my mom, SophiaLeandros. She wasn't precisely overflowing with
maternd ingtincts, even for her human son. It waslike those TV specids about animalsborn and raised in
captivity. The mothers had never seen babies born, had never had babies of their own, and had no idea
what to do with them once they did. They'd give the mewling wet little crestures adisgusted sniff and a
wary and disbelieving look, and off they'd go without a backward glance. Sometimes | imagine good old
Mom made it to the bar across the street before the nurse even finished toweling the birth blood off me.
The same went for Niko. She might have found him more acceptable, being human and dl, but she didn't
shower him with love and affection either... just alittle lessrevulsion.

S0, asthey say, | was more than ready to shake the dust off my shoes. More than ready to get away
from dark, dark hills and shadowy trees that could hide a thousand things. Grendels hadn't ever bothered
usover the years, they'd just watched. But it was better in town; there you saw only afew onceina
while. Infact it used to be only the one—Daddy dearest, 1'd been betting—but over time that had
changed. Dad had started bringing friends with him when he showed up to watch me. But out herein the
country | saw Grendels amost every day. Sometimes, after the sun went down, there were as many rapt
red eyesfloating in the twilight asthere werefireflies. It was... shit... creepy ashell. No matter that I'd
seen them al my life. One or two were bad enough. More than you could count was enough to make the
air freeze and fracture in your lungs.

Y eah, the city had been better, but Sophiahad lost her lease after running off most of her regular clients
through boozing. She'd also racked up afew debts that made a rel ocation to the country suddenly seem
desirable. And off we went to live the good life, the good life being a battered, rusting metd trailer
squatting on apiece of land far from the nearest neighbors. | didn't know who owned the land or the
trailer. I'm not even sure Sophiaknew. But shedd found it with a sixth sense honed by years of
scrounging, conning, and outright stealing. Wed been in thetin Tgg Maha now for dmost two months. |
was lucky it was summer because | had no idea where the nearest high school was and eveniif | had
known, there wasn't much chance abus came out thisway.

But today was the final day in the boonies. | was packing up the last of my shit in the best luggage
garbage bag companies made when Niko shifted weight on my worn mattress and grimaced. "Y ou can't
want to bring that, Cd, honestly."

"Cdliban," | corrected automaticaly. 1'd decided recently that | didn't want to be caled Cd anymore.
"Cdliban" meant mongter, and that'swhat | was. | had no intention of forgetting that, not for one minute.
Looking down at the sweatshirt wadded in my hand, | demanded, aggrieved, "Why not? It's my favorite
one. | wear it dl thetime."

He let the nameissue go for the moment. But | wasn't under any illusonsthat held give up. Hed give me
some space and if that didn't bring me around, held jump on mewhen | least expected it. | was never
going to be the poster child for mental hedlth, but Niko wasn't about to accept that. Returning to the
swesatshirt topic, he leaned over and poked afinger through aholein the shoulder of the shirt. "Yes, |
noticed that. It looks to have been amost favored to desth. Not to mention the color.”

"Purple? What have you got againgt purple?* | shoved the shirt into the bag and gave him awarning look.
Loveme, lovemy shirt.

"Only everything in the world, and that particular shade barely quaifiesasacolor. It'smoreavisua
assault.”

| grinned. " College boy with hisbig fancy words." | began to tie off the bag when the sound of shattering
glass came from outside the tiny bedroom. "Mom'sup,” | said, matter-of-fact.



"| didn't think there was anything breskable left in thisforsaken pit." A hand landed on my shoulder, a
steady and comforting grip. For thefirst timeinawhile| didn't grumble or try to shake him off like any
self-respecting, full-of-himself fourteen-year-old who knew he wastoo old to be treated like ababy. |
smply soaked up the warmth that sank through my shirt.

"Probably just aplate. Breaking's easier than washing, right?" | pulled another garbage bag out of the
box. The hand moved to my hair and mussed it without mercy.

"Consdering the way you wash them, it's probably more sanitary at any rate." He stood and moved past
me to the bedroom door. "Once moreinto the breach,” he exhaed ruefully. "Keep packing. Well be
leaving in an hour or s0."

And then weld give the phrase "Don't look back™ arun for itsmoney. As| finished up with my things, |
could hear Niko's quiet, calm voice and Sophia's durred one coming from the kitchen. To be more exact,
| heard every word spoken. Hell, the kitchen was barely twelve feet away; | didn't have much choice.

"Y ou two ill here?' came the uninterested voice. Once it had been asmoky blue velvet; now it wasa
threadbare polyester, raveled around the edges and stained with cheap whiskey. | thought it had been
one of the reasons she'd been such a successful fortune-teller. People paid not so much for what she
said, but more for how she said it. Even the most stupid and inane ™Y ou'll meet atal, dark stranger”
sounded seductive and mysterious when Sophia Leandros said it. Or it had once upon atime.

| had her voice. | also had her inky black hair and date gray eyes. No olive-tinted skin, though. | was
pale, Grendel pale. Mom had looked at me once when | was younger, about eight. It was astrange |ook,
one of repugnance mixed with areluctant pride. "Y ou're amonster, but you're a beautiful one," she had
said. Grest, | was an evil, squatting thing wrapped in shiny slver Christmas paper. Even at eight | hadn't
thought that was much of acompliment.

As| gathered up afew musty, used paperbacks, Niko's voice drifted into the room. "We'releaving as
soon aswe get Cal'sthings loaded into the car. It shouldn't belong." There was a pause and then he
added without any redl enthusiasm, "Will you bedl right?*

There was ahumorlesslaugh and the clink of icein aglass. "Without you and the demon spawn? Shit,
sweetheart, things could only get better."

And just likethat, before | even knew it, | was standing in the narrow doorway, my eyes on my
mother... afine upstanding woman whose reproductive system should've been removed at birth. She sat
at the lopsided rickety table with her hand curled around aglass. Black hair untouched by silver spilled
past her shoulders and onto ared silk robe that had seen better days, better years even. Eyes as polished
and cold as sted studied Niko as she half emptied the glassin two swalows. "Where's my money?"

| watched as Niko slently pulled awad of billsout of his pocket and laid it on the table. He'd been giving
money to Sophiasince hisfirgt job at fourteen. I'd have been expected to do the same, but out here there
were no jobs and since | was too young to drive, there was no way to get to them if there had been any.
She scooped up the cash and counted it with nimble fingers. "Keep it coming, puss, or our nosy little
monster comes back home with me. We al clear onthat?' Her gaze pinned mein the doorway for a
moment, and then | melted back into the gloom of the bedroom.

I'd wondered why Niko hadn't stopped giving her most of his paycheck when held moved off to college
and the dorm. But it was as |'d suspected. Sophia had us both over abarrel. | was only fourteen. She
didn't haveto let me go live with my brother, and the law would see it the same way. How the hell Niko
would manage to pay for an apartment while giving her practicaly al hismoney, | didnt haveaclue.
Even with me getting ajob there and helping out, it'd be tight. Redl tight. But the dorm room... it had



been part and parcel of the scholarship. No rent there. No younger brothers either.

Sitting on the bed, the mattress bowing beneath me, | took agood look at my pile of "luggage.” Suddenly
every bag looked like achain, aheavy one made exclusively to drag my brother down. Hed end up
quitting school to get a second job. Hed have to. He was smart asfriggin’ hell but there were only so

many hoursin theday.
Only so many chancesin alifetime.

| pulled the nearest bag to me and began to untie the knot at the top. A hand looped around my wrist and
squeezed tight enough to make me turn loose of the plagtic. "Don't even think about it or I'll put your
things up front and stuff you in thetrunk,” came the unruffled voice.

Niko. And hewas pissed. Niko kept his anger under rigid control and most people wouldn't have even
known it wasthere, but | knew. | could smell it every time. And not once, in al my life, could | remember
it ever being directed at me. Neither was it now.

"Y ou are not staying here. Not for any reason.” Eyes uncompromising on mine, he released me and retied
thebag. "It will bedl right, Cal. Well do just fine. | promiseyou.”

| wasn't too sure | bought that, but | did know one thing. Niko wasn't leaving me. For ayear I'd made do
with seeing him on the weekends, escaping Sophia only then. For ayear we'd planned and saved. But
the year was over and now, maybe, we would survive. Maybe it just took alittle faith. And if | was short
on that, it could be Niko might have enough for us both.

"Yeah?' | said with less skepticism than | was shooting for.

It didn't matter. Niko would've seen through it anyway. "Y eah,” he repeated, the side of his mouth curling
up faintly. "Of course, just fine means doing your homework, keeping our place clean and nest, helping
little old ladies across the Street, obeying my every sensibleword. .." There was more, but it waslost in
the pillow | used to whack him in the face,

That was when the dream aways took aturn for the worse.

It started with the car. It wouldn't start. Did that suck? Yes, it surdly did. Was| surprised? Hell, no. That
waslife. Y ou know that saying, right?"When life handsyou lemons..." Wéll, when it does you might as
well shove 'em where the sun doesn't shine, because you're sure as hell never going to see any lemonade.

Niko worked on the car for dmost four hours before he finaly got the cranky engineto turn over.
Slamming the hood down, he motioned for me to switch the engine off. Walking back to the window, he
wiped hishands on arag that had once been an old shirt of mine. "1 think we'd better spend the night and
leaveinthemorning,” he said rductantly. "It's running, but | would hate to bresk down hafway there at
midnight. A long walk doesn't begin to cover it."

| scowled and thumped the steering whed with the hedl of my hand. "Piece of crap,” | muttered, diding
down in the seat afew inches.

"Yes, wdl, two hundred and fifty dollars doesn't buy what it used to,” Niko commented wryly. "l
should've driven the Jag instead.”

So we were biding our time until the morning. It shouldn't have mattered; after al it wasjust one more
night. But getting out of Niko's beat-up car and walking back into thetrailer... it wasn't the best moment
I'd ever had. 1t was like drowning and then being pulled onto the boat only to get booted off the other
sde. In other words, it sucked.



Stll, I tried to keep it in perspective. One night, just one out of my entire life, it didn't amount to much. |
tried repeating that to mysdf afew timeswhile | was brushing my teeth in the tiny, cramped bathroom. |
left the lights off. Our eectricity had been cut off so many times, 1'd gotten used to doing most thingsin
the dark. As| bent down to rinse my mouth with water from my cupped hand, | thought | saw something
in the mirror. Something behind me, ashadow against the shadows. "Nik?" | turned, but there was
nothing but awadded towel hanging over the rack. The wrath of the evil terry cloth. .. boogety, boogety.
| snorted at myself and headed to bed. | lay on thefield of lumps masquerading as amattress and tried to
doze off without success. Big surprise. Eventually, too wired at the prospect of escape, | rolled over,
pounded the pillow afew times, and gave up on deep for awhile. | could hear Niko's dow, even
breathing from the next room, where he was adegp on the couch. Laid-back to the point of coma—that
was my brother. | was giving serious thought to getting abowl of warm water and seeing if the legends
were true, when another legend reared its ugly head. A darker legend, one that had shadowed me al my
life

It looked like its shadowing days were over.

Therewas asound at the window. It wasn't terrifying; it wasn't supernatural. Hell, it wasn't even scary. It
wasjust a polite tap. One-two. Light and restrained. Y our friend for the summer, your best pal from
schooal... just passing by, you know? Maybe you wanted to sneak out and smoke a cigarette or watch
the stars. It was arapping rich with familiarity and goodwill. Hey, buddy, whatcha up to?

So | looked up without larm at the window that hung at the head of my bed. For asplit second | forgot
that | didn't have any friends since we'd moved. | didn't know anyone out here and no one lived close
enough to be merdly passing by.

Nobody bt family.

The Grendd hung outlined in the window by a scrubbed and shining lunar light. One hand was splayed on
the glasswith long thin fingers and skin as pale asthe moon. A narrow, pointed face grinned at mewith a
thousand needle teeth and the predatory cheer of afox in ahenhouse. Slanted amond-shaped eyes
glowed with sullen reds, scarlet as blood. Tapered ears pressed flat to the skull, and long hair asfine as
milkweed shimmered inthe air like acorona. The finger tapped again, the nail ametalic ticking against
the glass, and avoice spoke. It was a serpent's hiss wrapped around the wet crunch of gargling glass.
Oneword. Just one. It was enough.

"Mine"

Theroiling-lavaeyeslooked down a me with more pride than I'd ever seen in my mother's. Or maybe it
wasn't pride so much as rabid avarice. I'd seen Grendels before, more timesthan | could count, but
never likethis. Never so close | could see the naked greed in the eyes, the poreless texture of the skin,
hear the utterly alien whigper.

Jesus Christ, my mom had fucked that?

| tried to swallow, but the saliva pooled in my mouth as al my muscles gave up the ghost and turned
instantly to overcooked spaghetti. My eyes were locked to the ones staring at me through the window as
ar duttered in and out of my lungs. Breathing was pretty much dl | was up for and even that was shaky.
The Grendd tilted its head and rasped again, "Mine." Gloating and complacent.

And ill | couldn't move. Thisthing, this monster, was claming measitsown and | couldnt movea

muscle, not agoddamn finger. That is, not until a palid hand burst through the glass and wrapped around
my neck. Sharp nails sank into my flesh, fastening tight like barbed hooks. That was when | rediscovered
movement in abig way. Y dling bloody murder, | threw myself back desperately. Flowing like water over



the jagged broken glassin the window frame, the Grende followed suit. It landed hard on my chest with
aweight that belied its dender frame. It easily weighed asmuch as| did. Tiny ditsflared abare inch from
my face asit inhaled deeply. It was sampling my scent, smelling me.

"Blood of my blood. Flesh of my flesh. Bresth of my bresth." | felt thewarm trickle of liquid on my neck
asthe shredding smile moved to my ear and murmured, "Timeto go home.”

| didn't yell thistime. | screamed. It was with pure, wordlessterror as| tore at the hand at my throat and
raised my knee up to push the Grendd away. | didn't budgeit, not an inch. In fact its other hand snared
my leg, and it felt like abear trgp. Suddenly, | waslifted into the air and then | wasflying throughiit. |
went through what was | eft of the window, glass and metal dashing a me. Hitting the ground hard, | felt
the smothering sensation of the air being forced from my lungs by the blow. | gasped, tryingtosuck ina
breath, as| managed to roll over on my back. The stars were out, dancing a duet with the brilliant moon.
For amoment | lost mysdlf in it, my thoughts dow and thick as molasses.

Then | heard Niko call my name. His normally calm voice had knotted into abarbwire ball of anguish and
fury. That cut through the fuzziness like aknife, and | managed to get my hands under meto push upto a
haf-reclining pogition. The world spun lazily, but | could still seethetrailer. Yeah, | could till seeand |
wouldve given anything at the moment to have been blind.

She stood in the doorway, Sophia... my mother. For one second, one moment outside time, shewas as
coldly beautiful as shed dways been. And then she was abonfire. Her nightgown burned on her, a
leaping red-and-yellow silk. Her flesh began to melt and blacken as her hair ignited in aglowing aurora. |
think she was screaming or maybe | was. Then she disappeared, falling back into the raging inferno of the
traler. The screams remained; they must have been mine. Sophiawas gone, but Niko... Niko, | didn't
see. | couldn't see him, and | couldn't hear him anymore.

| tore at the grass and dirt under me and managed to flip over onto my knees. | couldn't walk, but | could
crawl. And | did. I'd gone barely afew feet when hands on my armsand legsand in my hair jerked me
back. Grenddls, they were everywhere, on me, loping away from the burning trailer, ripping aholein the
velvety night. | kicked and swung my fists at the ones holding me back from thetrailer; | yelled for Niko
until my voice cracked. Beside metwo Grendels had done something to the air itsdlf. It had split
longways, aribbon of pulsating, corpse-gray light. It widened, stretched, and elongated until the night
itsedf had aragged holeiniit. | was still screaming Niko's name asthey dragged me towardsit. Screaming
his name even though | knew he was dead. Knew my brother, the only one who'd ever loved me, ever
gave ashit about me, was gone. He'd died not only for me, but also because of me.

| gave up. There was no reason not to. I'd tried; | couldn't fight them. | couldn't get away. And now...
now | didn't even want to. "My blood,” came the crooning at my ear as| was pulled dong. "My spawn.
Mine." Skin as cold as bone pressed against my cheek as nails sank deeper into my arms. It wasn't a
hole after dl. It was adoor, adoor to hell.

Daddy, true to hisword, took me home through it.

It was adream maybe, but not just adream. It had happened, dl of it. Fortunately, or unfortunately,
depending on your view, | didn't remember what had followed my being dragged through the gate. Niko
hed had tofill mein later.

He hadn't died. That was abig onein my book, no matter how he glossed over it. The biggest. Hed
managed to get out awindow in the back of thetrailer. HEd had some burns and some cuts from the
glass, but hed survived. Hed come running around the blazing trailer just in time to see me disgppear in
the midst of monsters. Therip had closed behind the Grendels and me, leaving Niko done. | was gone;



Sophiawas dead. It wasjust Niko and what ended up as a smoldering pile of melted plastic and metal.
Hedidn't leave, though. Didn't get in his car and drive away. Didn't cut his losses and redlize there wasn't
adamn thing he could do to help Mom or me. He stayed. God knows why. But he stayed, all alone. No
firemen came, no police. | guesswe'd lived so far out no one even spotted thefire.

Niko had sat on the grass where I'd vanished and he waited. For two days he watched and sat vigil. He
didn't give up on me. He never had, not from day one. So | guessit was no surprise he waited.

The surprisewasthat | actually came back.

On the second night in the same place a almost the sametime, | came spilling out of the darkness. Limp
and naked, | fell onto the grass, a panting, snarling mess. I'd growled like arabid wolf when Niko
dropped to his knees besde me. | might've taken achunk out of hisarmif | hadn't struggled past layers
of confuson and a smothering blanket of disorientation. But in the end I'd recognized him. It took me
only seconds even as whacked-out as | was. Took Niko awhilelonger to return the favor. 1t'd been only
two daysfor him.

For meit had been two years.

That'd been our best guess, of course. Wherever 1'd been, wherever the Grendels had taken me, time
was gpparently out to lunch. I'd dropped back into the world obvioudy older. My hair, once short, had
grown to my shoulders; | wastdler by inches, my shoulders broader. | was even going to bat with alittle
more wood than before. So there was one nice side effect to taking atime-bending trip through amnesia
hdl.

But | didn't remember asingle moment after having been shanghaied through the gate with the Grendels.
Nothing. That time was a darkness so deep and vast that | was hard put to even know it wasthere. If |

hadn't been so physically changed, | would've sworn | hadn't been gone at al. It was a memory 10ss so

pervasivethat | could barely recognize its presence.

If I was having some problems; it was ten times worse for Niko. He'd lost his mother and brother in one
fell swoop. Y eah, okay, Sophia hadn't been pulling down any mother-of-the-year awards. God knows,
we'd been more than happy to move out and leave her far behind. But hoping you never saw someone
againisadamn sight different from wishing them dead. There are easy ways and hard waysto go;
burning to death isin acategory dl itsown. Then | come back, an amnesiac, howling loony who hasno
idea he's been gone for any time, two days or two years. Not afun time for my brother. But he'd bucked
up, sucked it up, and gone on. He'd put mein some of his spare swests that he'd had in the trunk of his
car. None of my clothes, which had aready been packed into the backsedt, fit anymore. After | dressed
with clumsy, shaking motions, he checked me over. Pushing up the deeves on my borrowed swestshirt,
he'd looked at my arms with afixed gaze.

"I saw blood," he had said quietly. "When they took you. | saw blood on your arms, your neck.” With a
finger held touched the scars on my arm and then the ones on my neck. The puncture wounds were ugly,
but long hedled. "Jesus, C4d, it redly isyou.”

Pulled into a crushing hug, 1'd corrected numbly, "Caliban." Even Niko couldn't deny | was amongter
now, right?

"Cd, anything wrong?'

Wrong. Even after four years of running from Grendels, Niko had never once called me Cdiban. Never
once given in to my darkest interpretation of self. Damn Pollyanna. | stood in the doorway, stood in the



welcome light, and watched as Niko materiaized out of the darknessin the hall. "Four hours?" |
shrugged. "Who could deep that long? Go on to bed. I'm up for good." | punched him lightly inthearm
and grinned wearily. "Keep the snoring to aminimum, Cyrano. Can't hear the bad guysif you drown
themout.”

Niko had the nose of a Roman general. His profile was classic and clean and women always had aspare
look or three for my brother, but | wasn't about to ever admit that. Instead | came up with lots of
interesting names for him ("Cyrano” being the least offensive), and he loved each and every one of
them—if love could be expressed as a smack on the back of the head.

Thistime helet it go, and he let my obvious nighttime lie go too. He knew aswell as| what prompted it.
Heading for his quarter-bouncing, hospital-cornered, and-retentively made bed, he stripped down and
climbed under the covers. | didn't comment on the large knife he did under the pillow. Wedl have our
security blanketsin thisworld. Some are just sharper than others.

Chapter Two

When morning finally dragged itstired assin, | was making breskfast. My watch had passed without
incident. It'd been just me, an exceptiondly bright gpartment, and alingering nightmare.

"I'll take soy waffleswith fresh fruit." Niko, already dressed, stepped out of the hall ashe pulled his hair
back into aponytail that hung nearly to hiswaist. "And some freshly squeezed orangejuice, if you
please”

"Scrambled eggsand beer it is" | said matter-of-factly. "I guessit's my turn to make agrocery run, huh?"

"You could say that." Niko set the table with two plates, forks, and glasses. He a o retrieved the
ketchup from the fridge for me. "In fact you could say that for every week for the past two months." He
raised his eyebrows mockingly. "Not that I'm counting of course.”

"Uh-huh," I commented skeptically. Moving over to the table, | ladled out the eggs between the two
plates. Dumping the frying pan into the sink, | pulled achair out, turned it backward, and straddled it. A
nice hedlthy squirt of ketchup on the puffy yellow eggsand | was good to go. A glass of frothy white milk
was placed firmly in front of me. Narrowing my eyes, | mumbled around amouthful, " That doesn't look
likeaBud, Nik."

"Just think of it aswhite beer from abovine keg. Maybe that will help.” Niko sat and began to est his
eggsand drink hisown glass of cow juice. After swalowing, he clinked hisfork lightly againgt the plate.
"l wasthinking that after we eat we might go to Central Park and talk with Boggle, ask him about the
Grendd."

"Boggy?" | brightened and curled up the corner of my mouth with savage cheer. "Just talk? Couldn't we
kick some muddy asstoo? Doesn't hurt to stay in practice.” | might not be the deedly, precision fighter
that Niko was, but | could hold my own. Long gone were the days when I'd avoided fighting, afraid it
would bring out the monster half of me. After the Grendd s had taken meyearsago | had findly figured it
out. Y ou can't bring out something that's already snarling in the forefront.

Niko gave meafaintly reproving look. "Aslong as he's till only eating muggers theré's no need to
complicate matters." As| groaned in disappointment, he added casudly, "Unless, of course, he doesn't
cooperate with us."



"Heréshoping.” | sduted him with the glass of milk.

Y eah, mongters were everywhere. Considering the world we lived in, that wasn't all that surprising. But it
was astounding that most people didn't have afrigging clue. The mongters were there for anyone who just
opened his eyes and looked. But ignoranceis bliss and there were hillions of blissful peoplein thisworld.
Regardless, it was mind-blowing to be on the street and see aghoul dinking aong in the shadows or a
werewolf cheerfully ignoring the curb law and absolutely no one noticing. Once | saw agrinning lupine
haf again bigger than any wolf on Anima Planet trotting down the sdewak and checking out the nightlife.
And nobody thought that was somewhat out of the ordinary? | even saw one pudgy animal lover chasing
after it to check it for an ID tag. Maybe stupidity was ademon dl itsown.

In the park the chill of last night'sair had mellowed to a brisk autumn cool. Niko and | jogged dong a
path for nearly twenty minutes before cutting through the woods to a more secluded area—agrassy,
marshy spot where thick pale brown dudge coagulated into amud-hole only apig could love. Or a

boggle

| leaned againgt atree, folded my arms, and whistled two notes. "' Ding-dong, Boggy. Y ou've got vistors.
Rise and shine." The mud remained placid and unmoving. There was the sound of meta being unsheathed
as Niko wordlesdy drew a short wide blade the length of hisforearm. He kept the shegth strapped
between his shoulder blades under his clothing. " See, Boggy?' | drawled. ™Y ou've made Niko cranky.
That's not anicething to do. Not especially smart either." Moving away from the tree, | stepped to the
edge of the dime and crouched down, arms resting on my upper legs. "I know you're there, Bog. | can
smell you. I'm like my dad that way."

Two softbal-gzed yelow orange eyes blinked lazily from the mud. A deep voice rumbled and gurgled
duggishly. "Y ou're an asshole that way too. Ain't that a coincidence?’

| had no idea.how long boggleslived, but | was betting it was adamn long time. This piece of land hed
been Bog's home long beforeit'd been called Central Park. | guess that's how held picked up his New
Y awk accent—from the various joggers, in-line skaters, and mugger lunchables. Rocking back on my
hedls, | snorted. "No geneticsinvolved there. I'm an assholein my own right. Don't ever doubt that."

The mud boiled and cascaded off massive shoulders as Boggle lurched upward. " Shit. When you bust my
balsevery timel turn around? Not friggin' likely." Upright he stood over eight feet, amassve hulking
figure covered in 0ozing brown liquid and encrusted with petrified mud. Neckless, his head melted into
his shoulders. Hislipless mouth was full of large serrated teeth that angled backward like that of a shark.
Each platter-sized hand was equipped with two fingers, athumb, and thick black claws that stabbed
outward to the length of nearly ten inches. Quite the specimen, our Boggy. A delicate dewdrop. A
hothouse flower. A giant litter box cometo horrific, murderouslife. "What the hell do you bumswant
now?'

"A little polite conversation.” Niko tapped the blade againgt his knee. ™Y ou wouldn't have a problem
indulging usin that, now, would you?'

Soulless eyes, as empty of anger asthey were of empathy, consdered the bright glitter of the stedl in
Niko's hand for along moment. Then the doping shoulders shrugged indifferently. " Shoot the breeze.
Y eah, living for that. So, whatta you want to know?"

"A Grendd," | volunteered. "It was hanging around the park yesterday.” Tossing aglancein Niko's
direction, | amended, "For awhile anyway. Were curious to know why."

"Maybe you should've asked it before you chopped off its head,” Boggle grunted. "Might've been easer.”



Niko's upper lip lifted a bare millimeter to revea amicroscopic dice of even white teeth. "Not quite as
entertaining, however."

Y eah, Niko talked agood show. Tough as nails, cold asice. But no matter the face Niko put on it, he'd
doneit for one reason and one only. No Grendel was getting near me ever again. Taking chances was
not abig part of my brother's philosophy. "Did you really cut its head off?" | asked curioudly.

Touching the pad of athumb to the blade's razor edge, he shook his head. "And dull the artistry of thison
bone?1 think not." Without missing a best, he went on. "What wasit doing here, Boggle? Merely passing
through or wasit something more snister?'

"Siniger.” A rough, gargling laugh had flecks of mud flying through the air. ™Y ou got to be shitting me."
Spitting amouthful of dime, he rumbled on, "No matter what the little shit was up to, it'sgonnabe
depraved and misbegotten. Y ou oughtaknow that. That's just the way elvesare.”

We hadn't known what Grendels were, al those years. Even after they'd made off with me, we still hadn't
known. To methey were just monsters, demons, and | redly didn't care to know any more than that.
Niko was different, of course. He had atireless mind that never ceased looking for the whysand
wherefores. All our lives held wanted to know. Hed goneto library after library, held studied mythology
and demonology until it was coming out of hisears, but he'd never been able to pin them down. It wasn't
until we ran into Boggle that we'd been "enlightened.”

Elves. Grendelswere eves. Maybe you thought elves had delicate features, long golden hair, mystica
blue green eyes. Maybe you thought they glided dong draped in filmy garments that sparkled with
semiprecious gems, and rode on ethereal white horses. Could be you were more modern than that,
though. Could be you pictured evesliving urban lives. Dressing in legther, riding motorcycles, and hiding
their pointed ears under helmets. That'd be just as good afantasy, right? Because elves were good,
well... not all elves. There was the occasiona bad magical apple, to add drama. But asarule elveswere
good, and elveswere cool. Every D& D-playing geek drooling to be one would tell you so.

So how did history get dves from the red-eyed demonsthat had spawned me? Shit, who knew? How
did sailors get mermaids from manatees? Manatees were great animals, sure, but alabaster breasts, sexy
scaed tails, pouty lips? Not hardly.

| never changed my way of thinking with this new info. Grendels were Grendels—no need to muddy the
waters. It was kind of hard to wrap my mind around thinking of my childhood monsters as mincing
fashion plates called Shedlendil or Beoric the Beauteous. Hell, Grendels didn't even wear clothes, much
less enough sk and lace to keep Lady Marmaade styling for years.

"S0, is 'depraved and misbegotten’ just agenerdization or actua solid knowledge?' Niko asked evenly
as he moved closer, the grass under his shoesfading into bare dirt.

"Just talk. Thelay of theland, that'sal.” Taons scratched idly at rough, scaling skin. "Ain't seen any dif. |
got no ideawhat one would be doing around here. Not their territory. They're not urban like me. The
little shit was probably just passing through.”

Hesad it dismissively enough that | believed him. Bog was obvioudy bored, not trying to put anything
over on us. He hadn't seen the Grendel, and had no idea one way or the other what it'd been up to. So
Niko and | left him to hismud and mugger munching and finished up our run with me grumbling the entire
way. Niko ignored my bitching and in fact picked up the pace. When you were on the run, you needed
to be ableto actudly run, hewasfond of saying.

We stopped for lunch, since we were serioudy destitute of al the four food groups at home. | wasfor



burgers. Niko was set on something heglthy and utterly lacking in anything thet might passfor flavor. So
we compromised and hit ahole-in-the-wall pizza place and ordered the vegetarian specid. It was ill
pizzaand covered in cheese s0 | could choke it down, and Niko could graze on the rabbit food toppings
to his heart's content. Sitting with his back securely to the wall, Niko kept an eye on mine. I, on the other
hand, was keeping an eye on my glass. "l think theré'sabug in my Coke."

Niko leaned forward for alook and nodded thoughtfully. "It does ook that way." Settling back, he
pointed out, "It is protein. Probably would be quite nutritional. Y ou should give it achance." Snorting, |
wavered between fishing my new friend out with a spoon or sending the Coke back. Decisons.
Decisons.

Unsympathetic to my dilemma, my brother went to work on the fresh-from-the-oven pizza.on the table
between us. Pushing my glass away, | decided to let nature take its course. Sink or swim. Survival of the
fittest. Ladling apiece of pizza onto the thick white plate in front of me, | yelped and blew on singed
fingers. Looking down his not incongderable nose, Niko handled his steaming piece with smug aplomb
and commented, "It'sa smple matter of discipline. Mind over matter.”

"Yeah, and | bet you can break boards with your dick. You'reaheluvaman.” | picked something green
off the top of my dice and eyed it narrowly. Broccoli. " So, what do we do now? Hope the Grendd was
sghtseeing or dig into it further?"

"I'm not looking into membership in the Optimist Club these days, Cd. Areyou?'

"That'swhat | thought." | checked my watch. ™Y ou teaching today?' When he wasn't pulling bodyguard
duty, Niko supplemented our income by teaching at atiny dojo. More money under the table for our
running-like-little-girlsfund.

"Later perhaps," he dismissed. "If we get this resolved. Now eat your broccoli beforeit gets cold.”

| scowled but obeyed. " Scrub the floor, Cinderelly. Eat your broccoli, Cinderely,” | grumbled around a
mouthful of cheese and bread.

By theway... the bug madeit. Good for the bug.

Chapter Three

Mom had been afortune-teller in nearly every rundown carnival and one-horse town in the country,
athough shed actudly preferred the towns over traveling with other carnies. She didn't haveto split her
money when it wasjust her in some gloomy one-room gpartment ladling out useless bits of crap and
outright liesto the desperate. Y eah, the whole ball of wax was hersthen. And Sophia had liked her
money. Or rather, liked the thingsit could buy her, booze and drugs.. . the bright-and-shinies of her
world. Safeto say that she had never kept money long and she would have done anything for it.

And | do mean anything.

That's how she'd ended up with me. For awhile, when | was younger, | thought it could've been another
way. Sheld been ayoung woman, agirl really, beautiful in the way sormsare... wild and free. Maybe so
beautiful that amonster couldn't resist taking her and doing thingsto her that might twist her. Twist her,
change her, make her care about no one but herself. Drive her to the kind of destructive behavior that
tainted her and everyone around her. How could she not hate me considering where | came from? How



could sheforget an act so horrifying, so hideous? And how could you not forgive someone who had had
that hell visted on them?

Of courseit hadn't been that way. Thiswasred life, not amade-for-TV movie, chock-full of bland,
overwrought nobility. But I'd been young and stupid and looking for any way to... hell... absolve her.
One of Niko'sfancy words, but it rang true. Because no matter how tough you are, how jaded, every kid
wantsamommy. Every kid.

Likeal thingswith Sophia, though, it had been about money. No victim. No aggressor. Just asmple
business arrangement. And, she'd said, the worst one sheld ever made. The money hadn't lasted any
time, not to mention the trouble it took to convert raw gold and silver to cash. She had laughed harshly
over an empty glassand said, "But youre dtill here, Cdiban. The money is gone and you're still goddamn
here." The laugh had smelled of whiskey and truth. Guess I'd been lucky sheld waited until | wasten to
let that particular truth dip. Sophiamight have been afortune-teller, but she saved dl her truthsfor me.

| guessyou could say | didn't have awhole lot of faith in fortune-tellers after being raised by one. Meor
Niko. But we'd both gotten a bit of a surprise when we'd first wandered to New Y ork two years ago.
Wed met George. George was agenuine talent, a seer. George was truth and faith. George was hope
and warmth. George was belief when you had none.

George was a so seventeen. So we had to wait until school was out to talk. Holding court in an ancient
icecream parlor run by awizened old man who turned ablind eye to the congtant stream of people who
camein and out, George aways politely suggested the clients buy a soda or milk shake before they |eft.
It probably kept the place open and in the black. We were waiting in a booth when George camein,
spotted us, and with agentle smile did into the seat opposite us. Everything about George was gentle,
and in aworld where that quality is more myth than fact, | had learned to cherish every glimpse | could
ded.

"Hey, Georgie Porgie." | grinned. "How's the freckle queen?'

| had aroutine with George, atrick that | liked to think kept me on the straight and narrow. Kept me
sane. | treated her like alittle sster—akid barely off her Big Whed. Hell, she was petite enough to pass
for one. | teased; | called her affectionate yet annoying nicknames. Rolled my eyesat her Sories, tugged
her curls, and dl but patted her on the head. | did my damned best to make the two-year difference
between us seem like ten. But despite dl the production, al the arm waving—"L ook over here; ook over
there. Just don't, whatever you do, look at me. Don't see me, and don't... don't seewhat I'm trying so
hard not to think." Despiteit al...

None of it did me adamn bit of good.

Georginashook her head, dark red curls corkscrewing wildly about her delicate shoulders. "The boysin
my class are more mature than you, Ca," she said with soft humor.

Niko elbowed me sharply without mercy. He was aware of why | behaved theway | did, and he did me
the remarkable favor of never saying aword about it. Neither | nor my inner monster was ready for that
particular subject, and he knew it. " Something | have been tdling him for years, Georgina. He refusesto
ligen.”

George gave him asympathetic look from huge velvet brown eyes. "Kids." Asadways sheturned the
tables on me so neatly that | couldn't stop the faint flush that burned over my cheekbones. Rough, tough,
and capable of kicking anyone or anything'sass... and thisgirl had me squirming in my sest.

While they sympathized with each other over my immature ways, | retreated to the counter and snagged



usthreeice-cream sodas. Pinegpple for George, boring vanillafor Niko, and chocolate cherry for me.
Ignoring the fact it was dmost bigger than she was, George went to work on hersimmediately. She never
took money for her readings. Absolutely refused. But she would take ice cream. With as many people
that cameto her, it was amiracle she wasn't afour-hundred-pound psychic.

"How isyour family, Georgina?' Niko asked gravely as he dowly swirled a straw through the vanilla
soda. "Y our father?'

She touched the back of her hand to her mouth, blushing dightly under faintly freckled, caramel skin, and
reached for anapkin. "He's doing okay," she replied with equa gravity.

George's father was sick, so sick that okay was the best that could be hoped for. Full-blown AIDS. He
hadn't been such agresat father to George or her brothers and sisters when they were younger. But hed
shaped up, pulled himself out of the degpest pit of hell, and given up the drugs. It just turned out it was
too late. George and her family had gotten him back only to be on the verge of losing him again, thistime
permanently. Still Georgie was Georgie and she saw thingsin alight most people were blind to their
wholelives. At least that'swhat Niko said. | was one of the nearsighted. If therewasalight, | hadn't seen
it, not even one dancing mote of it. The light wasthe big picture, the whole enchilada, lifeés puzzle. And |
had two, maybe three pieces, none of which fit together.

"I'm very glad to hear it." Niko, asolid corner pieceif ever there was one, laid his handsflat on the table.
"Georgina, we need areading.”

"I know," she said Smply before giving him acheeky grin. "1 am psychic after dl.”
Niko curled up one side of hismouth inarare smile. "So you are." He held out ahand. " Shall we begin?'

Wiping her hand carefully on the napkin, shethenlaid it on Niko's, pam to pam. Her small hand

dwarfed by his, she closed her eyes and hummed softly under her bregth. It was afamiliar process, one
I'd seen severd times before... with other people. Thiswas our first reading, afact that hadn't ssemed to
surprise Georgie at dl. 1'd consdered, God knew how many times, finding out if George could see where
I'd been those two years | was missing from my life. But in the end two thoughts ways stopped me. The
first being, wherever I'd been, whatever had happened to me, | was damn sure it was nothing she should
have to see. And the second, | wasn't sure| even wanted to know. Maybe the Grendels had made sure |
wouldn't remember or maybe | had. Whatever my life had been in that missing time, you could bet your
balsit hadn't been dl wine and roses. If my mind was the one refusing to remember, there had to be a
helluva good reason. A helluva good one or athousand god-awful, mind-shredding ones.

"Migty, water-colored memories,” my ass.

George's humming had drifted away to atill, vibrant silence. Then one word, adistant bell, dropped into
that slence like astone down awell. "Ask." Niko didn't waste any time. Succinctly he asked if we should
leave the city, if our enemies had caught up with us. George wasn't quite as quick with areply. Eyes il
closed, shetilted her head asif in thought or asif she could hear someone... someonejust alittleto the
left, alittle back, alittle ways off. Maybe that's what the futurewas. ... aplacejust off from ours, just the
tiniest bit askew. After along moment she straightened and shook her head.

"No," came her light voice. "Y ou are safe. The Grendels can't see you here. Too many people. Too much
noise and light. Y ou're just one grain of sand on an endless beach, one leaf in avast forest, one star in the
distant sky." She opened her eyes and dimpled. "Literature was sixth period.”

"Very poetic,” Niko complimented with dry amusement. He didn't comment on George's pulling the
Grendel name out of nowhere. Grendelsthey wereto us, so Grendelsthey wereto her. | wondered if



she could see what they looked like in our minds or if they were just aword sheld seen painted in our
thoughts. | also wondered, more than | should, if shelooked at me and saw something less than human. If
shedid, shedidn't say anything and the smile she gave me was just as Sweet and open as dways.

Ah, Jesus.

Wefinished our sodas while George chatted about girl things. Cute guys and clothes. Cute guys and her
impossible brothers, not to mention hopeesdy vain ssters. Then finaly back to cute guysagain. And al
the while she would watch me with reassuring eyes. See? she seemed to say. Y ou don't have to worry.
I'll beachildfor you. I'll be safe and distant in the normal soap operaworld of high school romance. Y ou
don't haveto worry. You don't haveto be afraid.

And she was doing it for me—to ease my mind. | suspected it was an exaggeration at best. I'd yet to see
apotentia boyfriend around the soda shop. With someone like George—a high school stud would crap
his pants at the thought of approaching her. Shewas... hell, shewasaglory. It wasthe only way to put
it. A glory.

Evenwith hisso-cdled iron discipline, our glory had findly pushed Niko to the edge with her faux
teenage chatter. My brother was beginning to look amusingly glassy-eyed by the time we managed to
polish off the ice cream. He thanked George as politely and precisely as any British butler, while | gave
her acasua wave and a"So long, Freckle Queen." She scowled cheerfully at me and waved back aswe
passed through the doors, the bell overhead giving arusty tinkle. | felt better about the Grenddl. When it
cameto news, good or bad, George was as reliable as they came, better than CNN any day. If she said
we were safe, then we were. My belief in George was asfirm as any | was capable of.

Atleast it wasuntil | turned my head for onelast look at the little seer. She wasn't smiling anymore. She
was crying. Head pillowed on her arms; her shoulders shaking, she was crying in eerie Sllence behind the
plate glass. Weeping asif shed lost afriend or family or maybe even apiece of her soul.

Funny thing about faith... it goesalot faster than it comes.

Totell Niko what I'd seen or not to tell—actudly, Hamlet, that was not the question. It wasn't so much a
matter of whether Nik would find out as a matter of when. He had X-ray vison, my brother. Hed know,
sooner or later, that | was hiding something, and | was betting on sooner. So if | wanted a chanceto
brood darkly over the situation in true Heathcliff fashion, | was going to have to manufacture my own
opportunity. And | was going to haveto do it quick.

| fell back on atried-and-true plan that had never failed. Ten seconds after we hit bur apartment | was
out like alight on the couch. It was the perfect plan because there wasn't an ounce of deceit init. | was
the next best thing to some sort of friggin' yogi, able to enter acoma at the drop of ahat. When | woke
up hourslater the front door was securely locked and Niko had gone to the dojo to teach. At least that's
what his note said, dong with ascathing reminder that dishes didn't wash themselves and the fungusin the
bathroom was one day away from evolving into sentient life. | folded the note into an airplane and sailed
it across the room. It ended up perched jauntily on top of the ancient television. It looked good there and
| left it asatribute to freedom-loving fungi everywhere.

Pulling ahalf-empty peanut butter jar from the cabinet, | sat at the kitchen table and went to work. Just
me, aspoon, and some peanut butter long past its prime. Y ou can dwaystell... It's crunchy, but you
bought smooth. Texture aside, it dtill tasted the same. More or less. Taking abite, | let my eyes unfocus
and thought about Georgina. 1'd trusted her, amost as much as Niko. And that was huge in my book.
Héll, in any book.

But she had lied to us. Lieswerelike acid, corrosive: They could dissolve trust in a heartbeat. And while



| dways had awary eye out for betraya, | wouldn't have thought to look in George's direction. I'd seen
her help alot of people, seen her bring so much hope into bleak, empty lives. I'd seen her deliver hard
truths aswell. They'd always been softened with George's calm words that told of the beautiful and
vibrantly colored bigger picture. But shed ddlivered the truth, softened or not. Always.

Until now.

And | had to wonder what had happened. Why would George turn her back on an integrity that was as
much apart of her asthat curly red hair? | took another bite and grimly ignored the thick sensation asit
stuck in my throat. Maybe | should forget the why and focus on the what. She'd obvioudy lied, but what
exactly wasthelie? Were Grendels actudly here and combing the city for me? Wasit that neither Niko
nor | was safe? Hell, maybe it was both. Pushing the jar away, | rested my chinin my hand, my ebow on
the cheap pladtic surface of thetable. Shit. Whatever it was, it meant bailing and fast.

| closed my eyes and swore out loud thistime. The why refused to be buried under thoughts of moving
onagan. Youd think I'd just chak it up as nothing new and start packing my bags. But it was George,
and her hands had atight hold on me, much tighter than | ever should've alowed. Jesus, Georgie, what
areyou doing? | pushed the jar away and dropped the spoon with a clatter. From day one we'd met her,
George had had alight around her. Corny as hell, but true. Sheld been at the fish market on Pier 17, a
well-worn dog collar clutched in her hands. An old man had been with her, his sparse white hair standing
on end from the frantic combing of agitated fingers. With ratty bow tie and stooped shoulders hed been
saying, "She dipped her collar. She's never donethat. Never. Venusisagood girl."

Niko and | had been down there looking for work when we'd noticed the quiet little drama of man loves
dog; man loses dog. Nudging Niko's ribswith an elbow, I'd given him agrim snort as| watched thelittle
girl work the old guy. I'd seen thisa thousand times with Sophia. "I'velost my wife, my fortune, my mom,
my dad, my child. Help me. Guide me. Save me." The goddamn heartbroken, they were everywhere. |
had to say I'd never seen Sophia"search the spirit world" for amutt, though. Not that she wouldn't have
given her spid if thered been money involved. Sheld have channeled aguineapig for the right price.

This chick had her own moves down pat. Hands stroked the collar; dark eyes had looked inward. A
amdl facedl but glowed with alight so purethat it had to be faked. She'd give the old man afew lines, a
practiced patter, take the money held dideinto her greedy hand, and then she'd be gone. And the old
man would gtill be aone. Nothing but an empty collar to keep him company.

Those were the breaks.

And least that'swhat | thought until | saw Venus come dashing out from behind some pdlets, dl dirty
whitefur, flying feet, and yapping bark. Niko touched his shoulder to mine and murmured, "Well, who
wouldve thought?

Not me, that'sfor damn sure. While the geezer and V enus exchanged wet, doppy kisses, thelittle girl

had come over to Nik and me. Tiny, so tiny, she looked to be all of twelve. Later we discovered that she
was actudly fifteen, and abouit fifteen lifetimes wiser than | was. She had stood in front of uswith her red
hair pulled into braids and said solemnly, "There aren't any jobs here right now. Y ou should check back
next week. They'll need anight watchman then." And then sheld smiled, innocent and curious. "Cdliban.
That'safunny name."

And that had been George.

Jars don't shatter too well when the glassis glued together with peanut butter. 1t's not so much asatisfying
exploson asadisappointingly muddy crunch. | was on my knees cleaning up the mess when the thought
hit me. Maybe George had done what she'd thought to be the kindest thing. She could've seen our future



st in stone. Could've seen that no matter what we did, Niko and | didn't survive. It could be that
whether we stayed or |€ft, our ass was grass either way. And while she delivered hard truths, maybe that
was one even George couldn't seeadlver lining in.

God knew | wasn't one for self-deception. I'd gotten out of that practice early on, but right at this
moment in time | was about to change my tune. | was going to deliver the bad newsto Niko, wed pack
our bagsto get the hell out of Dodge, and the entiretime | was going to firmly hold to the belief that
George had her reasons, good ones. And yeah, it was probably utter bullshit, but snce we'd be long
gone from her and the city, hopefully it'd be harmless bullshit. | would put away thefairy talesand
impossible hopes the second we passed out of the city limits and go back to full-time cynicism. And next
time | saw alittle-girl psychic tracking down ayappy ankle biter, I'd run the other way, fast. It wasn't a
great plan; in fact, it wasright up therewith "'Let'swalit for one more song from the Titanic's house band
before we hit the lifeboats." But crappy or not, it wasthe only plan | had. Likethey say, you ether play
the hand you're dedlt or walk away from the game.

Permanently.

Chapter Four

Niko had been my protector al my life. Hed been at my back when I'd needed encouragement. Hed
stood in front of me when I'd needed a buffer between Sophia and me. Hell, between the world and me.
Hewas dways on my sde, dways my unfaling support.

Right now he seemed to want to support my assright over the moon with hisfoot.

"l said | wassorry," | grumbled, diding down on the couch and throwing him a half-repentant,
haf-petulant glance.

"When?' Niko demanded bluntly. Standing in front of me, he folded hisarms and fixed me with alook of
laser-sharp annoyance. "Because | don't remember any apology. Was | in the bathroom? Or perhaps this
was something you only imagined in what passes for the thought processes of your tiny mind?*

"Or maybeit was buried in smart-ass sarcasm and died an ugly deeth.” | scraiched my calf with a
sock-covered toe. "Y ou think?'

"No, Cdl, | do not think. What | do think isthat you did something stupid and don't want to admit it,
much less gpologizefor it."

Thislittle conversation didn't seem to be in danger of winding down anytime soon. "Not that thisisn't fun,”
| exhaed with agrimace, and tapped my watch. "But | gotta be at work in twenty." Bending over, |
scrounged with ahand under the couch for my snegkers.

A fagt hand efficiently snatched the retrieved shoes from my hands and dammed them down on the
coffeetable. "My best guessisthat youll belate.

My best guess was that being late was the least of my problems. "Jesus, Nik, what would you have done
if I had told you then, huh? She'd aready lied to us once. She probably would've just lied again. It's not
like you can Hong Kong Phooey the truth out of a seventeen-year-old girl."

"Obvioudy," Niko said impassvely. "But I'm not as quick asyou to believe that talking with her would've



been futile. Georginais our friend, Ca, and she's specid, gifted. We should have at least tried to find out
what was going through her mind. We may have found out her crying had nothing to dowith usat al."

It could be that we should've talked to her; maybe I'd made a mistake there. But on onething I'd made
no mistake. Her tears had been about us, maybe even for us. But in some ways my brother was as
stubborn as| was. It was something he'd have to see for himself to believe.

"Maybeyoureright,” | said, noncommittal. “"Why don't you try talking to her while I'm at work? See
what you can find out." | reached for a shoe and this time Niko made no move to stop me. Slipping it on
my foot, | tied the lacesin adoppy double knot. Picking up the other one, | continued softly. "1 am sorry,
Nik. | shouldvetold you. | judt..." | shrugged as| let the wordstrail off and sllently finished up with the
other sneaker.

"Youjust didn't want to believeit,” hefilled in for me,

"Yeah." | put my hands on my kneesand looked up a him ruefully. "Denid, not just ariver in Greece.” |
managed a halfway sincere grin as Niko's eyes dl but crossed on that one. "Take it easy, Cyrano. I'm
just kidding. Damn, you'd have made agreat junior high teacher. Prim, proper, and and ashell.”

Gray eyes narrowed. "Congdering you seem permanently stuck at thirteen, ajunior high teacher isjust
what you need." He held out a hand and heaved me up off the couch. "Be careful at work, Cal.
Especidly careful,” he amended. "I'll meet you before closing, just to be on the safe sde.™

"Y ou areyour brother's keeper.” | felt the smile dip from my face.
| was sorry about that too.

Work was work. Wall-to-wall soul-sucking boredom, at least until Meredith showed up sporting anew
shirt. That is, if five sequins and a spiderweb of shiny threads could honestly be labeled as an article of
clothing. Hey, | didn't know fashion, but | knew what | liked. And lots of silky bare skin was right up
there on the list. Cherry red nails skimmed along my jaw and tucked aloose strand of hair behind my ear.
"Isthebig guy dready in, Cd?I think I'm alittlelate.”

"A littlelate” in Meredithspesk trandated to an hour and ahdf in therea world. | continued wiping down
the sticky countertop from behind the bar and raised my eyebrows. "What do you think, Merry, Merry?!

She groaned and blew long red bangs out of her eyes. "He's pissed, huh?' Without waiting for an answer,
she pulled at her top, managing to reved even more cleavage, and then fluffed her hair. "Timeto kiss
some withered old ass. Wish meluck.”

"With double trouble there you don't need luck.” | grinned.

She beamed with genuine pride at her double Ds. "They are brilliant, aren't they?" I'd seen women suffer
through men's staring at their breasts countlesstimes. Hell, | worked in abar, after al. That was 99.9
percent of the men there. But Meredith was the first woman I'd seen stare at her own chest witha
fascination equa to that of any random perv. With another subtle rearranging of thetwins, she
disappeared into the back to work her wiles on the owner, Mr. Talley. Or, as he wasinevitably known,
Tdlywhacker. As mysterious and rarely seen as the Abominable Snowman or Bigfoot, he lurked in the
back office counting his money and doing God knows what e se. Oncein a blue moon he'd pop out, leer
with soulless eyes a some of the women, comb hisfive or Sx slvery strands of hair with nervousfingers,
and then disappear again. He was a cregpy guy who spent more money on porn mags and Kleenex than
on beer for the bar.



Shrugging, | tossed the dirty rag into the sink. Everybody needed a hobby, even the fregks. If Meredith
wanted to keep thisjob bad enough to shake her ass for the ‘whacker, then that was her own lookout.
Andif | kept an ear out for a scream, then that just meant screams were bad for business. Bartenders
lived off their tips, after dl.

"Excuse me, buddy, could | get some help here?

| turned my head, mentaly kicking mysdlf. Niko would not be happy with the thought that someone could
waltz up right behind mewhile | was distracted. | knew | wasn't too damn thrilled about it. A man stood
on the other side of the counter waiting for my answer. He was a big black guy with hair razored short to
his skull and a close-cut goatee. The red-and-black tattoo of a horse encircled hiswrist, peering out from
the deeve of ablack |leather jacket. Patient brown eyes measured me as white teeth flashed in afriendly
grin. "Catch you a abad time?’

Reaching for aglass, | filled it up with sodaand placed it in front of him on the bar. " Sorry, pa. What can
| do for you?'

He curled his hand around the glass, afaint puzzled line between hisbrows. "Thanks" Takingasp, he
put the glass back down and gave me arueful twitch of his mouth. "Glad you didn't give me abeer. |
don't drink anymore.”

| knew hedidn't drink. Alcohol tended to linger in the scent alot longer than in the blood. If held had a
beer even amonth ago, | would've smelled it. "Y eah, you look the sober and serioustype. So," |
repeated, "what can | do for you again?"

His smilefaded abit at my brusgue words. "I'm with the band. | need to start setting our equipment up.”
He pushed the glass back toward me. "I need you to open up the doorsinthe dley.”

"Band?' | snorted. "Y ourekidding, right? Talley sprang for aband?’

He settled hisweight on a stool and knocked on the surface of the bar once. "Hey, now, well bring class
and prosperity to this hole-in-the-wall. Y our boss recognizes an opportunity when he seesit.”

"Funny. He never has before.” | wiped off my hands, grabbed the keys off the hook on thewall, and
came around the counter. "Hope you got your money up front.”

"We're actudly working for acut of the take." He gave me amildly sheepish ook and held out a hand.
"I'm Samud, the guitaris.”

"Cdl." Ashard as1'd stuck to my guns, Niko had still managed, years ago, to break me of my "Caliban"
fixation. But labeled or nat, | fill knew where | came from.

| shook Samue's hand, the calluses of alifedlong guitarist evident againgt my skin. "Well, Samud the
guitarist, I hope you can dividejack shit evenly between the band because that's what we usudly pull in
around here." Heading toward the back of the bar, | kept careful track of hisfootsteps behind me. No
Grendel, but that didn't mean he wasn't here to rob the place. We'd had our share of robbers before.
Pissed-off, disappointed robbers once they got alook at what wasin thetill. "I'll check it out with Talley,
then unlock the back for you."

"No problem," he said evenly from behind me. "Maybe then you could help me unload the van. 1'd pay
you acouple of bucks."

"Yeah, sure" It wasn't like | had anything better to do. There wasn't customer onein the place yet except
for aregular huddled in the corner watching the static-fragmented TV screen. Jerry wouldn't even notice



| was gone until his bottle was empty, and he had at least an hour |&ft on that.

While Talywhacker confirmed held hired Samuel's band, M eredith made her escape from the office. The
half-scornful, half-repulsed expression on her face melted to abrilliant smile she flashed Samud'sway.
Merry's boyfriend didn't keep her from flirting shamelesdy. Niko had learned that on more than one
occasion. | wasfairly sure Meredith's boyfriend would have been dropped in ahot second if Niko had
given her the dightest bit of encouragement, but Niko liked hiswomen more like himsdlf. Intense and
sharply red. Meredith was neither.

Out inthedley, | watched as Samuel unlocked hisvan. It was an older model, dark red with black
gothic lettering painted on the Side, spelling out the horde. | indicated the name and asked curioudy, "As
intheMongols?'

He nodded and siwvung open the doors. " Our lead singer calls himself Genghis. How hokey isthat?"

| wasn't exactly in the position to be throwing stones, but at least | hadn't voluntarily chosen my name,
"Pretty hokey," | agreed. Within ahaf hour we had the van unloaded and | was back at the bar pouring
Samud another glass of bubbly and nona coholic. He gave agrateful nod and did aten and afive across
the counter tome.

Shaking my head, | demurred, "Nah. Keepit. It'snot like | was busy. Besides, it was entertaining.” |
gave him anamused grin. "A learning experience.” Samuel was an easygoing guy, companionable, and
had some stories that would curl hair. Bad-boy band antics, most of them, from drinking bingesto the
sexud escapades of the mighty Khan. The singer had gpparently never met agroupie hedidn't likeor a
booze he didn't love. Mixing both had led to the occasiona arrest and afrequent-flyer card at the free
dinic.

Samud returned the grin and checked a heavy chrome watch. ™Y ou'll get to live the experience in about
an hour. Just keep nine-one-one on speed did. Last place we played, we had to cdll inthe Jaws of Life
to get Genghis out of hisleather pants.” Polishing off his soda, he retrieved the money and stuffed it in the
tipjar. "You earned it. Thanksfor the help, Cal. I've got the sound check to do. Catch you later.” He
gave an easy wave and moved across the bar, haf disappearing in the gloom, a shade among the
shadows.

"Mmmmm. Ddlish." Meredith gppeared a my shoulder, her pointed tongue touching her upper lip. "All
strong and confident. Smoldering. A bigjuicy stdlion.”

| snorted caudtically. "Hell, Merry, you thought the UPS guy was a stalion too until you found out her
name was Sherry."

"It was dark, okay?' Miffed at my lack of enthusiasm for her man watching, she flounced off to bus
Jerry's empty bottle. While she was there she wiped up alake of drool that was forming under Jerry's
unconscious, dack-jawed face. There was nothing like a dedicated customer. | hoped he woke upin
time for the band, because | waswilling to bet held be the audience, the sole head-banging member.

L eather-boy Genghis and his Horde were going to be some disappointed, not to mention destitute,
rockers. Hey, wasn't like | hadn't warned Samuel.

Three hours later Samuel and his pas proved me wrong. | wouldn't say the place was wall-to-wall
people, but it was as packed as 1'd ever seenit. Niko said nearly the same when he drifted up beside me,
phantom silent. "It appears someone hasraised your bar from the dead. This may qudify asamiracle
evenintheeyesof the Vatican."

"Yeah," | sad briefly as| leaned, armsfolded on the table in one far corner. | gave the opposite chair a



shove, pushing it into hishand. "All thistime | thought this place would never amount to anything without
some decent booze or basic hygiene. Turns out al we needed was anew band."

"Wouldn't you require an old band to quaify this one asanew one?' Not waiting for asmart-ass answer
to an even more smart-ass rhetorical question, he flowed smoothly into the chair and promptly made the
sgn of the evil eye a my dinner. " Get thee behind me, Satan.”

| ignored him and continued to give my heart arun for its money with the fried sampler platter from the
restaurant next door. Fried cheese, fried peppers, fried potatoes, and the topper, fried potatoes with
cheese and peppers. It was the lowest common denominator of al the food groups and | was enjoying
every life-giving molecule of grease. "How went your chat with George?' | said around amouthful. "No
go, huh?' There was an unmistakable, to me anyway, tenson around Niko's cam eyes. Luck sure didn't
look to be alady tonight, more like the bitch she always was.

"She wouldn't speak to me. Her mother wouldn't even open the door,” he confirmed with agrim twist to
hismouth.

"And you didn't kick it down?What the hell kind of ninjasuperhero are you anyway?' | waved to
Meredith across the room and pointed to Niko. She nodded and headed for the juice in the fridge. Niko
wasn't much on dcohol and consgdering our mom, that was understandable. About things like that, he'd
always been smarter than | was.

"l suppose I'm the kind that doesn't terrify teenage girls and their mothers.”
| curled up the corner of my mouth at his disgruntled tone. "Y eah, they'd take away your capefor that."

Meredith dithered up at that moment, probably saving me from retdiation in the form of either abrisk
butt kicking or amore lackadaisical stedl toe to the shin. She put aglass of cranberry juicein front of
Niko and draped over his shoulder like asilicone-enhanced orange tabby. "Nikki," she purred, her
breasts threatening to swallow hisneck in aloving embrace. "1 haven't seen you in weeks. I'll start to
think you don't love and adore me."

My brother's eyes did back toward her with @l the resignation of a man on desth row, then returned to
me with aroiling wrath that would've dropped a charging boggle initstracks. | took pity on him. "Hey,
Mer, I'm dmost done with my break. Watch the bar for me for afew more minutes?'

She gave along-suffering sigh that had the mounds of her breasts rising to smothering proportions. Niko
was aman caught in an erotic avalanche. Giving him alingering kiss on his cheek, she disgppeared into
the milling crowd, caling out over her shoulder, ™Y ou owe me, Cd."

"Getinling" | murmured. Pursing my lips, | turned my attention back to Niko and gave alow whigtle. "l
amost lost you there, big brother. Nearly had to send in the Saint Bernardsto dig you out.”

"What | cannot fathom," he gritted between clenched teeth, "iswhy she doesn't fed the need to include
you in her voracious affections.”

"Probably senses my inner dimy mongter,” | grunted philosophically, wiping the grease from my supper
on my bartender's gpron.

"Senses your outer sarcadticimp ismorelikely." A knuckle knocked lightly on my forehead. "The only
mongter in thereislaziness. It's more than voraciousin its own right, however."

"Pick up your socks. It dways comes back to that, doesn't it?" Scooping up the stained paper plate, |
smothered ayawn. "Finish your juice, Grandpa. Then come help me at the bar. Thisisthefirst timel've



hed to actually work since I've had thisjob. It'skilling me."
"And therésthe mongter,” he said dryly, shaking his head.

For the next few hours he worked with me dinging booze and refilling the bowls with cheap, generic
pretzels. He spent alot of time dodging Meredith too, but I'd take that out of histips. | waswrestling
with anew keg when | heard anewly familiar voice. "The new help isn't quite as pretty asthe redhead.”

Looking up, | saw Niko raise his eyebrows at Samuel and say gravely, "My ego is shattered.” The words
werejoking, but hisgray eyeswere cool and distant, afrozen layer of unconcern over alake of mistrust.

| might be running out far in front, but | didn't have the corner on suspicion. Niko was smart as hell and
wary as shit, and that had kept us aive. Had kept me free.

But now would be the time, wouldn't it? This was the moment | would step up and say Samue was
okay. He wasn't a Grendel in the world's best human suit. Wasn't a crook. He was just your average
Joe, agood guy, one I'd enjoyed talking to. So | should tell Nik that, right?

Shit. Not inthislifetime.

Y eah, Samue seemed like hewasdl right, but rediticdly, | didn't know him from Adam. Snap
judgments? I'd gotten over those about the time | was toilet trained. Swore off digpersand faithin the
human experience dl in one week. Y ou had to admire my efficiency. "Niko, thisis Samud. Heswith the
band,” | said neutrdly before adding dyly, "Minion to the leather god.”

Niko kept pouring pretzelsinto abowl, precisay to the rim, no less, no more. The Zen of pretzel
arranging—it'slong been alost art. "Ah. The singer that time forgot. To be more exact, that the eighties
forgot. Hishair soray bill must be staggering.”

"You'vegot alot of room to talk, Rapunzel," Samud pointed out. "Y ou're not exactly going for the brush
cut look yoursdlf."

| grinned and reached over to tug on Niko's braid. "He's got you there.”

Samud took a handful of pretzels, disturbing Niko's pristine scul pture of bread and sdlt. ™Y ou two
brothers?’

Niko gave him anarrow-eyed ook, then repaired the damage. "That obvious, isit?' he asked blandly.

"Ohyeah. Y ou boysare just two sidesto one coin." Samuel chewed with amarked lack of enthusiasm.
"Man, Whered you get these? Dumpster? Sawdust factory?"

"How'd you know?Y ou play the best joints; you get the best grub,” | grunted. After serving some beers
and ashot or two, | turned my attention back to Samuel. "Y ou guys are pretty good. Retro, but harder
than I'd have thought, Genghissleather pantsaside.”

Niko gave an inaudible humph. Inaudible, but heavy in the air nonetheless. "Y eah, yeah, Nik. It'snot the
Bestles, | know. No 'Long and Winding Road." | raised my eyestoward the empty, sterile heavens. To
Niko there had been one band in existence; the rest was just derivative noise. "Y ou were born old, you
know that?'

"Their work istimeess. It transcends the bubblegum pap that passes for music now. A Beatlessongisa
flawlesdy executed kata. Anything dseissmply wrestling in JdI-O," he returned with disdain.

| snorted, ™Y ou're only hurting your argument there. Jall-O wrestling is even better than the mud kind."



Behind Samudl, who was following our discussion with interest, the crowd parted like the Red Seaand
the leather god himself appeared.

A touded mass of bleached blond hair was tossed ala Fabio over an overly muscled shoulder that had to
owe something to steroids. A red silk, or itswhite-trash cousin polyester, shirt hung open to show a
broad hairless chest with only one or two razor cuts. Manly swesat coated chiseled features as flame-hot
blue eyes seared the air. Granted, the eyes were closer together than your average weasdl found
attractive, but otherwise Genghis knew how to take care of business. Business being fronting a band and
keeping the horny little girls happy. A rough life, but someone had to lead it. The asshole.

A hand tanned a suspicioudy orange color dapped the bar. "Who the hell do | have to screw to get a
beer in this place?'

| considered and tilted my head toward Niko. "That,” my brother commented coally, "isalmost as
humorous asmy fist inserted into your left nogtril "

Giving up the taunting while | was till mobile, | fetched abrewski for leather boy. "There you go, Mr.
Khan. No whoring of your body necessary."

Offset eyes gave me adisinterested once-over. After all, | wasn't aband babe. Hell, | wasn't evena
woman. No record exec, no one who could advance his career inthe dightest... just Joe Blow
bartender, so far below the radar that | didn't even register.

Hisnext beer I'd spitin.

Hetook aswig of the beer, wiping off the foam mustache with the back of his hand. "Friends of yours,
Grainger? Y ou're sure spending enough time over here. Thought we were going to do another sound
check."

"Weve doneten, Roy," Samuel said with only aglimmer of astrained quality to hispatience. "The
equipment'sfine.” Then he added under his breath, "It's your voice that's the problem.”

It was the faintest whisper and passed by Genghis completely. Not by me, though. | had good earstoo.
Not pointed maybe, but sharper than ordinary. Not bothering to smother the sardonic quirk of my lips, |
fdt it widen into afull-fledged smirk when the Singer hissed, "It's Genghis. Jesus Chrigt, Grainger.”
Finishing the beer in one long gulp, he dammed the mug down. "We're back oninfiveif you can tear
yoursdlf away."

| waved at his back as he disappeared into the crowd. "Nice guy. Salt of the earth. The stick up hisassis
just abonus."

"Let usnot makelight of the rectdly chalenged." Niko digposed of the mug with disdain, wiping hishand
thoroughly on atowd afterward. "The condition is no doubt congenital. Completely beyond his control.”

"Y ou've got that right." Samuel sood and gave usafaintly apologetic grimace. "A born asshole. But it's
his band, his van, and my crossto bear until abetter gig comesaong.” Ramming handsinto the pockets
of hisjeans, he amed ajaundiced look at the makeshift stage where Genghis was waving an imperious
hand. Turning back to Niko and me, he gave us a companionable nod. " See you guys Friday."

"Back for another show? Damn, serioudy?’ | couldn't keep adiver of disbelief from my voice. They had
packed the place, but till... make playing this hole-in-the-wall aregular thing? What the hell for?

A philosophica smilelightened Samud's dark festures. "1t's adump, no doubt. But the competitionis
fierce out there. Sometimes you take what you can get until something better comes aong.”



True. Truewords. But truer ones might be that sometimes you got out while the getting was good. But
that was my motto and | didn't shareit with Samud. And | didn't tell him that by Friday Niko and |
would be long gone. We'd be a soon forgotten memory, the same as we were to so many people
aready. Just ghosts. Because in aworld of monsters, you had to be aghost to survive.

Chapter Five

The next morning | was dressed and out before Niko. As events went, unprecedented wasn't the word.
Desperate Stuations... | didn't have any illusionsthat my brother had dept soundly through my leaving. |
wouldn't have even wanted him to, not with the threat of the Grendelslooming. Asit was, | Smply
skipped out on the last fifteen minutes of my watch duty. | knew Niko would wake up the moment |
opened the front door, and more than that, he would know exactly where | had gone, and why. A note
wasn't needed. But | didn't understand why my feet carried me there.

Or maybe | didn't want to.

It was too early for the soda shop to be open. | knew that. | also knew it would be open anyway. And |
knew George would be waiting for me. How | knew, | couldn't say, and the headache that andlyzing it
would cause wasn't something | aspired to. So, aswith so many thingsinmy life, | letit go. | let it go and
walked on.

When | reached the shop the security gate was aready up and George was standing at the door. Ina
dim swesater of jumbled golds, reds, and browns and the silky sweep of adark bronze skirt, she watched
my approach with her arms wrapped around her waist. She looked older. Such a short time had passed
since sheldd been giggling and drinking her pinegpple shake, yet it could've been years, from the haunted
qudlity of her eyes. Through the glass, the bright copper of her hair was muted, the gold of her skin
tarnished. .. ashadow of the Georginal knew.

| stood and looked at her, just looked. It was easy to picture my hand rising to grasp the handle and pull
the door open. | could seeit so clearly, yet my hand didn't move from my side. Maybe it knew what part
of me didn't want to admit. The door waslocked. If | tried to openit, it wouldn't budge. | knew that in
the sameway | knew George would be here.

She didn't say anything, my girl. Not aword. She only watched mein return with asmile so wistful and
fleeting that | might have imagined it. Then sheleaned afew inches closer and her lips grazed the glassto
frogt it with her breath. In the fog her finger traced afew curving lines, smple and spare. And then she
was gone. Disgppearing into the gloom of the lightless shop, she was the autumn glitter of dying leaves
and then she was nothing. Nothing to hold in your hand, nothing to catch the eye. Nothing at all.

Her breath the only thing left behind, my finger followed the same path hers had taken. | frowned. A car.
Sheld drawn acar. What the hell’? Asthe glass warmed, even that vanished, the same asits maker.
Knowing how it would end, | tried the door anyway. I'd been right.

Locked.

By the time | made it home Niko was up and packing. It was aritua for him, donein just the same way
every time. Asfor me... we'd been on the run for so long, Niko and me, that 1'd stopped putting our
personal touches on the places we stayed. Because in the end, that's all they were... places. They
weren't homes, just disposable living space. Forget that and one day you might dow down; you might



take thetimeto regret your loss. And if that happened, if you took one second to mourn what you were
leaving behind, well, your asswas grass. Devil takes the hindmogt, but Grendels went one better. They
took the middlemost and even the front-runnersif there was the smallest misstep.

All this bleak and impersond existence might scar the soul, but hey, it wasanice bonusif you werea
chronically lazy bastard like mysdf. Packing usudly consisted of shoving my dirty laundry in agarbage
bag and putting on my shoes. Sixty seconds max. The excruciatingly efficient Niko tended to take longer.
That might've been surprising had he not had so many sharp pointy thingsto gather up. We didn't quite
need aU-Haul for dl hiswegpons, but it was a near thing.

Waking into hisroom, | leaned around him to extend afinger and run it dong the smooth, silver satin of
an eegant dagger. "The acid of skin isdetrimenta to the metd,” Niko said mildly as herolled another
bladein alength of dark green felt. He didn't mention my absence and | was grateful for the restraint.

"And dl the blood islike mother's milk," | snorted, raising adifferent and more e oquent finger for his
perusa.

"Actudly..." Hecurved hislipsin acontemplative shadow of asmile. "Never mind."

| lowered my finger before he took the notion to trest it like awishbone. " So when do we pull out,
Magter? In the morning?"

"Patience, Grasshopper." Rapping me reprovingly across the knuckles with the swaddled weapon, he
went on. "He who makes haste risks faling from the path of enlightenment.”

And suddenly George's good-bye to me made sense. Swearing, | fell back against the wall, the mattress
cresking and complaining beneath me. "It's your car again, isn't it? Y our goddamn hunk-of-junk car." The
same hunk of junk I spent more than my fair share of time moving from one side of the Street to the other
to saveit from the wrath of the boot.

| would never see Niko looking sheepish. It Smply wasn't in him. But he did shift minutely, dmost a
whole millimeter, and his nose somehow or another became more hawkish. "She runsrdiably nearly
seventy-five percent of thetime. For the money that's more than acceptable.”

Seventy-five percent of the time wasn't so great when you were on therun all of thetime. And wasn't
thisablast from the past? The last time we'd had this conversation, 1'd taken awalk on the Grendel side.
Here was hoping we didn't have arerun of that little experience. Still, | had no red desireto bring up that
nugget of ancient history, so | kept my mouth shut for once and quietly watched as Niko continued to
pack.

Not fooled for amoment by my silence, Niko zipped up the long duffel bag and et it easily on thefloor.
"I honestly don't believe there is any desperate hurry, Cal. Boggle has his muddy ear to the ground. If
he's not heard anything, chances are, that Grenddl was alone anomaly." His eyes narrowed. "A lone
ex-anomaly, if youwill. In any event | believe we comfortably have afew daysto get thingsin order.”
Clearing histhroat, he added offhandedly, " Perhaps buy anew car.”

"Youthink?' | drawled sarcadticaly.

Niko was as deadly with aheadlock as he was with asword. He had me in one before | could blink.
With hismouth closeto my ear, he warned mildly, "Be careful, little brother. Any further commentsfrom
the peanut gdlery and | may just purchase a motorcycle. Perhaps strap you to the handlebars when we
leavetown.”



"Couldn't be any worse than that death trap were rattling around in now.” | feinted an elbow at his gut
and then smultaneoudy hooked afoot around his ankle and bit him on the arm. Niko went down and |
landed on top of him hard. Rolling off, | bounced to my feet and aimed a one-two punch at theair. "Put
‘em up. Put 'em up. I'll take yawith one paw tied behind my back." 1t was faked, the humor, but Niko
went adong regardless. He wasn't oneto let me stew.

Niko snorted through hislong nose, Sitting up with ease. "Thelion? Hardly. Toto maybe. A member of
the Lollipop Guild on your very best day.”

Triumph over Nik wasn't something to be wasted, no matter how black my mood, and | gave him afaint
grin. "Soreloser." Reaching down ahand, | heaved him to hisfeet. | was under no illusion that I'd actualy
taken Niko down. It was asmple move he himsalf had taught me and one he was more than prepared
againg. Every day in every way, my brother was testing me, teaching me. | rubbed my thumb over the
faint biteimpressonsin the skin of hisarm. "Maybe we should put some barbecue sauce on that.”

Thistime | was the one who went down. And it damn surewasn't alegal move. After dl, how oftenisa
Grendd going to give me an atomic wedgie?

An hour later we hit the streetsin search of agood used car. We started in Brooklyn but kept New
Jersey open as an option. A scary last-ditch option. Grendels had nothing on a Jersey car salesman.
Emerging from the womblike darkness of the subway and aheavy nap full of copper and glass dreams; |
blinked at the bright sunlight that spilled out of apiercingly blue October sky.

Grumbling incoherently, | fished in my jacket pocket for sunglasses.

"Fear not, night dweller,” Niko said with mocking gravity. "It ismerely the sun, something you would see
more often if you would roll out of bed before late afternoon.”

| would never know if my morning duggishnesswasinherited (the Grendels had obvious nocturna
preferences), or just sheer human laziness on my part. Either way Niko was damn hard to take thisearly.
Roalling my shoulders, | snarled silently and kept trudging down the sdewalk, brightening only when |
spotted a hot dog stand ablock down. Five minutes later | was happily buried face-first in achili cheese
dog heaped with onions and relish. Everything but the kitchen sink—just theway | liked it. It redlly was
the smplethingsin life that kept you going.

Niko kept his distance, claiming the fumes were making his eyeswater. Big baby. He wouldn't touch
anything that was even remotdy in the mystery mesat family. "Do you have even the vaguest ideawhat is
inthat thing?' He eyed the dripping dog with distaste.

"Nope." | took another bite. "I've carefully avoided that knowledge my entirelife just so | could enjoy
this one moment. Y ou mind?"

Hefolded hisarms and gave me an exasperated look | was more than familiar with. "It does no good to
survivethe Grendelsif you lodge amass of shredded rat and chicken lipsin your heart. Not to mention
dissolving your intestines altogether.”

There was more of the same, but | tuned it out and savored the blissthat only a New Y ork hot dog can
give. By thetime we reached thetiny car lot | waslicking thelast of the orange chili off my fingers. While
| might have been able to ignore my brother, he was incapable of ignoring mewhen | wasat my Miss
Manners best. Hissing between clenched teeth, he fished a clean napkin out of his own pocket and
pressed it into my hands. "Do methefavor of risng from the preschool hygieneleve." The gray eyes
narrowed. "In fact you'd also be doing yoursdlf afavor.” Niko was good at threats, very good. I'd never
Seen anyone or anything not at least hesitate in the face of one of his chilling smiles or predatory stares.



Me, | just burped and tossed him back the now soiled napkin. "Come on, Grandma. Let'sbuy acar.”

We wandered the lot with adowly increasing sense of pessmism. It might have been asmall one, but the
carswere mostly new or older, immaculately expensive modds. Quite afew convertibleswere available
for the consumer on the go who liked inhaling big chunks of pollution whileidling in never-ending traffic.
Good for building up your tolerance to carbon monoxide. Still, | couldn't deny my hand swept acrossthe
clean lines of aclassc Mustang before | shoved it back in my pocket. "1 think the only thing we could
afford hereisapair of kates,” | grunted.

"Y ou might beright." Niko till had the napkin in his hand. Frowning in annoyance, he was|ooking
around for a garbage can when we were nailed. A flashing charismatic amile, apricey suit, sunglassesthat
cost more than Nik and | had to spend on acar—it all wasaimed in our direction like a hest-seeking
missle

"Oh, damn," | groaned wholeheartedly.

"It'san unfortunate fact of life," Niko said with grimly amused resignation. "Where there are graveyards,
there are flesh-eating revenants. Where there are cars, there are car salesmen.”

"I'll take the flesh eatersany day. At least they leave you your soul.” The guy was getting closer. "How
about we make arun for it?"

His hand snagged my jacket before | could move, and he reproved smoothly in aline straight out of our
childhood cartoons, "Honestly, Cdl, are you a man or amouse?'

"Neither, remember?’ | grumbled under my bresth. What awaste of time. There was nothing here we
could remotely afford. It was bad enough to suffer through this crap when you actudly got acar inthe
end. Todoit for no other reason than to not ook like a coward as you sprinted for safety—that just
sucked.

And then it wastoo late. Mr. Gladhand Luke was on us like shark on chum. "Gentlemen, beautiful day,
isn't it? Rob Fellows, at your service. What can | put you in today?' Cards were dipped in our hands
with the quickslver finesse of aVegas magician. " Sports car? SUV? Maybe something thrifty with the
gas? Foreign and domestic, weve got it al." He waved ahand. "Y ou leaning toward acolor? Red is
popular, naturdly, but you two..." Heleaned back an inch and framed uswith his hands. "'I'm thinking
simple black. Good color. Can't be best. | have abrand-new Camaro over in the far corner. A jewd it
is, averitable glory. And, herewe go. Thisway. Watch your step.”

Okay, here was a man for whom caffeine wasn't an occasiond indulgence; it was the actud fluid pulsing
through hisveins. He was averitable whirlwind and it was distracting as hell, amost distracting enough.

But not quite.

He smelled weird. Different. Not human. He looked human, though, thoroughly. In hisearly thirties, he
had short curly chestnut hair and reveded the cheerfully amora green gaze of afox when he pulled off his
sunglassesto indicate agleaming black car two rows over. His smiling, wide mouth was congtantly in
motion. He was the grown-up frat boy next door who'd conducted the panty raids, set up the keg, and
knew everyone's name. Ex-BMOC. But in this caseit stood for "Big Monster on Campus,” because
there wasn't adrop of human blood in him. The pungency of his scent was completely dien, oddly earthy,
and like nothing I'd ever smelled before.

It didn't take much to tip off Niko, just the briefest of glances and a minute shift of my stance. He
narrowed his eyes amillimeter in acknowledgment, and amost before Fellows could make his pitch,



Niko and | were ready to sign the papers. He seemed pleased, not suspiciousin the dightest, smugly
securein his position as sdlesmongter of the year. There was probably even a plague on hiswall.

Actudly there were nearly twenty. | whistled lightly at the Sght of them and settled into the chair on the
other sde of his desk as Niko drifted around the room. " Aren't you aregular Willy Loman?"

That ever-present blinding smile became pained. "I like to think I'm more successful than that, Mr...
er..." Heleaned across the desk to extend his hand. "I'm sorry. | didn't get your name."

| took hishand, then wrigt, in aniron grip and bared my teeth in awaolfish grin. "Caliban. Nice to meet
you, Loman."

The smile had melted off hisface even before Niko ghosted up behind him, placing aknife at histhroat.
"What the hell?' He started to struggle against my hold but froze as atiny thread of scarlet trickled down
theline of hisneck.

"Sharp, isntit?' | sad sympathetically. "Niko doeslike to take care of histoys."

"Not toys," Niko admonished, hisblade as ill and unmoving as stone. "They're more of away of life. A
philosophy." His mouth moved closer to Fellows's ear as he murmured serendly, "Perhapseven a
rdigion.”

That'd put the chills up anyone's spine. Hell, make those vertebrae get up and take awalk, for that
matter. | tilted my head and suggested lightly, "Maybe we should have achat, Loman, before Niko
decidesto baptize you. What do you say?'

| don't know what gave me away. He didn't smell the difference in me or he would've caught on much
sooner. Maybe it wasthe way | quirked my head or my pale, pale skin? Could have been the
near-murderous curve of my lips. Whatever it was, he knew. Somehow Fellows knew. The green eyes
widened; the mobile face tightened. "Auphe. Y ou're Auphe." There was wariness and athread of sheer
revulson in hisvoice as the smooth cheer fractured into a hundred crystaline shards.

Elf. Auphe. Grendd. A rose by any other name would still draw blood if you didn't watch the thorns.
Niko'stranquillity vanished in a heartbest as he hissed coldly, "Heis not." Lifting the blade away, he
fisted his hand in Fellowss suit to yank him out of his chair and dam him up againgt thewall. "But he can
kill you as quickly asone, and so canl."

Moving up shoulder to shoulder with my brother, | touched afingertip to the smdl rivulet of blood on
Fellowss skin and sniffed it. "Funny. 1t looks like human blood, but it sure ashell doesn't smell that way.”
| wiped it off on my jeans. "So, Loman, tell us... just what kind of monster are you? Y ou eat children?
Haunt graveyards? Drink blood and how! at the moon?' | shook my head before he could answer. "No.
Y ou don't smell like any of those things."

"Because I'm not any of thosethings." He put a hand to his neck, wiped the blood away, and studied me
with suddenly appraising eyes. "No more than you're Auphe. Not pure Auphe. | was wrong about that.
But part, yes? Half?' An automatic grimace shimmered across hisface. " didn't know anything would
breed with an Auphe. Even other Auphe are probably loath to do it. It would haveto be atale even the
Grimm brotherswould find too grim. Shakespeare would likeit, though. But with aname like 'Cdliban'’ |
guessyou dready knew that."

Niko lifted adisbelieving eyebrow in my direction. "He never stops. A creature that suffocates hisvictims
with an unceasing flow of words. | don't recall that in any of the mythology books."



"Horribleway to go." | hooked a hip on the edge of the desk and exhaed, threading both hands through
my hair. "Loman, why don't you just shut up with al your goddamn questions and answer just one of
ours, huh? How about it? If we like what you say, we can get on with our lives and maybe, just maybe,
you can get on with yours."

At that moment the door to the office swung open six inches and a bespectacl ed, wizened face topped
by alavender-tinted Albert Einstein do peered through at uswith curious eyes. "Mr. Fellows, you have
Steven Phillipswaiting on two." Thin lips painted with athick coat of bubblegum pink pursed asthe eyes
moved to Niko's grip on the mongter's shirt. "Oh. You're... oh. Oh." She continued to blow bubbleslike
aconfused goldfish until Fellows gave her asmooth, reassuring smile.

"Everything'sfine, Dorothea,”" he said with agenia sangfroid. "Tell Stevel'll call him back and he better
have that Lexus he promised me. And could you bring my guests some coffee and some of those
cranberry muffins? That'smy dall.”

Dorothea gave him aflustered nod that had the glittering purple glass dangling from her earlobesringing
likewind chimes, and disappeared, closing the door behind her. And | had to wonder ... when exactly
did Niko and | lose control of the sStuation? Hell, did we ever even have it to begin with? | dropped my
chin into my hand and groaned, "Ah, jeez.”

Niko pamed his blade, diding it back into concealment, and gave me arueful look. "It isdifficult to
threaten someone who doesn't have the necessary attention span to register fear.”

Felows straightened his suit and ran ahand over hishair. "Asif apair of puppies like you could scare
me," he snorted, but | noticed he gave Niko awide berth as he moved back to his chair. Me... me, he
kept in sght a al times, acombination of fascination and repulsion mixing in those cat eyes. Sitting, he
placed his hands flat on the desk and made us an offer. The traditiona one you can't refuse. "How about
aded, gentlemen?Y ou tell meyour story and I'll tell you mine.”

"Whet the hdl," | sghed. "Nik?'

He dowly nodded, and then gave Fellows an implacable order buried under a veneer of sted. "You firgt."
Sketching amockingly courteous bow, he added, "I indst.”

"Fair enough." He gave us another smile. This one was genuine and somewhat sad. Pensive. Definitely
not the high-powered ones held zinged our way earlier. "It's been along time since I've been mysdf with
humans. It's been along time since ahuman has even believed in me, believed in my kind."

It was polite of him to include mein the human race, especiadly consdering he ftill had haf of mefirmly
chaked in the Auphe column. "Auphe," it suited better than "df." It wasadarkly acidic burst of taste on
the back of your tongue. .. the whisper of scales diding through the grass. The musky smell of acorpse
filling your nose, sucking away your bresth as clawed hands caressed the skin of your neck. Swallowing
thickly, | forced my attention back to Fellows and decided to stick with "Grendels." Thereé's comfort in
the old childhood ways when monsters, even the red ones, were defined by you.

Clearing my throat, | asked, "How long'slong?’

His eyeswent dark and distant. "L ong enough that the sky was more amethyst than blue. The moon hung
closer, eadly as bright as the sun some nights. The water was sweet and pure with the hint of
honeysuckle in every handful. Butterflieswere asbig as blackbirds..." He paused, lost for amoment,
then shook it off to finish dyly, "And there were more virgins than you could shake astick at.”

Niko folded his arms and snorted disdainfully. "I'm quite sure there were far lesswhen you were



through."

Fdlowss smile moved into the scorching range. ™Y ou have no idea. Actualy, however, | do remember a
time when your kind was still picking fleas off one another for anutritious bedtime snack. It was quitea
while before the virgins were worth chasing. But I made up for lost time.”

"Yeah, I'll bet you did." | waslosing patience, not that I'd ever been long on that quality to begin with.
"Enough with the trip down memory lane. Who the hell are you anyway?'

Leaning back in his chair, he linked hands behind his head and gave a good-natured smirk. "Robin
Goodfellow at your service. Maybe you've heard of me? Shakespeare gave melots of press. Mostly
good, | haveto give him that. But that was only one of my incarnations. Puck. Pan. All onein the same.
Different cultures, different times... gill, it was dways me. More and less than the legend.”

Niko lifted both eyebrows at once; he was that surprised. "Honestly?' Cocking his blond head, he
peered over the desk with areluctantly curious gaze. "Aren't you supposed to have the legs of agoat?
Even the most talented of tailors couldn't hide that."

Hiseyesrolled cheerfully. "Fur chaps. | try and make afashion statement years before itstime and thisis
thethanks| get."

Luckily, the fashion commentary was interrupted by the lovely Dorotheaand her plump and juicy muffins.
Now, there was a combination that you redly did not want to picture. | waited until sheleft and idly dug
asucculent cranberry from the surrounding cake. Popping it in my mouth, | chewed and swallowed
before saying, "Y ou're famous, then, huh?"

His shoulders squared as the vanity he wore like a cloak became a shade threadbare. "No," he admitted
grudgingly. "Not just me. My entire kind has provided atemplate, | guessyoud cdl it, for the myth.
Weredl Robin. Were al Pan playing our pipesin the endless green wood.”

"Even your women?' Niko had findly deigned to relax enough to St in achair, dthough hishands were,
asaways, within easy reach of any number of weapons.

Fellows shrugged dismissively and poured a cup of coffee. "We don't have any femaes of our own.
Never have." Eyes gleaming brightly, he Spped the hot liquid. "And don't ask me how we makelittle
pucks. Y ou're not ready for that lesson in reproduction.”

Now, that was a statement | was wholeheartedly behind if there ever was one. "So," | started dowly,
"you've been around forever and afriggin' day, longer than Dick Clark even. I'm guessing it's safe to say
you could tell usalot about Auphes, am | right?"

"The Auphe," he corrected grimly. "Singular isplurd. Just like the Book says, call them Legion, for they
aremany. Or were a onetime. They've dwindled over the millenniaand thereisn't acreature out there
that's not grateful for that.” The serious expression retreated dightly as heleaned back in his chair. " Sure,
| know about the Auphe, but | think you gentlemen owe me astory first. A ded isaded, and I'm all
about the art of the deal. So shoot. I'm all ears.” He cupped both to show just how ready he was and
gaveusawinning smile,

Goddamn, but he was annoying as hell. Maybe that had something to do with our so-called dedl and
maybeit didn't. Either way | wasn't waiting around to figureit out. Propelling mysdlf up out of the chair, |
muttered, "Think I'll seeif Miss Dorotheahas any more muffins.”

Ignoring the fact that four of them till rested on the desk, Niko nodded, comprehension a hidden warmth



in hiseyes. "'l wouldn't mind someteaif it'savailable”

"No problem.” | didn't dam the door behind me, but it was a near thing. Leaning against thewall, |
sucked in adeep breath, then pushed off. Whatever was said behind that door, | didn't want to overhear
any of it, not one single, solitary word.

Therewastea, not that green grassy crap Niko drank, but still, in hiseyesit would be better than coffee,
| knew. By thetime | carted that and more muffins back, blueberry thistime, Niko was donetalking. |
knew he would've only sketched the bare bones of my life story, but that didn't stop Fellowsfrom visiting
alook of sheer heartfelt pity on me. | could've been generous, could've caled it sympathy instead. But it
didn't matter; | didn't want either one. Not from him, not from anyone.

"What'reyou looking at?' | asked sharply. "I'm still ahaf-breed Auphe mongter, sameaswhen | left.”

Taking the teafrom my hand, Niko said softly, "Ca." Just my name, nothing else. It was enough. | sat
down without another word.

Fellows had buried his empathy deep out of sight and now regarded me with only inquigtiveness. "Well,
well, aren't you something to write home about? I've never heard of an Auphe-human mix. And you have
no ideawhy it even happened?' He shook his head in amazement. "Damn, if it's not a puzzle.”

Nothing like having your whole life summed up as nothing more than an interesting riddle. "Y egh,” |
responded flatly. "It'sapuzzle dl right. Almost as big of one aswhy were Stting here listening to you. If
you can't tell us about the Auphe, then you're just one big fat waste of our time.”

At the f word ahand automaticaly went to histrim waist and Fellows scowled. That type of glower
shouldn't have sat well on afoxy, blithely cunning face. But it did, perfectly. Whilel didn't know
one-tenth of the mythology my brother did, it seemed to me that maybe good old Puck Robin hadn't
been dl game playing, piping, and flirting with virgins. There was atemper there, onethat could be
spiteful at times. And considering how we'd roughed him up even before | began sniping at him, it could
be atemper we deserved.

Siding down afew inches, | rested my chin on my chest and gave areluctant gpology. " Sorry. I'm being
adick. | havent exactly given you much of achanceto talk." The frown stayed in place, as did the hand
on hisabdomen. "Oh. And those are abs of stedl if I've ever seen 'em,” | added lightly. ™Y ou could
bounce a quarter off those babies."

Fellows's scowl faded as Niko's hand came over to toude my hair. "That's agood boy," my brother said,
amused.

"Geg, thanks, Wally." | reached for another muffin, not because | was hungry. | was about the furthest
thing fromiit. | just needed something to do with my hands. Muutilating a pastry was going better than
clenching my fists until my knuckles popped. Whatever we found out about the Grendel s was bound to
be lessthan agood time. "Okay, Fellows, A isfor '‘Auphe.’ Clueusin.”

He nodded, face still somber. " Cdl me Robin, would you?' he requested with awistful note. "It'sbeen a
while since anyone has. | guess| rather missit." He propped hisfeet on the desk, expensive shoes
gleaming in the fluorescent light, and continued. "Gather around, children. It'stimefor alesson in history.
Ancient history."

Figured. I'd dmost flunked my last history class. Hopefully thistime | would do better. My life did seem
to depend onit.



Robin did hisbest to talk well into the late afternoon. Not al of it was related to the Grendels.
Occasiondly he wandered off the subject to spin some tale about wine, women, and song. Sometimesiit
was about wine, men, and song. | had the feeling Robin was dl about equal opportunity when it cameto
debauchery. | wasjust grateful he didn't stray into wine, sheep, and song.

| didn't redlly mind the change of subject oncein awhile evenif it did revolve around him. It was a
welcome break from the bottomless poi sonous swamp of Auphe/Grendd history. Y ou could swallow
only so much murderous lust, freezing cold rage, and soulless torture before you began to choke.

It turned out that Grendel's were more than mere mongters after al; they were part and parce of aliving
nightmare. They seemed to live for only one purpose, one passion, one raison d'ére: violence,
Destruction. Mayhem. Working separately or together, they had considered the world their persondl
game presarve. They'd hunted and killed with gleeful abandon, mutilating, torturing, ravaging, living as
wolves among the sheep. But wolveskilled for food; Grendelskilled for the pure love of the game. They
killed for fun.

Around since the dawn of time, they'd been here before humans, even before Robin's people. There
were no Grendd cities, though, not on the surface. They preferred living either underground in the feeble
light of glowing cave fungi or in aplace even colder and more barren. It was a place that existed side by
sde, in and of the earth, but distinct and separate. If you knew just where to ook, you could find a
doorway. And if you knew just how to walk, you could pass through.

Or could be dragged through as a screaming fourteen-year-old kid.

It was a place sterile of life except for the Grendels. At least so Robin had heard through the mythological
grapevine. HeEd never been there, actudly paed at the thought. Tumulus, he called it. When Niko
murmured that the word was Latin, Robin nodded in confirmation. "1t seemed appropriate. It means
grave. Tomb. Auphe hell. Whatever you want to cdll it. Y ou'd be better off dead than there, trust me.”

Now, there was some information to befiled in the "too little, too late’ column. "Time runs differently
theretoo, huh?' | said neutrdly. It had for me anyway.

"That'swhat they say." He hesitated, then furrowed his brow and asked, "Y ou don't remember anything
at al? Two yearsfor you and you don't recall even amoment?”

Ignoring the question, | silently dumped the abused muffin on the desktop and brushed the crumbs off my
hands. He took the hint and commented briskly, "Probably for the best. | doubt it'd ever rank with Club
Med for vacation hot spots.”

"No. You think?" | challenged acidly.

Niko was ever the peacemaker, whether with reason or the ultimate in last words, the sword. He
interceded, "While ther history isfascinating, in abloody fashion, we are more concerned with why the
Grendels have done what they have done. Why did they approach our mother? Why did they take Cd?
What do they want? It seems dl too intricate for mere random maliciousness.”

"Egpecidly since you seemed to have nearly every Aupheliving kegping an eye on you then." Robin
rubbed afinger long hisupper lip, logt in thought.

"Every Gr—every Auphe?' Niko repested. "I thought you said they were legion. We saw many, far too
many, but they were hardly countless.”

"| said they were countless. That changed long ago." Robin stood and walked restlesdy around the



room, straightening sles awards on thewall as hewent. "Changed for usdl. Man." He shrugged his
shoulders diffidently. It made me redlize he had some memoaries he probably would've as soon forgotten
asthoroughly as 1'd managed with mine. The green eyesflicked toward Niko, excepting me from
humanity without thought. ™Y ou breed like rabbits on gphrodisiacs. One moment you were the occasiond
dar in the early-evening sky and the next, a smothering blanket snatching ownership of the very air itself.
None of us had achance, not even the wretched Auphe.”

"Ah," Niko acknowledged with aphilosophica regret. "Unfortunately, it isbasic biology. When one only
livesashort time, reproduction isabuilt-in priority.”

"Every nine months versus every ninety yearsor so. It makes adifference.” Robin blinked, then shook off
the past to check hiswatch. " Sorry, compadres, it's been nice rehashing old timeswith you, but | have an
gppointment. Theres dill aliving to make. Takes money to wine and dine the virgins nowadays.
Devadtating good looks and abig dick just aren't enough anymore.”

| quirked the sde of my mouth in dark humor as Niko sympathized with mock gravity, "Y es, atragedy of
epic proportions. However, the vast importance of your socid life aside, | don't believe we are finished
here. Do you?'

Hisknife might have been out of sight, but Niko was more than cagpable of making his point without it.
Straightening histie, Robin gave us both ajaundiced ook and arductant promise. "Well meet
tomorrow, dl right? Come by about eight p.m. That'll give metimeto think on the Stuation anyway. |
don't have my finger on the Auphe pulse, but I might know someone e se who possibly could.”

We were almost out the door when | turned and asked one last question. "Loman. Sorry... Robin. You
seen any Aupheinthecity lately?!

Hishand, gill on histie, tightened involuntarily like the hand of the condemned on the hangman's noose. ™
Here? Auphe here? Katadikazo, no. Never."

Too bad for Robin, too bad for usal, but never had just gotten awhole ot shorter.

Chapter Six

Entertainers, with acapitd E, axe awhole different breed. They're about five steps below your loca
dime monster on the evolutionary ladder if you ask me, but they were amgor portion of Niko's bread
and butter. Unfortunately for us have-nots, big money did pave the way for alot of self-centered,
outrageous behavior. Of course with Niko that kind of crap smply rolled off his back, water to a
particularly phlegmatic duck. When you could kill someonewith adirty tube sock, you couldn't afford a
careless temper.

That didn't mean those nut jobs didn't succeed in bugging the living shit out of me. "Niko, comeon,” |
wheedled like awhiny twelve-year-old, as opposed to the whiny adult | was. "Why do you haveto drag
me aong to the freak show? It's my night off. I'm supposed to be lying on the couch, eating pizzaand
watching TV. It'sthe high point of my week. Hdll, it'sa God-given congtitutiona right."

"Thank you, John Hancock." He tossed me a pony-tail holder. "Put your hair up. Tonight you'rea
professond. A professona what, | wouldn't even want to wager aguess, but at least you'll be clean-cut.
In any event, Snce our car-buying venture was unsuccessful, we should try to salvage what remains of the
day. You lazing about corrupting your mind and body isnot what | consider productive.”



"And who died and made you boss?' But | knew alost cause when | saw it and was dready pulling my
hair back with nimble fingers.

Niko dapped ashoulder holster against my chest. "No one. Likedl truly grest dictators, | seized that
power mysdlf. Now finish up. Weleavein five minutes.”

| dipped on the holster loaded with two knives. Niko had aready tucked away hisfifth blade and wasn't
half doneyet. "Who are we daving for tonight?' It wasn't thefirgt time I'd helped out Niko and | had a
mentd list of the primadonnas, drama queens, and jackasses that | was sincerely hoping to never suffer

through again.

"I think I'll let you be surprised.” Niko shrugged into his black suit jacket, forgoing atie againgt the gray
glk shirt. "It will makethewalk over lesstrying."

"That bad? Damn." | pulled on my own blazer, adightly more rumpled verson of Niko'sthat I'd
borrowed from him last time I'd helped him out. 1t was agiven | wouldn't have spent good money on it
mysdlf. If the occasion caled for more than jeans and acasud shirt, it was safeto say | had no interest in
it. Tugging irritably at the collar of the also borrowed turtleneck didn't do anything to relieve the feding of
being choked by apair of unrelenting polyester hands. " This Robin Goodbar, you believe his spid ?

"I think you mean Robin Goodfellow." With an exasperated shake of his head, Niko went to the shelf
againg the far wall and removed a book about the Size of the Titanic. He had entirely too many thick,
esoteric volumes, dl educationa and al devoted to research on my behaf. When we moved they usudly
took up the whole backseet of the car. Mythology, ancient civilizations, five thousand waysto dice and
dice your opponent—it was al represented.

Niko'slibrary was astark contrast to mine, if you could even call my booksalibrary. | had a handful of
ratty paperbacksto my name, fiction exclusively. There were Westerns with the half-naked saoon girls
on the cover, sci-fi with the half-naked three-breasted alien women, and pul p detective fie with the
half-naked femmesfataes, anything that caught my discerning eye. No fantasy, though, and no horror.
That would've been nothing but awaste of good dgavu.

"I know what | mean." | staggered under the weight as he dumped War and Peace's big brother into my
arms. "Okay, he's definitely not human, but it's till kind of hard to believe Studly M cGee's been around
since dinosaurs roamed the earth.”

"Not dl creatures evolve at the samerate, Cal. Be kind." He began to turn the pages with afast thumb.

| had to snort at that one. "He's an arrogant SOB. Shallow as a parking-lot puddle, not to mention vain
ashell." | suppressed a sneeze asthe musty smell of alonely, deserted library wafted up from the pages.
More subdued, | added diffidently, " George told me we needed a car. Funny we should run into this guy
looking for one."

"Did she?' Nik said without surprise. "Georginaiswiser than well ever comprehend. She may have
known that Goodfellow could help usin someway." Sparing an exceedingly sore spot for me, he didn't
push the subject any further. "In any event, Robin is certainly something of a peacock, I'll give you that.
But considering how long he's survived, flourished even, perhaps he has some reason.” A preemptory
finger landed on the pagein front of me. "Y ou should try literature that contains words of more than two
gyllables, little brother. Y ou might just learn something.”

" 'Voluptuous has more than two syllables." Turning the book right side up, | scanned the page. " So does
'nymphomaniac,” | added, distracted by what was before me. It was Robin as Puck. No, it was Pan, his
earlier incarnation. The caption read that the picture was from atemple painting discovered in the ruins of



Pompeii. It wasn't exactly aPolaroid, but the artist had obvioudy known Robin. Not known of him, but
been acquainted with him persondly. The dy glint in green eyes, thewildly curling brown hair, the smugly
lascivious grin, it wasour LomantoaT.

"Yes, but ‘trash’ has only the one.” Niko retrieved the book and closed it with adecisive snap. "And your
five minutes are up. | suppose you'll be going without shoes?!

| had to put on my black sneakers, the closest thing | had to a dress shoe, one at atime as | hopped
down the hall. It wasthat or go in my socked feet. Niko never had been onefor idle threats. Five minutes
was five minutes; he had an infdlible inner clock... and no snooze button.

By the time we hit the street, | was more or less put together and till curious, in amorbidly apprehensive
kind of way, who we were covering tonight. It was Ssmpler to think about that than what we might find
out from Robin the next day. They say not knowing isthe worst and maybe that's true most of thetime,
but if anyone could prove that theory wrong, it would be me. Running from the Grendels was bad; losing
two years of my life, worse. Being half of athing so twisted and evil that it was feared even by other
legendary creatures, that was the topper. Or wasit? It could be that if we did find out why | cameto be,
did find out what the hell the Grendels were playing at, it'd make our lives now seem likeawak inthe

park.

And the park was agood place. Green and full of trees, blue skies and Frisbees, hot dogs and
Sno-Kones. Okay, sure, the occasional mugger with sharp claws, needle teeth, and maniacal red eyes.
Y ou dodged, you ran, you fought, and you went on. The park had its shadows, but it might be better
than the dternative. The devil you know...

So contemplating what god-awful psychotic pseudo-celeb Niko was throwing our way was adistraction
| wasn't about to turn down. | ran through my menta list, wincing with amost every entry. My brother's
clients might've been short of true fame, but they were long on character, 99 percent of it bad. It wasa
regular mixed bag of the good, the bad, and the ugly. Or more redigticdly, the bad, the worse, and the
plastic surgeon's Porsche payment. "It's not Glenda Glamgtein, isit? Jesus, pleasetdl meit'snot her.”

"Itisnot Ms. Glamgtein," he responded obediently. " Though I'm sure she would be quite disappointed at
your lack of enthusiasmiif it were."

The sky was a sooty purple, at the cusp of twilight as the sun tumbled into its grave. There were more
people on the sdewaks rushing home to dinner, their hobbies, their pets, their families. They all looked
annoyed; it didn't say much about their home lives. | bumped my shoulder against Niko's. Most people
didn't know how lucky they had it, and most didn't have aclue what family wasdl about. "Right, and you
were S0 ready to go dong with her uniform code.”

"It would betricky to hide very many wesgponsin alesther codpiece.” He pursed hislips and looked
down the length of hislong nose. "For the less endowed among us certainly. | suppose | couldve lent you
apenknife." Beforel could defend myself, not that Ca Junior needed it, Niko ddlivered the news early.
"But have no fear, your virtue, such asit s, is perfectly safe. Y our assets aren't liquid enough to draw the
attention of Ms. Nottinger."

At the name | relaxed dightly. Tonight wouldn't be too bad after dl. Promise Nottinger was one of the
more well behaved of Niko's clients. Never mind that she was more commonly known as Promissory
Note. Aslong as you were under the age of seventy and had less than fifty mil in your bank account, you
weren't even ablip on the horizon. She might have been the human version of asuccubus, but she was
one with very specific tastes. Asfar as she was concerned, bodyguards were professionals there to do
their job, nothing more or less, and she wasn't going to interfere with that. Y ou can't redly marry five



doddering millionaires and their money without making an enemy or two. Keeping the bodyguard's mind
on hisbusiness could only bein her best interest. There were plenty of disgruntled and disinherited family
members out therejust itching to have ago at Promise.

Not that she was ablack widow from the "Late Late" movies. No, she didn't drop asubtle poisonin
hubby's warm milk or give him and hiswheelchair a push down the sairs. Asfar as| knew, they had all
died the natura degth of the truly elderly. Then again there was more than one way to skin acat. And if
the mgjority of them had died in bed, shortly after their honeymoon or even while on it, who'sto say they
didn't get what they paid for? They probably died happy, happy men. To every husband, Promise kept
her promise. But more importantly, to me anyway, she was quiet and restrained, and let us fade into the
background. She didn't treat uslike acircus act or a badge of fame and wedlth. Promise was always a

ledy.
From the first wedding to thelast funerd... dwaysalady.

We got on the 6 train and then made our way up to Sixtieth Street. Promise's place was on the Upper
East Side, naturdly, and thirty stories up in abuilding on Park. 1t wasn't the absol ute best money could
buy, but instead comfortably sandwiched between the obscendy wedthy and the disgustingly rich. There
were shining wood floors, jewe-bright rugs, soft misty paintings, and plump grapes on wafer-thin crystal.
Not atelevison or abag of Cheetosin sight. Maybe the rich don't have everything after al. Niko liked it,
though;, | could tell. It wasn't necessarily histhing. Evenif we'd been swimming in money, hisided would
be much more spartan, more utilitarian. Still, from thetilt of hisblond heed to the quicksIver flashin his
eyes, | could see he appreciated its beauty, though it was entirely too elaborate for histaste.

Promise hersdf was much smpler than her gpartment. Mink brown hair pulled back tightly from her face,
pale skin, afull but unpainted mouth—she was saved from anonymity only by cheekbonesthat could cut
glassand apair of arresting purple eyesthe color of blooming heather. In those eyes you could easily get
logt, drowning in afield of summer wildflowers. It was easy to see how five rich men had fdlen, and fallen
hard.

Wed barely arrived at her place before we were leaving again. Always unfailingly prompt, she swept out
the door, cloaked in slence as shimmering as her slk shawl. Promise wasn't much on the spoken word.
If she had something especialy pertinent to say, shewould. If not, she let her eyes speak for her. And
they did, in volumes that had even the most jaded, sneering maitre d' scrambling frantically to smooth her
path with verbal rose petals.

Me? 1 was lucky to get agrunt from thelocal pizzaddivery girl. And | had nice eyestoo, not to mention
akiller ass. Theretruly was no justice in the world.

How did I know that? Aside from the ass thing, one clue was how our easy night went downhill asfast as
arunaway ded. Thefirst hour went well enough. Tedious enough to have my jaw aching with restrained
yawns, but it was better than akick in the head. Just barely.

| started out circulating throughout the reception a the Waldorf. Art for art's sake, save the starving
ring-tailed dingoes, eiminate tennis elbow—it was for some charity or another. And if in redlity it wasjust
asocia opportunity for the bored rich, | guess the money was spent al the same. I'd long given up on
pulling on my collar for oxygen and now my hands hung loose and easy a my sidesas| moved through
the crowd. Niko and | swapped every twenty minutes. Hed cover the client and I'd run the room looking
for possible threats and then if al was quiet, weld switch out. It was the same routine I'd worked with
Niko severd timesbeforeand | had it down pat enough that half my mind was on the job while the other
played alittle what-if.



Watching dl these people socidizing, living their livesfor the better part obliviousto the dark
undercurrent that ran beneath dl our feet, made me think. What would it have been likefor Niko and me
if I'd been normal, your average Harry Human? Okay, probably not like this. And Niko, who was smart
as hell, could've achieved anything he turned his mind to. In the end, though, | had afedling Niko had
certain priorities, not to mention a certain edge, that would've led himin aparticular direction.
Congdering hismartid knack combined with adriven intellect, | imagined my brother kicking crimina
butt on afedera leve.

Either that or teaching college medieva history, dressed in tweed and waving around a broadsword.
Swalowing agrin, | didn't dwell as much on what my life wouldve been like. Where Niko's
might-have-been was painted in bright and vivid if whimsica strokes, mine was a canvas of murky
shadows. It could beit wasjust harder to take yoursalf out of context. Or it could be the redlization that
if I were human, | wouldn't be me. Not even athrough-a-glass-lightly version. A whitewashed,
demon-free Caliban was aconcept | smply couldn't wrap my mind around, no matter the effort | put into
it. College and frats, girlfriends and road trips, it was amake-bdlieve landscape that flourished fine until |
inserted mysdlf into it. Then it just faded away. For better or worse | was Grendel, American, and that
was one gene pool no lifeguard could pull you out of. My imagination knew that aswell as| did.

So | tucked it and the fantasies back where they belonged and directed my attention, al of it, back to the
job at hand. I did another circuit of the reception without incident. Since al seemed rdlatively quiet and
assailant free, | decided on aquick pit stop. Unfortunately even bodyguards of stedl had al-too-human
bladders. After giving Niko the high sign from across the room, | drifted through the throng, snatching a
crab-stuffed mushroom from asilver server as| went. By thetime | walked into the bathroom the hors
d'oeuvre was nothing but amellow, smoky memory on the back of my tongue. Thetaste, rich and potent,
matched my first glimpse of the bathroom.

Wallsthe color of ancient parchment met a marble floor shot through with gold and arich toffee brown.
A nearly full-szed chanddier hung from the celling, muted topaz gems glittering softly. Thelong
countertop was one vast piece of lovingly polished wood embedded with severa beaten-brasssinks. The
mirror that hung above it all dominated the eye. Framed with atwisted line of copper and brass that
blossomed into leaves at the four corners, it covered nearly the entire top half of the wall.

| doubted I'd ever pissed in a place so fancy.

Unimpressed, my bladder let me know there was no time like the present. Once I'd finished business and
zipped up, | went over to asink to wash my hands. Several folded towels, thick and fleecy, balancing on
astool showed someone else was on abreak aswell. Good for you, buddy, | thought. Helping myself to
achocolate-colored towe, | was drying off when | saw it.

Out of the corner of my eye, adark dithering as subtle as a coyly beckoning finger. Like most things
glimpsed in the periphery it had my heart damming in away something seen face-to-face wouldn't have.
The towel dropped from my hand as my knife sprang into my grip practically of its own accord. | turned
fagt half crouched on the bals of my feet with my blade close to my body to face... nothing.

Nothing, that is, but my own reflection. It Sared at me grimly aswe both drew in lungfuls of air as
suddenly thick and choking asriver mud. "Damn,” | muttered. | had not logt it over my own imagein the
mirror; that jJumpy | wasn't. | refused to believeit.

As| quickly scanned therest of the bathroom the lights overhead flickered once, the autumn gold
disappearing into avevety black. And in that moment, the barest dice of time, | thought | felt the air
ripple against my skin, asif something had passed right before my face. Or maybe it was a bregth, fetid
and hot, asteeth aimed for my neck. | was dready swinging blindly with adeadly dice when the light



returned. And once again it was just me and my shadow. At least he looked as sheepish as| felt. |
sighed, put away the knife, and knocked lightly on the bright surface of the mirror. "Alice, you in there?'
Therewas no answer in Wonderland. If she was there, then she was perfectly happy behind the looking
glasswith no intentions of coming out.

Chapter Seven

By thetime I'd navigated the crowd back to Niko's side my heart rate had dropped to normal and the
cold swest prickling the back of my neck had subsided. It was nice to know how quickly | could recover
from the gibbering terror of a mafunctioning bathroom light. I gave Niko anod and took my place
discreetly behind Ms. Nottinger, who was a pale sun orbited by several planetslong past their prime. She
seemed more distantly amused than appreciative of the attention. Just went to show, thereisa point
where enough isenough. .. money, that is. Promise had retired from business, although her would-be
sugar daddies didn't seem to want to believeit. | wanted to tell the group of horny Methusdlahsto giveit
up, but instead swallowed the impul se and watched as Niko melted into the milling crowd to disappear
from sight. Literally. One second there, one second gone. Get the man awhite tiger and asilver jumpsuit
and he could play Vegas. | might be more or less than human, depending on your viewpoint, but it was
my brother who had the abilitiesthat were al but supernaturd. "Later, Houdini," | murmured to empty
air, and then moved to subtly discourage a gentleman whose wrinkled, palsied hands were too ambitious
for hisown good.

Promise didn't stay more than an hour or S0, just long enough to do afew circuits, bemuse a gaggle of
old men, and make her donation. She might have come by her money in aless-than-orthodox manner,
but she played by the same rules of her adopted socid class. After she bade her farewellsto severa
disgppointed suitors, we left the hotel for the crisp night air. Underneath amidnight sky reflected orange
by amillion lights, Promise raised her face and said softly, "1 missthe sars™

| did acurious glance toward Niko. That wasthefirst persona comment | had ever heard the woman
make. And granted, I'd only met her twice before, compared with Niko's dozens of times, but from the
eyebrow he raised he seemed as surprised as | was by the remark. Noncommittal, he responded, "Too
much ambient light, apollution al itsown." He indicated her car and driver a the curb. "Shadl we go, Ms.
Nottinger?'

"Too much light," she repeated. Then, her eyes still on the sky, she knotted her shawl briskly. "No. | think
not. I'min the mood for awalk. Tell Timothy he's dismissed for the night. Pity. Hell haveto forgo his
customary nap behind the whed." | gave aslent wince at her arch tone, the needle-sharp point of a
dtiletto coated with warm honey. | had afedling Timothy the driver was going to be in the unemployment
line before too much longer.

After Niko knocked on the smoked-glass window of the car and ddlivered the news, Promise swept
down the sdewalk to head north. | could say like a queen among the rabble, but it wasn't like that. It was
more like aghost among unbelievers. She made her way, afantastic cresture, unseen and unnoticed,
suddenly asinsubstantia as she had been brilliant at the reception. Shewaslike Niko that way, a
chameleon, visble only if shewanted to be. It wasarare kill that only the truly self-contained, the
genuindy balanced, had. To know thysdlf, right?

No, thanks. Guessthat was one ability I'd have to leave to the pros.

Niko moved on ahead of Promise, while | brought up the rear, my eyes open for the more mundane



threats now. Pickpockets, perverts, genera weirdos, the usud nightlife, it was dl apossibility—although
lesssointhisritzy area. But the farther we walked, the more of a probability it became. And while the
human threats might not have claws or fangs, some till had an insatiable need for blood that would rival
that of any monger.

Promisg's wak was beginning to lengthen into agenuine trek. The forty minutes stretched into an hour
and thefaint click of her heels became more noticeabl e as the people began to thin around us. Niko
caught me checking my watch and sent me alook of stern disapprova. Subtle and fleeting, it still had me
sguaring my shoulders with an inner groan. Working the bar had made melazy. Until Samud and his
friends had shown up, that place had been one long eight-hour snooze. This, on the other hand, thiswas
work. And if our client didn't hurry up and pull agroin muscle or sprain an ankle, | might actudly get
winded. When she said she missed the sars, | had no idea she was going to try to walk to them.

Shefindly hated down adark stretch of aley between two sketchy-looking buildings. She just stopped
out of the blue, hands cupping her elbows, her distiracted gaze on the glittering white lights Sung
carelesdy on afire escape. Someone had the Christmas spirit adl year round, or was every bit the doth |
was.

"Not sars," she sad pengvely, and then smiled, soft and warm asasummer rain. "But still beautiful .
Sighing, shetightened her arms around herself and tilted her head toward Niko. There was resignationin
the classic line of her jaw. "We were followed, weren't we?'

"Yes" heresponded calmly. "We were. It seemsthat isnot atota surpriseto you, Ms. Nottinger."

Maybe not to her, but it was something of oneto me. I'd picked up on the guy afew blocks from the
Waldorf, and Niko had probably picked him up from minute one. But that Promise had known al dong
someone might be lurking outside waiting for her, that | hadn't picked up on at al. She had been serene
and salf-possessed, apparently oblivious. | guess1'd forgotten that the acting skills needed by a
professiona succubus would beimpressive. She had pulled the wool over my eyes, and by thispoint in
my life | was not an easy person to fool by any stretch of the imagination.

"No, not atota one." Fingerslightly stroked the slken threads of her wrap. "1 can explain, if you alow
I’m"

"Perhaps you can. However, thisis not thetimeto do it. Cd, you take the front. Ms. Nottinger and | will
take the back." Hishand firmly on Promise's arm, Niko ushered her to the end of the dley, where they
both disappeared into a darkness as physical asawall. | chose my own pool of shadowsto submerge
mysdlf in and waited patiently, the bricks rough and suspicioudy wet against my back. Thered been no
rain, and | didn't even want to hazard a guess as to what was soaking through the materia of my coat.
That is, until | remembered it was Niko's jacket, and then | glegfully thought of a hundred noxious,
disgusting fluidsit could be.

My patience wasn't al it could be when it came to the day-to-day shit, but when it came to matters of
aurvivd, it was as till and cold asthat of any cat waiting for an unlucky low-flying bird. And it wasn't too
long before our feathered friend fluttered in. Sharp beak, darting black eyes—heredly wasrather
birdlike with a black trench coat that even vagudly mimicked wings. He was asmaller man, afew inches
shorter than me, with adight build, but there was a glassy sheen in his eyesthat gave as much pauseasa
muscle-bound body would have. He wasn't talking to himsdlf or carrying any handmade signs proclaiming
the apocalypse was nigh, my brothers, but he had the same stark, white-eyed stare many of the street
people had. Chaotic and intense as alaser beam without a guidance system.

He moved into the alley cautioudy with quick short steps, askew gaze flitting back and forth. There was



something in his hand, but it was hidden by the folds of hislong coat. It had to be aweapon. Gun or
knife, Taser maybe. And from hiswhite-knuckle grip, it didn't look like he had any intentions of giving it
up without afight. I curved my lipsin asilent, humorlessgrin. That wasdl right by me. | wasn't oneto
turn down pounding a deserving head against the asphalt. Good stress relief. | watched as he passed my
position without detecting mein the degp gloom. The twinkling Chrisgmeas lights gleamed off hishigh
forehead and palefawn hair like an eerie hao. It was ajaggedly bizarre contrast with hisjittering eyes
and ferociousintensity—a soulless and psychotic angdl in desperate need of a Prozac-lithium cocktail.
He was aso an angel who was about to get hiswings clipped.

| stepped away from the wall and moved in silently behind him. His bony shoulders were scarecrow thin
and so tenseit looked asif held shatter with one touch. Always being the curious sort, | gaveit atry.
Pulling aknife, | tapped him politdy with the blade. "I think you took awrong turn off the yellow brick
road, pal. A serioudy wrong turn.”

They were words he took to heart, demongtrated by his next turn. He swiveled around with adippery
speed, his coat fanning out behind him and his hand thrusting with avalanche force toward my face. It
happened with such speed and fury that it was like an act of God, inescapable. Not to mention
uninsurable. | backpedal ed, blocked the blow with my forearm, and aimed my knife for his abdomen.
The metal cutting theair, | was just about to open him up like a pifiatawhen | was able to make out what
was flying toward my face. Not aknife, not agun, not even agoddamn dingshot. It wasacross. It was a
hugely ornate one, gleaming with asoftly metalic sheen inthewesk light. Still, asbig asit was, it wasn't
enough of athreat to justify dicing and dicing the guy. Not yet anyway. Hope prings eternd, though,
right?

| pulled my blade up, and landed ahard elbow in his gut instead. He dropped like arock, gasping for air,
but stubbornly clinging to the cross. Squatting on my hedls, | patted him down ashe curled in afeta
position, on the pavement. Out of his pockets | fished another smaler crossand avid of colorlessliquid.
| opened it and was sniffing it cautioudy when Niko appeared, empty-handed and apparently
weaponless except for the wickedly amused twitch of hislips. "Embracing that old-time religion, are we?'

Grunting, | replaced thelid. It was just water. "Embracing it with my face, you mean. He nearly put a
dent in my skull. Thanksfor the help, by theway."

"If you couldn't handle one unarmed fanatic, Cd, then you are too frail for thisworld. Best to shuffle off
that morta coil before someone places you in abubble for your own good." He reached down and took
the small container from my hand. He didn't openit, merdly held it up inthedim light and said smply,
"Ah." Looking down at our mysterious lunatic, he tossed the via from hand to hand. "Now, isn't this
interesing?'

Annoyed, | puffed out air and grumbled, "Care to share with the class, Sherlock? Y our legps of logic
tend to leave me motion sick.”

An eyebrow rose. "Cal, it'sobvious. A cross, what appearsto be holy water. Our nutritionally challenged
friendisaftera...”

"Vampire," the man wheezed, hisempty hand scrambling weekly at the dley floor. "Shesavampire.” He
coughed, sucked in awhigtling breeth. "A monger... afiend from hell.”

Well, how about that? Promisewas asigter. "Isthat afact?' | commented neutrally, rising smoothly and
planting a heavy foot in the small of the scarecrow's back to keep him down. "Did she happen to mention
that when she hired you, Niko? That whole bloodsucking thing ever come up?'

"Migtress of the devil. Satan's scarlet whore," the voice rasped on from beneath my foot.



"Yeah, yeah, buddy,” | said impatiently. "Wegot it. Zipit dready.”
"Queen of everlagting darkness..."

| sghed and ddlivered a short, sharp kick behind the nut job's ear. His head snapped forward and
ingtantly he was out like a chesp lightbulb. He'd wake up with nothing more than a pounding headache,
and | was betting it wouldn't be any worse than the one hed given me. "Y ou just can't reason with people
these days. It's agoddamn shame."

Niko gave mealook of distinct exasperation. Wasit disappointment for my silencing of the annoying fruit
loop, my lack of the milk of human kindnessfor the overly mouthy of theworld? Hardly. "Not quite as
shameful asyour doppy footwork. Aninch to theleft will give you amuch longer duration of
unconsciousness. Did you even read that anatomy book | gave you, or are you using it as a coaster?”

"Actualy it's propping up the kitchen table." Impatiently, | gave anod to the shadows behind him.
"Maybe your client could give us etiquette tips on that after she sucks out al our blood. What do you
think?"

Raising his eyebrows, my brother gave an amused snort, then lowered hisvoiceto alevel for my ears
only. "Do you actually believe that maniac, Ca? If she were one of the undead, don't you think 1 would
have known, that you would have smelled her?!

| followed suit and answered with frugtration, "I can't smdl anything over her perfume. I'm half Grendd,
not half dog."

"It is pleasant. Feminine and potent, yet fresh and clean,” he mused. " Quite nice.”

The voice of reason wasn't ahat | usually wore. "Niko, do you want to kill the monster or just dateit?" |
snapped with exasperation.

At that moment Promise stepped into view, avison of tranquillity as her twilight-colored eyeslingered on
the unconscious man. She shook her head, the silk around her shoulders shimmering from the movement.
"Obvioudy avery disturbed individud, yes? A distant relative of my last husband. He has been following

me for days saying the most bizarre things. Insane things.”

"Then | suppose we should call the police and have him taken into custody.” The sensiblewordshungin
the air, but before Niko made amoveto retrieve his cell phone, Promise held up a hand.

"Wait." She swallowed, a smooth motion under flawless pade skin. "Don'."

Niko's eyes darkened, the fascination with her perfume aready adistant memory. He moved to her side,
hisface neutraly blank. Gravely apologetic, he said, "Ms. Nottinger, if you please." With the utmost care
he cupped her chin and, using histhumb to ddlicately lift her upper lip, reveded exquisitely tiny pointed
caninetesth.

| raised my hands and let them fall. " Jesus, Niko, are you the only human in this goddamn city?"

His old-world courtesy melting, Niko had aready reached ahand into his coet to take out along
wooden stake. Knives, swords, stakes—he had it dl and then some. It wouldn't surprise meif one day
he pulled Jmmy Hoffaout of there. Kegping an eye on the deceitful Promise, | bent down and retrieved
the cross from our stalker's dack fingers. I'd seen Niko handle any number of demonic creepy-crawlies
over theyears, 0 | didn't believe a petite 110-pound vampire would get the best of him. That is, unless
her perfume overwhelmed him, | thought caugtically. "Whatever you do, Nik, don't smell her," | drawled
as | hefted the crossto shoulder height in my best traditiond "Back, creature of the night” stance.



Before he could skewer me with acomeback or Promise with the stake, she touched hisarm lightly. "It
isn't likethat, Niko," she said solemnly. "'l swear to you. | may not be human, but neither am | amongter.”

The point of the stake dimpled the skin over her breastbone. "Oddly enough that'swhat | imagine most
monsters would say in your position,” Niko countered without emotion, hishand holding steady. "Answer
methis, then, Ms. Nottinger. Did al your husbandsin fact die of naturd causes or did they cut
themsdaves shaving. .. perhapswith your teeth?!

| thought "natural causes' was covering a pretty broad range, but since the FBI had yet to register sex as
adeadly weapon there wasn't much | could say. Watching carefully, | saw Promise's mouth firm and her
chinlift. "I don't drink human blood. Not al vampires do. Not the younger ones. There are better ways

"Redly?' | snorted. "And what are those better ways? Pigs blood? I'll bet you drink it from acrysta
goblet, right?' Therewasnoway | could picture that, her aristocratic lips swilling the blood of livestock
asif it werewine.

"Hardly," she said with withering scorn. Her disdainful eyes returned to Niko and softened. "My purse,
Niko. Look in my purseif you would." When he didn't move she added smply, "Please.”

He considered for amoment with unblinking icy cool, then held out ahand for the tiny purse that dangled
from her arm. His other hand didn't move amillimeter from its position on the stake. Promise stood as
unmoving as a statue as her purse was deftly rifled through one-handed. It was barely a second before
Niko fished out apill bottle large enough that it must havefilled the purse entirdly, and held it up to squint
aitinthelow light. "lIron. Quite ahigh dose, | would say." Of course Niko would know the daily
recommended dosage of any vitamin or mineral. He took that entire theory of your body being atemple
serioudy enough to quote it ad nauseam every time | even thought about having a cheeseburger.

"Yes, iron. So smple, and yet it was the answer to adisease that has plagued my kind for centuries
beyond thetelling." Placing her hand on the stake, she gently pushed it away and Niko, unbelievably,
dlowed it. "Every day for the duration of my life. It, dong with certain other supplements, dlowsmeto
live without drinking blood."

Niko tapped his chin with the point of the stake thoughtfully. "So you aretrying to tell usthat basically
vampirism is nothing more than an iron-deficiency anemia? | find that rather difficult to believe, Ms.

Nottinger."

A shadow of asmile curved her lips. "It isdightly more complex than that. The pillsdon't fulfill the same
need, the same desire, as blood does. They don't alow meto retain the strength and the powers of a
truly fed vampire, but it does keegp my blood cedlls from devouring one another in acannibdigtic frenzy.
And it letlsme maintain my existence without blind, voraciouskilling."

"Alwaysagood thing," | commented sarcagticdly. "I'm sure butchering innocent people would play
absolute hdll with your socid schedule Still, whether or not | swallowed her story, Niko and | had never
been superheroes, never defenders of the blissfully ignorant public. We weretrying to survive, that's al.
Keeping our own asses intact was more than job enough, and aslong as Promise wasn't tearing out the
throat of some golden-haired cherub right in front of us, | wasn't going to be losing any deep over it.

"Yes, | supposeit would, but | could always make a onetime exception.” From her pointed gaze | had no
problem guessing just who that exception might be.

"Now, children,” Niko said reprovingly. "Play nice. Ms. Nottinger, | am curious. How did thisrather
fanatica gentleman discover the truth about you?'



Asit turned out Promise had been tdlling the truth there. He was the great-nephew and only living rdative
of her last husband. Whether or not he'd been disinherited in favor of his uncle's new wife was a point of
contention. Regardless, in hismind it was true. He had done hislevel best to get something on Promise,
anything at dl. Y es, she had multiple late husbands, but among the wedlthy, that wasn't necessarily that
unusud alifestyle choice. Inthe end dl he could determine was that Promise had some peculiar habits,
one of which was not going out in the daylight. Ever. That was till abig jump for your average person to
make to creature of the darkness, but from what Promise's late hushand had said disparagingly about his
nephew, it seemed held already had batsin hisbelfry. It wouldn't be that much harder to turn them into
vampire bats.

"He may turn into something of a problem for you, then." Niko tucked his stake away and handed
Promise her pill bottle. "How will you handle him?"

"| redly only seetwo choicesin the matter." She replaced the pillsin her purse and clicked it shut
decisvely. "Thefirst would beto pay him off. | worked quite hard for that money and am loath to give up
even part of it, but..." She shrugged philosophicaly.

"And if that doesn't work?" | asked.
Ddicatdy pointed teeth peeked out from apouty upper lip. "Diamonds aren't dwaysagirl's best friend.”

Wéll, the guy had a chance anyway. That was more than most people got in thislife. | dropped the cross
beside him and weleft himin the dley, not too much worse for the wear. Forty minuteslater we'd
ushered Promise back to her building and watched her get into the elevator. But not before sheld put a
finger on Niko's mouth as heéd called her Ms. Nottinger one last time. "I think after al we've been
through, Niko, that | would likeit if you caled me Promise.”

Asthe devator doors closed, | shook my head despairingly at the bemused expression on Niko's face.
"Areyou certifiable? She's buried five husbands, not to mention she's the undead. A bloodsucking..."
Okay, that wasn't grictly true. | amended, "An iron-pill-popping fiend from hell. Sheld eat you dive.”

"Shewould, would she?' Niko said dryly.

"Serioudy, Nik, she's dangerous, a predator.” This voice-of-reason shit, it had to stop. It wasastrain on
MY resources.

Hislip twitched. "And what, little brother, do you think | am?

Damn. He had methere.

Chapter Eight

Locks.

They kept thingsin and they kept things out. In theory anyway. But in redlity | had to wonder if there
were enough locksin the world to keep the Grendels at bay. Whatever doubt | had, though, it wasn't
enough to keep Nik from ingtdling the best money could buy not even twenty minutes after we'd moved
into the place two years ago.

| stripped off Niko's ruined jacket, wadded it into aball, and tossed it into a corner. Outside the



bedroom | could hear him checking the locks on the door. Never mind the things were so sophisticated
they practically locked themsdves; he ill tested them. Every night. Even in the throes of astar-crossed
vampire love, that wasn't going to change. Snorting to mysdlf, | sat on my bed and toed off my shoes. My
sgter-in-law, Countess Dracula. It could've been funny. Hell, it should've been hilarious, but it wasn't.

Y eah, hard to find the humor when you redlize that thanks to you there might never be asster-in-law,
human or no.

Lifeontherun didn't lend itself to long-lasting relationships. And lying about your past, your present, your
whole damn life, didn't much lend itsdlf to relationships of any kind. | could count on one hand the people
we considered even acquaintances. .. and most of them didn't really come under the typical designation
of "people.” Boggle was one, athough in actudity he was more of arestrained enemy. Therewasawitch
in Louisanathat dabbled in everything from Wiccato voodoo, a Selkie that swam the Oregon coast, and
the closest, a hedler that lived on Staten Idand. Rafferty wasthefirst and only hesler I'd ever met. | had
no idea how prevaent ataent that wasin humans, but Rafferty damn sure had ahandleoniit. It wasa
shame he was practicing under the radar in med school. But then again he didn't need med schooal. In
minutes he could do what most doctors couldn't achieve with hours of work and years of education. Of
the few people we'd actually taken the time to know over the years, he was the only one | regretted not
being able to take the final step with from acquaintance to friendship. It couldn't happen, not without
trust. And Nik and | had never been in the trust business. We couldn't afford to be.

Now thet life, or lack of it, was going to cost Nik arare opportunity. Without removing any more
clothes, | fell back onto the mattress and studied the ceiling with deepy eyes. Not that Niko blamed me;
he wouldn't. We were family. Considering the way we'd grown up, if we didn't look after each other, it
was afact that no one else was going to step up to the plate to do it. No, he didn't blame me, but that
didn't mean | couldn't blame myself. Rolling onto my stomach, | pounded the pillow and dropped my
head onto it. Guilt, it got old sometimes.

So did the running.

So what if we saw one Grendel? It had been years since the last time they had caught up with us. Asa
matter of fact, that had been the event that had propelled our asses to the big city. We'd been lucky that
time. No fire, no melting trailer, no mother going up like a Roman candle, just swords, knives, and the
purple blood of monsters. But that had been nearly three years ago. At some point the Grendels had to
give up, didn't they? At some point didn't they have to cut their losses and chalk me up asthe one that
got away? | had no idea what those bastards wanted with me, but whatever it was, there had to be a
time when enough was enough. Even for the Grendels. Had to be.

Roalling out of bed, | shook off the thoughts and headed to the bathroom. As my hand went to the light
switch, | hesitated and then left the bathroom in darkness. | wasn't fill jumpy over the mirror incident a
theWaddorf; | just didn't need thelight. And if | avoided my shadowy reflection in the mirror, it was
purely by accident. | didn't need to see mysdlf to brush my teeth. Some things are best done unseen

ayway.
Lying to yoursdlf isone of them.

The next day didn't improve my mood any. And there was one big obnoxious reason for that. Robin
friggin’ Goodfellow. The guy was like a hangover without the actua acohol. Too loud. Too bright. Too
everything.

I'd spent the day grabbing an early shift at the bar while Niko did the same at the dojo. Then we had
eaten aquick dinner before making our way to the mesting at the car lot. | wastired, swesty from the
unexpected October heat wave that had descended that day, and in no mood to hear thisguy run his



mouth. But | guessthat was tough shit for me because run it he did. Continuoudy. Nonstop. Ad infinitum
and any other fancy words for "would not shut the hell up.”

There he sat in apostion aready becoming familiar, hisfeet crossed casudly at the ankles and propped
on his desk, while he ate noodles out of a cardboard box with chopsticks. ™Y ou sure you guys aren't
hungry?' He waved achopstick a the numerous boxes littering the office. "1 got Moo Goo Gai Pan.
Fried rice. Sweet-and-sour pork."

Niko shook his head. "No, thank you. We've aready eaten.” He cast adubious eye at dl thefood. "Y ou
must have quite the appetite for Chinese.”

Robin flashed an insatiable grin. "I've alot of appetites, compadre, and not just for Chinese. Did | tell you
about thetime... ?'

Herewe go, | thought with agroan. We'd learned fast yesterday that once those words came out of his
mouth he'd be heading at arapid gallop down memory lane. And most of his memories were as off-color
as month-old bologna. "Saveit for later, Sr Raunch-a-lot,” | rapped. "We're here about the Auphe.
'Robin Does Romée can wait until |ater.”

He contemplated me for amoment, measuring me with eyes an intense, serious green. Then he pointed a
chopstick at me and announced, "Kid, you need to get laid in the worst way."

Niko coughed abruptly, throat spasming over what | strongly suspected was swalowed laughter. The
bastard. 'Y eah?" | gritted between clenched teeth. "Y ou wannatalk laid? How 'bout | lay you out like a
rug? Then | kick your assfor the annoying son of abitch you are?’

"Cranky. Cranky." Unperturbed, he took another bite of his noodles. "Just like an Auphe. No sense of
humor.”

| was coming up out of my chair with agrowl when Niko snagged the back of my shirt and pulled me
back down. "As entertaining asal thisis, gentlemen,” he said mildly, "we are here for apurpose. Let's
pursueit, shall we?' He added as Robin put down the carton and swung hisfeet to the floor, "Also,
Goodfdlow, | would prefer that you not compare my brother to the Auphe again. Ever. Arewe crystal
clear regarding that particular subject?’

Robin cocked a sardonic eyebrow a me. "Y ou feed him dictionaries for breakfast or what?"

| twisted my lipsin reluctant acknowledgment. "Y eah, he'saregular aphabet soup dispenser.” Leaning
back in the chair, | stretched out my legs and inwardly accepted there was no rushing a puck. Y ou might
aswdl st back, enjoy theride, and pray your Dramamine kicked in. "Sofill usin, Loman. Y ou find out
anything?'

The cocky expression melted off Robin's face as he speared the chopsticks into the box and dropped it
onto the desk. "Not exactly,” he hedged grimly. "But | was able to track down someone who might be
abletohdp. A troll."

"A troll?" Niko echoed. "Are they especially knowledgesble about the Auphe?”’

Robin's mouth thinned contemptuoudy. "Trolls are knowledgegbl e about quite afew things, dl of them
unpleasant. Whether or not it'll careto tell usanything isadifferent story.” Then his expresson lightened
and he said dyly, "But you pups seem like you might be good at getting people to open up. Look what
you did for me. Must be those friendly, honest faces.”

"Yes, it must be" Niko'ssmilewaslikeadiver of icein the heart.



"We'rejust sharing thelove." | stood and dapped ahand on my leg. "So just where isthistroll? Under
the Brooklyn Bridge?"

Robin grinned like the Cheshire cat. "He shoots; he scores.”
"Damn, really?' | guessed it wasn't such awild supposition. Thefairy tales couldn't al be wrong.

Thefairy tales, however, hadn't said anything about the smell. In the shadow of the bridge with the river
at my fest, | bent over, resting my hands on my knees, and concentrated on not hurling dinner al over my
sneakers. Therank scent of troll was everywhere and choking initsintendty. Thick as molasses, it
saturated every molecule with the putrid stench. " Jesus, how can you not smell that?' | gasped.

Niko's steedying hand rested on my back. "I don't smell anything except the East River, dthough that is
fairly unpleasant inand of itsdlf.”

"The Auphe do have senditive..." Robin let thewordstrail avay as Niko's withering gaze hit him.
Clearing histhroat, he crouched in front of me. Y ou going to make t, kid?"

| glared a him through watering eyes. "I'll makeit." Coughing twice, | pulled in ar through my mouth
ingtead of my nose. It didn't help much. Straightening, | rubbed a hand across my face. Breathing... who
needed it?"Okay, let'sdoit."

Robin followed suit. Crossing hisarms, he made aface aswater lapped near hisimmaculate [oafers.
"Rithy river."

In black pants, shiny black shoes, and aforest green shirt 1'd bet my last buck was 100 percent silk,
Robin wasn't exactly dressed for roughing it. He wasin stark contrast with Niko, wearing along black
coat despite the heat, and mein anavy blue T-shirt and worn charcoa gray sweatpants. "Don't you think
you could've gone alittle more casud?' | asked caudticaly.

Robin threw me adisbdieving look. "What are you taking about? These are my casud clothes.”

"Why am | not surprised?’ | made my way past him, the mud sucking a my shoes. " So where'syour pd,
huh? Where's the bane of Billy Goat Gruff?"

"He'smost certainly not my friend. Don't for aminute go into thisthinking that. HE's not necessarily my
enemy, but that's the best interpretation you can put on it. Trollsarelike storms. They're aforce of
nature, deadly and completely without conscience. Forget that and you could be killed in a heartbest.”
Goodfellow's voice was as serious as |'d ever heard it.

"That'sif the smdl doesn't get mefirgt,” | grunted, dogging on. The sun had long since disappeared, but
the light from the bridge was more than enough to see by. Not that there was much to see besides muddy
water and bleak concrete. "Whereishe?' | repeated. "Thisis one damn big bridge to be hiding under.”

"An accurate assessment, to say the least.” Niko had moved up silently beside me, seemingly skating
aong the mud that was miring me down. "Thetroll could be anywhere."

Following behind usfagtidioudy, Robin shook his head. "Could be, maybe, but heisn't. Abbagor likesto
roam the undercarriage of the bridge, but he needs ahidey-holetoo. A placefor his... Ieftovers. It'searly
yet. Hell be there." Picking up the pace, he moved in front of us and led the way around the nearest
abutment to arusted iron grate set flush into the concrete. It wasjust like the ones you were afraid to
walk over asakid because you knew, just knew, that if you did, you'd plunge to the center of the earth
never to be heard from again.



"Inthere?’ | groaned at his affirming nod. " Grest. Just goddamn peachy.” Aiming asolid kick at the
metd, | rammed my foot againgt it, sending a shower of orange rust flakesinto theair. "Y o, Avon
cdling

"You arejust the soul of finesse, aren't you?' Robin shook his head in dishelief and disapproval.

"Itisn't precisdy hisstrong suit." Niko pushed my foot aside and grasped the grate with both hands,
yanking it free with atortured screech of metal. "Who wishesto go firgt into the gaping maw of hell?"

Ignoring hismockingly dry tone, | crouched and then dropped feetfirst into the hole, the inky blackness
swalowing meingantly. It wasn't asfar asthe earth's center, but it was far enough to send an unplessant
jolt through my legsas| landed. Pulling asmall flashlight from the waistband of my pants, | switched it on.
Partidly shidding it with my fingersto let my eyesadjugt, | cdled upward, "Comeonin. Thewater's
fine" Gagging for amoment, | muttered to mysdlf in therisng waves of troll reek, "Smelly ashdl, but
fine"

Niko landed besde me as agilely asacat. Robin followed immediatdly, nearly aslight-footed as my
brother. | guess you'd pick up abit of dexterity over afew thousand years or s0. Hewasn't as silent as
Nik, though. "Grimy. Filthy. Putrefying. Abbagor, you abominable beast, walowing infilth likeapig. This
isslk. It will never comeclean.”

As he rambled on, becoming more and more outraged as he went, | shot the beam of the flashlight
around the artificia cavern. The concrete wallswere liberally coated with awash of green dime,
doubtless either fungus or mold. What the floor was made of was amystery, aswe stood amost calf
deep in bone-chilling mud. "Heluvabachelor pad your pa Abby's got going for him,” | offered with acurl
of my lip. "Wonder if it's rent-controlled?"

"It appears to be along-forgotten maintenance area," Niko commented. Taking the light, he picked out a
far corner withit. "Ah, atunndl, and not man-made, | believe."

Not man-made? Just because the concrete looked to have been gouged and ripped away in chunks by
clawsthat had left scoring over aninch wide? Hey, let's not jump to any wild and crazy conclusions.
"That'd be the front door,” Robin said matter-of-factly before heading toward it, the mud making every
move an exaggerated giant step from that old kids game of "Mother, May 17"

"Let's get this over with so | can burn these clothes and take an hour-long shower." He glanced back
over his shoulder with alascivious grin. "It'sabig shower. Anyone care to join me?"

"Thislittle adventure just keeps getting better and better,” | hissed, mud duicing up my legsand
threatening to pull off my shoesas| went. "Nik, you want to poke mein the eye with asharp stick, top
the whole night off?"

"Asamusing asthat sounds, perhaps later." Niko passed me with ease. | could see held discarded his
shoes and moved on silent bare feet. It was agood ideaand | stopped for a second to pry mine off and
tossthem aside. | wasn't as quiet as my brother with the mud squel ching between my toes, but it was il
animprovemen.

Theair in the chamber, while rancid with the essence of troll, was ill the air of New Y ork.
Unaccountably warm and humid for the season, thick with pollution, but still the same old air you
breathed day in and day out. That all changed when we passed through the homemade, troll-made
doorway. Every ounce of warmth was leached away and every bit of movement died with it. It became
an atmosphere, heavy as stone, cold asthe meta drawer in amorgue, and lifdessasthe corpseinit. It
was like breathing ice cubes. Chunks of it passed painfully through your windpipe and sat in your lungs



likelead. The smell even faded some. After dl, there had to be some movement to carry ascent, right?
And there was none here. Even the very molecules seemed frozen, nothing daring to move, nothing
daring to attract attention.

A deadly attention.

"Abbagor!" | yelled, my voice promptly echoing into the distance as a distorted gibbering howl. | had no
problem with attention. After dl, that's what we were here for. And quite frankly, | would rather have
Abbagor front and center where | could see him, no matter how pissed he was, than lurking unseen in the
darkness contemplating us with empty, soulless eyes. How did | know they were soulless? Hdll. | didn't
have aclue. But | knew. And when Niko's hand floated out of the darknessto fasten on to my arm and
pull me closer, | could see he knew too. Niko aways|ooked out for me, but he also knew in most cases
| could more than take care of mysdlf. This... thisdid not have the smell of most cases.

"l can't seeadamn thing,” Robin said, hisvoice tense. Apparently, he hadn't been lying when held said
thetroll was no friend. " Abbagor, we don't have dl night. We want to talk with you. And could you take
pity on uslesser beings and shed some light on the Stuation?”

"Afraid of the dark, randy little goat?" A cold, cold voice drifted from above. "Be very surethe dark isn't
afrad of you."

"Come on, Abbagor, old buddy, old pal," Robin wheedled, dipping smoothly into his sales persona
without a hitch. "Help me out, for old times sake, and well be out of your tendrilsin no time. My word
onit."

"Older times. Moldered times. In al times, Goodfelow, you are the same. A boil refusing to be lanced.”
Thewords were amused, but it was the humor of afat spider curled initsweb with al the patience in the
world. "If only you would hold ill, I could remedy that.”

Despite the less-than-comradely words, it looked asif Robin's request was being carried out. Light was
dowly creeping into the air around us. It was aleprous and sickly pale green glow that seemed to be cast
by aparticularly repulsive mold diming the wallswith an infinite number of greedy fingers. It wasjust
enough illumination to sketch avison of aceling that arched nearly three stories above our heads. We
must have passed into an area under one of the masonry towers. Abbagor had hollowed himself out quite
aroomy lair. Shifting on frozen feet to sink afew inches deeper in the muck, | searched the artificia
cavern with wary eyes. Thetroll wastalkative enough, sure, but where the hell was he?

"Abbagor, Abbagor,” Robin clucked hisfacile tongue with a practiced ease that would've been
believableif not for the skin stretched tight around hiseyes. ™Y ou'll make methink you haven't missed me
these past, what, fifty years now?"

"Missed." The word was shaped with contemplation. " So many interpretationsto be lavished there. Yes,
| did missyou. Perhgpsthistime | won't." There was movement in the degpest shadows high above us,
coiling and snuous. "Y ou may have dowed in your old age, little goat. Be assured | have not.”

And that's when Abbagor came knock-knocking on our door.

| waswrong when I'd guessed the troll would have the soulless gaze of Eden's resident serpent. For that
he would've needed eyes. He had none. But even without them, | was convinced he could see every inch
of us, from the glistening sheen of our own eyesto the pulse beating in our throats, in rich predatory
detall. "Holy shit." | wasn't sureif | said it doud or not, but | stood by the sentiment. Abbagor was holy
shit and awholelot more.



He descended from on high like a sSkyborne plague. Thick dark gray filaments kept him suspended nearly
ten feet above us. It wasn't far enough, not by along shot. I'd never seen atroll before—didn't really
have a clue what one looked like—but this was nothing | would've pictured. Abbagor was vaguely
man-shaped, with hulking shoulders, and massive arms and legs. All right. No problem, that was doable.
No different from a hundred other monsters out there. What was different was that he looked to be
made of a convolution of fleshy cords knotted and wrapped around themselves, amass of twisted
tendrils given shagpe and form. Shape, form, and ahideoudy twitching life.

"I don't remember that in your goddamn mythology book," | gritted in alow toneto Niko.

"That would be assuming you'd actudly read it, little brother. A rather optimistic assumption at best." His
hands still stood empty, his shoulders were relaxed, and there was no tension audiblein hisvoice. You'd
think the son of abitch was stargazing at the planetarium, the way he looked up with calm curiosity. Oh,
the Big Dipper, you say? How interesting. And if it weren't for the fact that somehow, without even
seeming to move, held managed to ease a protective shoulder in front of me, it might even have been
believable.

Robin sketched asdute upward with abroadly artificid smile. " Abbagor, you're looking good. Y ou been
working out? Y ou seem..." He swallowed. "Bigger. Definitely bigger than | remember.”

"Big" was not theword. If he'd been on the ground, he would've stood at |east nine feet tall and would've
been nearly as broad. But you know what they say... Sizeisn't everything. Of course the people that say
that are divided into two categories: dickless wonders and those not facing the troll that could've esten
New Jersey.

Okay. Hewas big. So was Boggle, and we kicked hisass on aregular basis, | told myself sharply. Get a
grip, change your shorts, and move on to the task at hand.

"Yeah, heshuge." | ebowed Robin pointedly in theribs. "Buff as hdll. The Brothers Grimm on steroids.
Can we get on with this?"

The large head crowned with the upswept ears of avampire bat turned in my direction. "An infant
Auphe." Thetiny dit of amouth suddenly unhinged, dropping open like that of a python preparing to
swalow apigwhole. "A bad choice of pets, Goodfellow. They dways bite the hand that feeds them.”
Abbagor dropped closer, the tendrils reding him down for a better "look." "It seemsto havelost its
collar. What a bad, bad boy."

That was enough, more than enough. Next he'd be suggesting | be neutered for a better temperament.
Robin seemed to redlize how close to the edge we were and spoke up before | could say anything stupid
or inflammeatory. And it would have been both—there was not afriggin' doubt in my mind. The
relationship between my brain and my mouth tended to be casud a best. "Cdiban isn't Auphe,”
Goodfellow denied hagtily. "Not so much anyway. But thet iswhy we came. We were hoping you could
tell us about the Auphe. Y ou've been around much longer than | have. Almost aslong asthe Auphe. If
anyone knowsthem, it would be you."

"Sippery flattery from adippery tongue." Abbagor's feet hit the ground and despite the thick cushion of
mud | ill felt theimpact. The remaining filaments that had held him up wrapped around his body,
wriggling and twisting, until they became part of the whole. It was enough to guarantee | never ate
spaghetti again. "Why do you care about the Auphe? They are nearly gone from thisworld, entertaining
though they were."

True. There was nothing quite like rabid homicidal mania. Better than cable, even. ™Y egh, them and the
dodo. And won't they be missed?" | shifted until | was shoulder to shoulder with Niko. | ignored his



narrow-eyed look of disapproval and went on. "That doesn't keep me from wondering why the hell they
made me."

Because basically that'swhat it was. | had been made. | wasn't created out of love and fiddlity. | wasn't
the result of horny teenagers caught up in the passion of the moment, or even just abusted condom. |
was an experiment, the result of some cold caculation. That, | couldn't change, but if | could find out the
reason behind it, it might just help to keep Niko and me dive.

The massive head tilted in Robin's direction. ™Y ou taught it to speak. Impressive. Does it get atreat
now?'

Goodfdlow spread his hands placatingly, athough | wasn't sure the gesture was aimed at Abbagor or
me. "Abbagor, please," he coaxed. "Were somewhat pressed for time. As much as we enjoy being
toyed with for your amusement, and it's quite the party, | assure you, could we move on to the subject at
hand?"

Only with the puck could pleading come off as a sarcastic demand. Abbagor let it pass, though,
surprisingly enough. Either tiring of Robin or of the game of bait-the-doggy, hefilled the air with asound
likethelast breath escaping a dead man. It took me amoment to realize that was a venomous version of
asnakeswigtful sgh. "Very well. The Auphe. Since the dawn of time, perhaps beforeit, they have
abided here. Asold asthe sun in the sky, maybe even the sky itsdlf. They ruled thisworld long before
man infested the globe with his stink." Ebon-rimmed nogtrils flared with distaste. Now, there was the pot
cdling the kettle black. "But as the ages passed, the Auphe'siron hand became a child's feeble grip. They
grew complacent... smug... and by the time they woke up to bitter redity it wastoo late. They weretoo
few. Man wastoo many. And even the most pure, the most glorious of maniaca violence can be quelled
by dullardsif their number islarge enough.”

| aimed awhisper from the corner of my mouth toward Niko. " Score onefor the dullards.” A nearly
inaudible snort was his only reply. Robin's comment was much more to the point. His hand circled my
upper a'm and squeezed warningly. | began to shake him off when | noticed the moisture on his upper lip
and histightly clenched jaw. Held dready told me Abbagor wasn't one to be messed with, and he didn't
appear to have changed hismind. | decided, reluctantly, it might befor the best if | tried to behave...
even as Abbagor centered his attention on me.

"And now the last remnants of the world'sfirst dynasty has made you.” 1t was enough to make me wish
he had eyes. To be so thoroughly examined, so completely dissected, by ablind gaze was unnerving as
hell. As Abbagor continued to ruminate, something stirred on his abdomen. It wasjust adight twitching,
aminute dithering, but it was amost enough to make me miss his next words. "It is acuriogty.”

Almogt, but not quite. My best intentions to watch my mouth went flying out the window. " 'Curious isa
good word," | drawled. "If it wasn't so goddamn curious, we wouldn't be standing here smothering in
your BO. So if you have anything actualy worthwhile to contribute, Abby, now'd be the time.”

Behind me Robin gave alow moan of frustrated despair. Abbagor, however, didn't seem to take offense.
If anything, hisgrin, if you could call it that, widened. " Sullen, resentful, full of rage. The gpple never fdls
far from thetree. It makes one nostagic.”

The nest of tendrils on his scomach continued to writhe, reveding flashes of apale color between strands
of gray. "The Auphe were big pals of yours, huh?' | said, eyesriveted to the patches of white. What the

hell wasthat, anyway?

"No, they were not my friends. They were something far more amusing than that.” It was a hand. Holy
shit, it wasahand. And it was moving, fingers bending and flexing. | felt my ssomach doadow roll.



"Moreamusing?' Niko questioned. | knew he saw it; there was no way you could missit. But from his
mellow baritone you would never have guessed that he saw anything out of the ordinary. "Then | takeit

they wereyour enemy."

"What could be more amusing than that?' The hand began to stroke the date-colored flesh. Abbagor
didn't seem to notice any more than Niko did. "They weren't particularly intelligent, no, but they more
than made up for it in sheer ravening fury. | cannot deny | enjoyed our battles. But those days are no

more. There are too few now. They avoid me, deprive me of the auld lang syne. Utter selfishness.”

| said something then, something smart-ass I'm sure, but whatever it wasit didn't even register in my
brain, much lessmy ears. Concentration was just alittle beyond mein that particular moment intime, as|
noticed the hand had atattoo. It wasjust asmall one, a miniature red rose on the webbing between the
thumb and the forefinger. A red rose and the name "L ucy.” It wasn't anything special. But it was enough
to let me know it was a human hand, aliving, moving human hand. What it was doing in Abbagor | didn't
know. Truthfully, | didn't even want to know. If | did want anything, it wasto have never seenit, to not
have to wonder what kind of existenceit wasto be buried in the body of atroll. Endaved in rancid flesh.

Asthe hand continued its grooming, Abbagor's head bent lower toward me. Whatever 1'd blurted out
apparently wasn't worth a response because his words were back to the subject at hand. "Whatever the
Auphe havein mind, you can rest assured that it can only be amechanism to regain the domination they
once had. That could be their only thought, their only dream. And since they made you, Aupheling, you
must be part of that dream.” More hands, then arms erupted from his body, muscles bulging, fists
clenching. Abbagor's grin widened so far hisjaw threatened to didocate. "1 wonder what they would do
if | unmade you."

Abby wanted to play with the Grendels again and it looked like | was about to become the engraved
invitation to histea party. RSVP on my entrails. Niko had aready prepared his own response by drawing
asword from beneath hislong coat. "1 would rethink that scenario, troll. Rethink it quite thoroughly."”
Therewasthelazy swing of slver metd. "Or some pruning may bein order.”

God knew there were enough limbs there to keep atree surgeon in business for amonth. | backed up a
step, using the momentum to prope Goodfelow severd feet behind us. "Run,” | ordered flatly.

Hedidn't run. Instead he staggered from my push, nearly faling before catching himself to say with
desperate determination, "Abbagor, wait. We came to you for help, with respect for your connection to
history. Thisisnt agame."

"All of lifeisagame, little goat. Ancient history will never changethat." A snarl of smdl tentacles shot out
with lightning speed to snare my right arm. " And the best games are those that end in a shower of blood.”
Asthelast word was ill echoing inthe air, | was yanked off my feet and dragged a afuriousrate
through the mud. But | was abruptly freed when Niko swiveled and swung his blade at the long streamers
of fleshin one fluid motion, parting them like cheap party streamers. The dark purple blood that spattered
my skin burned like acid and | swore as| backpedaed away from thetroll.

"All right, asshole," | snarled. "We're gonnafinish what Billy Goat Gruff started." Surging to my fest, |
pulled my own knife. It was shorter than Niko's sword but just as sharp. "Loman, thisisyour last chance
to get your assthe hdl out of here.”

A bright flash | saw from the corner of my eye turned out to be Robin with his own sword. Wherein the
world heldd hidden it was atrick only Siegfried and Roy could've solved. "I've had fights that have lasted
longer than your entire short life," he countered grimly, hefting the weapon. " Take care of your own ass,
Caliban, because | can certainly take care of mine." Good to know, because in this battle it looked like



the devil would take the hindmost, and | wasn't at al sure that the devil had anything on Abbagor.

"You could let uswalk out of here, troll." Niko's poker face didn't shift aniota, but that didn't keep a
carnivorous light from flashing in hiseyes. "Not, mind you, that we wouldn't enjoy dicing you to afine
purple spray, but we are on atight schedule. I'm sure you understand.”

"Now, what kind of host would | beif I let you leave without providing some entertainment?' Abbagor
bounded from the ground to adhere high to one concrete wall without any regard to gravity. Hanging with
his head down, he twisted it to aim his python smile at us. " And muitilation can be so very entertaining.”
Then hewas on top of uslike afdling mountain.

And that's exactly what it felt like when he hit. | wasthe lucky one; he struck me with only aglancing
blow—and that was more than enough to catapult me through the air and dam meinto the far wall. |
impacted on my left shoulder and hip and then landed hard on my stomach. Mud splattered up into my
face and mouth as| gritted my teeth againgt agroan. My hip ached vicioudy and my shoulder felt onfire,
maybe did ocated. Pushing up on one arm, | managed to dowly get the other oneto follow suit. Not
didocated, then, just sprained or badly bruised. Either way, it didn't matter. What was going on in front
of my eyes pretty much banished any pain to the back of my mind. " Shit."

Robin was haf buried in mire, an enormous foot planted on his back and shoulders. His head was
completely under the muck and | could see hisarmsflailing as his body twitched franticaly for oxygen.
Niko... Niko hung from Abbagor's own huge fist. Other hands, tattooed and not, grabbed blindly at my
brother's body, restraining his legs as he kicked with desperate but controlled strength. His face was
turning blue as his hands tore at the steely gray flesh around his neck. Abbagor must've landed directly on
him, haf crushing him, before hoisting him highin the air. It wasthe only way Niko wouldvelos his
sword. And the only way hewould bein danger of losng hislife,

Knifedtill in my hand, | shot to my feet. My left leg nearly buckled under me, but it till managed to hold
as| ran. It probably hurt like hell, and maybe later I'd have the luxury of noticing it. But not now. Not
when my brother was having the life systematicaly choked out of him. After afew stepsthe leg stabilized
and | sped up. Just before | reached Abbagor | dived toward the ground, rolled, and scooped up Niko's
falen sword. "Niko!" | tossed the blade up with the unshakable faith that he would catch it. Absolute,
utter faith, but that didn't keep me from saying asilent prayer. The second | saw his hand close around
the grip, | turned and dammed my knife in the troll'sleg, the one that was currently entombing
Goodfelow in amakeshift grave.

"Naughty. Naughty." Theleg didn't move, not even amillimeter, as dark blood coursed down it. The
knife hadn't fazed Abbagor in the dightest. However, when Niko's sword embedded itself in the pulsing
gray throat, that became a different story. Abbagor reeled backward one step, and then another. Ashe
did, Robin came up out of thefilth, spitting mud and spitting mad. He swung his own sword, dicing
Abbagor across the muscled thigh. Blood sprayed severa feet as Niko fell from thetroll'sgrip to land
beside Robin. | grabbed a handful of his coat to steady him as he caught his breath. He coughed, the blue
fading from hisface.

"You okay?"' | demanded sharply. A single strand of long blond hair hung free from hisbraid ashe
sucked in deep breaths. It was the most disheveled 1'd seen him since Meredith had last trapped himin
the storage room. "Niko?"

"I'mdl right." He squared his shoulders and went on camly, if hoarsdly. "Annoyed, quite annoyed. But
bascdly in onepiece. You?'

| didn't have achanceto reply and play the stoic hero as Abbagor gave agurgling roar and spit blood.



"Red rover, red rover, who shall | dare over?' It wasn't aroar after al. It wasn't even agrowl. It wasa
laugh. The son of abitch was laughing. He was having fun. Hell, he was having thetime of hislife. Wiping
at the blood pouring down hisneck, helicked it from hisfingers asif it were the finest wine.

In unwitting imitation, Robin wiped ahand across his grimacing face, making amuddy mess even worse.
His disgust, however, turned ingtantly to anguish as he looked down to see what was | eft of his cherished
shirt.

And athough he'd been as cyanotic as Niko, thelack of air didn't kegp him from snarling at Abbagor,
"I've ways hated you, you walking piece of rancid calamari. Did | ever tell you that? 'Y ou make my flesh
crawl, every homicidd, putrid inch of you. Y ou make me want to vomit until my insides beg for mercy.
Thevery sght of you fills me with arepugnance so strong that—"

Niko flicked Robin's ear and suggested firmly, ™Y ou may want to save your breath for fighting,
Goodfellow. | believe you're going to need it.”

"The wise words of adead man." Thetroll executed a spectacular backward flip off thewall toland
behind us. | whedled about asfast as| could with the mud dragging me down. It wasjust intimefor a
monstrous hand to seize me by the shirt and shake me like arag doll. My T-shirt tore dmost immediately
and | dropped back to my feet. Lunging to one side, | managed to avoid another swipe and plunged my
knifeto the hilt in Abbagor'sarm. Thistime| lost it. Tendrilslashed around my wrist and it wasdl | could
do to pull mysdf free. The knifewas history.

Niko instantly moved between Abbagor and me, lopping off two of the imprisoned arms with one stroke.
| knew they couldn't belong to people, not people as we knew them anyway, not anymore. But it still
sent an atavigtic shiver down my spine. With fingers curled over the pams, the naked hands lay on the
ground, leaking blood that was a nauseating mix of human red and troll purple. Robin didn't sparethem a
glance as he broke right to come around to Abbagor's flank and aimed ablow at his back. He managed
to dice away alarge portion of dithering flesh and received a punishing swat that sent him flying for his
trouble.

And Abbagor continued to laugh. It was adark gloating sound that filled the cavern with the pedl of
satanic church bells. It was nice to know somebody was enjoying himself. | figured | might have a better
timeif | reermed myself. Dropping to one knee, | pulled up the leg of my sweatpants. | felt metal under
my fingers, but my hand froze as| saw Niko disappear before my eyes. One moment he was there, the
next gone.

Just gone.

Hundreds, thousands, of gray filaments hit him, cocooned him, and pulled him into Abbagor's body in
lesstimethan it took meto blink. Then there was nothing left of my brother but a sword half swallowed
by the swamp under our feet. My throat was scorched by rising bile as| felt everything around me fade
away to inggnificance, everything but the monster before me. "Nik?" 1t wasn't my voice. It couldn't have
been. That strained shadow, harsh and desperate? No.

How | made my way to my feet | didn't remember. One moment | was crouched on one knee; the next |
was shoving Robin out of my way. His hand was on my shoulder trying to push me back and he was
shouting something. "He'sgone,” | think it was. | wasn't exactly hearing straight, but yeah, I'm pretty sure
it was"He'sgone." No shit, Sherlock. No fucking shit.

| snarled slently and decided that it was time Robin stepped up and took one for the team. Without
another thought | took afistful of his shirt and gave him ahard push directly a Abbagor. He till had his
sword. It was possible he could hold out for asecond or two, and that was dl | needed. Thetroll was



reaching out for Good-fellow with along arm, lethdl clawsdicing theair, when | ran past him, theair
burning in my lungs. When | came up behind Abbagor | leaped. No fancy somersaultsfor me. | smply
vaulted onto his back and using the tentacles as handholds, | climbed to his neck. Over his shoulder |
could see Robin trying to fend him off with ablade that was now broken to haf itslength. Still dive. HEd
proved aready that he was tougher than he looked. But that was just a background musing, white noise,
Muzak. | had only one thought, one god. The cool metal in my hand was going to take me one step
closr toit.

Pressing the muzzle of the semiautomatic SIG Sauer P226 againgt the back of Abbagor's head, | rasped,
"I'm not quite as old-school asmy brother, Abby.” Then | emptied the clip into his mammoth skull.

He exploded. Not literaly, but it felt that way. As he convulsed wildly | was thrown off. Hitting the
ground, | rolled and was back on my feet before thetroll even fell. And fal he did, shaking the cavern
like an earthquake. By the time Handed on his chest I'd jammed another clip into the gun. Nothing like
progress, isthere, Abbagor? | thought savagely. Ramming the gun under hischin, | held the trigger down
until there was asmoking silence. And with that silence, Abbagor stopped moving. God bless Charlton
Heston and the NRA.

Shoving the gun into the waistband of my sweats, | used both handsto tear at the now limp tendrils.
Within seconds | found afamiliar black coat and purple-stained head of blond hair. Sucking a painful
breath into lungsthat refused to work, | yanked with al my strength. Joined by Robin, | pulled Niko free.
Hisface was transparently pale; his eyes were closed. The breath that had never been accepted by my
lungs exhded harshly on hisname. "Nik?' My hand clenched of itsown valition in hisblack shirt. "Niko?!

Sowly his eyes opened, bloodshot and more than alittleirritated. "What. .. took... you solong?"

| dropped my forehead onto his shoulder. ™Y ou son of abitch,” | laughed shakily. At least | tried for a
laugh. | wasn't at dl surel pulled it off. ™Y ou goddamn son of abitch.”

Hisragged breaths hit my ear as he regained hiswind. "Wheresthetroll?"
| straightened and eased hands under hisarmsto help st him up. "Y ou're lying on him."
Niko frowned as he looked down on the limp pile Abbagor had become. "He's dead?”

Robin spoke up, tone as brittle and cutting as glass. "Hardly. | would advise we get our well-shaped
asses out of here while we have the chance.”

"Not dead?' | snorted. "Y ou've got to be—" Kidding? Nope, he wasn't. Abbagor chose that moment to
twitch beneath us. "Okay," | said hagtily. "The exit'sin the rear. How about we useit?' Keeping ahand
on Niko'sarm, | jJumped down and hit the ground running. | didn't have to support my brother for more
than afew seconds before he steadied and kept up without difficulty. Goodfellow was hard on our hedls
before passing us without a backward glance. | didn't takeit persondly. In the scheme of thingsit wasn't
nearly asamoral aconsideration asthat 1'd shown him. For al Niko'sdenid that | was Grendd, Robin
had just discovered | was more Auphe than Niko liked to let on.

Behind us| could hear anow familiar dithering and a voice choked with blood and brain matter.
"Auphding... little goat. Come basasaaack.”

Needlessto say, we didn'.

Standing on my shoulders Niko managed to clamber out of our reeking pit. Then tossing down arope, he
reeled Robin and me out. Whered he get the rope? His coat, the same place he got his multiple blades,



stakes, and the occasiona throwing star. That coat had more concealed wegponry than the entire state of
Texas.

And then we were on the Streets, free and dive. Of course, | was shirtless, Niko was liberaly coated
with purple blood, and Robin was five steps below a street person in the category of persond hygiene. In
addition, we al looked asif we'd been on thelosing end of amud-wrestling match. But none of that
mattered. We werefree.

Wincing at the movement, Niko straightened his coat as best as he could and shook his head. "Wdll, we
didn't learn much, but the effort is appreciated, Goodfellow." Brown hair plastered to his skull, green
eyes as opaque as stone, Robin ignored him and kept walking, pulling avay from us. Niko's blond brows
drew into apuzzled V. He turned acurious ook on me.

"Let him go, Nik," | said quietly. Because, redly, wasn't that the best thing for the puck? It wasn't every
day you survived atroll and a Grendel. Best to consider yoursdlf lucky and hit the road before anything
elsetried to kill you. The devil you knew and the devil you didn't—both were dangerousin thisworld.
Robin was old enough to know that. And if held forgotten, | had just succeeded in reminding him damn
thoroughly. Y eah, | wasaregular humanitarian.

Conddering | wasn't even human.

Chapter Nine

It wasjust anormd night at home. A Bud, an evening snack, lounging around in sweets and relaxing—it
didn't get any better than that. Thefirst aid, okay, that was adight hiccup, but it wasn't the first time that
had happened. Not for either of us. And one way or the other, it probably wouldn't be the last.
Unfortunately, that was a positive thing. Considering our lifestyles, if there were no moreinjuries, it could
mean only onething: Wewere deed. | guesslifewas dl about taking the bad with the good. Thistime
Niko had taken the fal; next timeit might be me. Hell, it probably would be me. To give mysdlf credit
where credit was due, | could kick asswith the best of them. But Niko, his reflexes were sharper, more
honed, and hiscoal... well, at least he had a cool to keep. | thought cool was something to keep your
beer frosty.

| took a swallow of said ice-cold beer as Niko, with one towe wrapped around his hips and another in
his hands, finished gingerly drying off from his shower. Thered areas on his shoulder, neck, and back
wereraw and looked painful as hell. The smal welts on my arm stung vicioudy and they were nothing
compared with what marred Niko's skin. "Did you get al the blood off?' | asked as| went to the Sink
and scrubbed my hands with an antiseptic soap.

He nodded, folded the towel, and placed it on one of the kitchen chairs. "Yes, I'm clean.”

"You sure?' | persisted. "That stuff'slike acid.” Thetop of the tube of burn cream untwisted eadily. | then
flipped open a packet of Serile gloves, squirted the ointment onto the inner surface of the packaging
paper, and pulled on the gloves, coating the fingersin the ointment in the process. Nice time-saver.

"Trust me, Cd. | wasthorough, uncomfortable though it was." He settled in achair, leaning forward as
hisarmsrested on hislegs. "Uncomfortable’ happened to be Niko's euphemism for "excruciating,” not
that you would've known that from the way he sat tranquilly, hisface impassve, and asunmoving asa
Satue.



Scooping some of the cream up in my gloved hand, | applied it to the chemica burn on hisback. | used
the lightest possible touch, but | could till fed him tense benesth my hand. Even o, his voice remained
placid. "Did you digpose of my clothes?!

"Bagged them and tossed them into the incinerator,” | confirmed. When Niko had been insde of
Abbagor he must have been near aruptured tendril or whatever passed as ablood vessdl inthetroll. The
purpleichor had soaked through his coat and shirt, searing the skin benegth. And as agonizing asthat
must have been, | had to think it was probably not the worst part of being swallowed by Abbagor. But
that was something that had to wait for the moment. We had to fix the outside before starting on the
ingde.

Asl finished applying the cream to hisback and then his shoulder and neck, | laid alight gauze bandage
over thewordt of the burns. "All done, Patches.” | grinned faintly a the white dressings, stark againgt the
olivetint of hisskin. | might have the coloring of my father, but Niko wasall Sophia. If it weren't for our
eyes being the same, anyone would be hard-pressed to physicdly link us as brothers.

"Horence Nightinga e had nothing on you, Cd, I'm sure.” Niko straightened and that olive tone turned to
white laced with green. He could school hisface to the end of time, but even Niko wasn't master of his
own complexion.

Stripping off the gloves and tossing them onto the table, | reached for apill bottle I'd dready retrieved
from the cabinet. Shaking two into my hand, | held them out to him. "Take these. I'll get you some
waeter."

He automaticaly baked. It wasn't anything that | hadn't expected. He was damn predictable in that
respect. No acohol, no drugs, nothing that would blunt the edge or dull the senses. Not even painkillers,
no matter how much pain he might bein. "No problem,” | said smoothly. "'If the Grendels come tonight,
you can just barf on them. Very ninjaof you." | dapped the pillson thetablein front of him. "Asshole.
Suffer dl you want.”

Niko pursed hislips. "I'm not sure Nurse Nightingae had your bedside manner. But the point istaken.”
He picked up one pill and raised an eyebrow at me. "Compromise?’

Consdering thiswas the hard stuff, definitely not over-the-counter, | knew enough to quit whilel was
ahead. "Compromise.”" | opened the refrigerator and handed him a bottle of water. Niko wouldn't touch
tap water. 1'd gotten rather used to the metallic taste mysdlf. The ddlicate bouquet of chlorine and lead,
what's not to like?"Y ou had a tetanus shot about three years ago, right?”

He chased the pill with a swallow from the bottle. Aiming an ng glance & me, he dated, "Y ou're
hovering, little brother." The gaze softened. "1 am dl right, Cdl. | promiseyou.”

| was hovering... some. There was no reason to. Niko wasfine, in some pain, sure, but he wasn't going
to be pushing up daisies anytime soon. Not from this, anyway. No, there was no reason to worry, no
reason to consder thisa grim reminder that without Niko | was aonein the world. There was no reason
to dwell on the fact that without Niko there wasn't asingle person divethat | could depend on. For that
meatter there wasn't a single one who even knew who | was, exactly what | was. Boggle knew and now
Abbagor, but no one who had an untarnished soul. Except... except now there was Robin. But I'd
managed to finish any trust there beforeit could even start.

"Of courseyou're okay," | said brusquely. "Y ou're too damn pompousto die." Sweeping up the mess
from the tabletop, | dumped it in the garbage. Grabbing my beer, | headed for the living room. "I'm going
to watch the tube. Let me know if you need help dressing.”



"If Goodfellow were here, I'm sure he would offer hishelp aswell,” Niko offered dryly as he eased
himsdlf to agtanding position.

"I don't think that'll be a problem anytime in the near future." Turning on the TV with the remote, | surfed
through severa channd s without actually registering them. Robin was as conceited as amae modd,
horny as adog the day beforeit's neutered, and generally apain in the ass, but he had tried to help us.
And considering we had dl but blackmailed himintoiit, it had to have been againgt his better judgment.
Despite dl of that, held stood his ground when Abbagor went on hishomicida rampage. At least he'd
stood it until | gave him anice big shove. Then he wasjust damn lucky not to end up buried in that same
ground he'd made his stand on.

"| gathered that." Niko broke my train of thought and settled onto the couch beside me. He was careful
to keep his back from resting againgt the threadbare cushion. The grooves bracketing his mouth said the
pain medication hadn't even begun to kick in yet. "What happened whilel was... unavailable? Did you
tell him hisshirt was so very last year?!

| snorted and gave areluctant laugh. "That wouldve redlly gotten hisgoat, wouldn't it?* In my mind |
could hear the faintest bubbling echo... Aupheling, little goat, come baaaaaaack. It sobered me
ingantly. "Yesah," | said absently. "Insulted hisshirt. That's exactly what | did.” | clicked the remote again.

"The man takes hiswardrobe very serioudy.” Niko reached over and did the remote from my hand and
clicked the mute button. "But in spite of that, | think there may be more to the sory."

"Too bad," | grunted, folding my arms and douching bonelesdy. "Because I'm not in the mood to tell any
gories. Try channd fifteen. | think Charlie's Angels ison. All the martia artsyour heart desires.”

"Only inyour perverse little mind would any of that passfor martid arts” A finger flicked the sde of my
head with a thump that connected hard enough to sting. " Then again, perhaps more perverted than

perverse.”

| gave him aglare and rubbed the spot with aknuckle. "My perversions are dl that keep me going
ometimes.”

"That and afacile knack for changing the subject.” Niko tapped the remote on his knee thoughtfully. "I
could guessif you wanted. I'm rather good at that."

Asif | didn't know. Hewas hdll on whedlswhen it cameto anything involving intellectua muscleflexing.

When we were kids he was busy dragging Colond Mustard off to jail whilel was il trying to figure out
what the hdll a conservatory was. What 1'd found necessary to do to Robin wouldn't take many guesses
on Niko's part. He was too goddamn smart and he knew metoo well. "I needed adistraction.” |
shrugged. The gesture wasn't quite as careless as | wanted it to be. "I didn't have much to choose from.
Y ou survived. He survived. All'swell that endswdl, right?”

He grasped in an ingtant what had happened. For that matter, he may have known dl dong. Placing the
remote on the table, Niko commented neutraly, "He's agood fighter. Y ou saw that, and you had to
know on somelevd that he could hold his own for the few moments you needed.”

"Could probably hold hisown" would've been amore accurate way to put it. And even though hel'd
chosen hiswordsjudicioudy, Niko was as aware of that as| was. "It didn't matter whether he could or
not, Nik," | said with bald honesty. ™Y ou know that."

He nodded dowly, eyes serious and calm. "I do. | also know | have a brother who would do anything to



save my life. Anything at all. And that, Cal, is not such abad thing to know." He stood, one hand using
my shoulder for leverage. ™Y ou mind taking first watch? We're both going to need our rest for tomorrow.
We dtill have a car to locate and I'm sure you haven't even begun to shove your belongingsin apilefor

packing.”

| stared fixedly as actors mouthed silent words on the television screen. My own weren't much louder. "'l
think we should stay."

Thefingers on my shoulder tightened almost painfully. It wasn't often | surprised Niko; thistimel'd
managed in spades. "Stay," he repeated. "Cal, considering what we learned from Abbagor, not to
mention the Grendd in the park, | don't think staying is an ideathat promotes our continued hedth."”

| did an emotionlesslook up at him. "And what exactly did we learn from Abby anyway? That I'm the
result of some bizarre experiment? That while I might be lessthan human, | am the new frontier in genetic
experimentation? That's nothing new, and it's nothing we haven't suspected for along time.”

"Maybe not." His hand dropped from my shoulder to rub at hisforehead. "But if nothing ese, thetroll put
itin perspective. The Grenddls, the Auphe, whatever we call them... they onceruled this place, once
ruled the entire world, and they'll do anything to regain that. No matter how far we go or how long we
hide, little brother, they're not going to give up. If you are somehow the key, they are not going to let you
go. We haveto keep running. We may never lose them, but we can stay ahead of them. And we will."

And the ones we didn't stay ahead of, they would end up like the Grendd in the park, nothing but a
distant and bloody memory of Niko's sword. That had been our life up until now; that had preserved my
lifeuntil thismoment. | knew that aswell as| knew anything, but | dso knew something ese... Enough
was enough. "Y ou'reright, Nik. I'm the bright and shiny key to something, al right, and the Grendelsare
never going to give up on me. One day they'll catch us. What'sthe differenceif it's here or halfway across
theworld?'

"The difference,” Niko pointed out with grim patience, "could be amatter of thirty or forty years. The
difference could beamos alifetime.”

"Somelifetime." | kicked the table hard enough that it did severa feet across the stained and scarred
plank floor. "Wouldn't you like to have ared job instead of just astring of crap details? Wouldn't you
like to have ahome instead of some piece-of-shit gpartment? Wouldn't you like to have a genuine

rel ationship with someone like Promiseingtead of ... shit... nothing but one-night stands?" | know |
wanted it for him evenif hetried to deny he might want it for himsalf. And | wanted other things. | wanted
the hope of touching aspringy red curl, of rubbing the pad of my thumb softly across amber skin. |
wanted to count freckles and seeif they redly did number as starsin the sky. | wanted to Sit across from
Georginaand have her tell me why shelied, and | wanted the reason to be one | couldn't question. All
fary talesareimpossible, but | wanted this one badly enough to stick around and risk the bruta dap of
redlity.

"Don't you want al that, Nik?" | repested.

Therewas sllence, not accusing, just thoughtful. When hefindly spoke, the grimness was replaced by
unshakable conviction. "I'd like those things, yes. But there is something | want more... my brother aive.
And, Cdl, if | have to knock you unconscious and drag you out of town to keep you that way, then that is
exactly what | will do." And just like thet, the conversation was over. | could keep talking, but it would
be pointless. The set of his shoulders, the flattened line of his mouth—all indicated that Niko was not in
the mood for negotiation. In spite of that, | might have pushed. | normally did. But not now, not when |
could see the bedrock of his stubbornness was till iced over with pain.



"Goto bed, Nik." Leaning over, | pulled the table back into position. The remote had falen to the floor,
s0 | retrieved it. "Four hours, and then | kick your ass out of bed."

"Nik," I mimicked softly before grinning faintly. ™Y our towd's dipping.”

Hetook agrip on the wayward terry cloth and gave in. "Four hours. No more." Then he disappeared
down the hallway, his step dower than usual.

Four hours he would get. Four hours and then, if | could pull it off, four more. | could stay awake for
eight hours, no problem. Considering what | would see when | closed my eyes, insomniawas my friend
anyway. I'd lived through Niko's being engulfed by Abbagor once dready; | wasn't looking forward to

any repeat showings.

Turning the television's sound back up to asoft murmur, | stood and went to double-check the lock on
the door. There were no windows to check, not the sort that locked. We had only the one window, but it
was adoozy, taking up most of thefar wall of theliving room. | had no ideawhat the building had been
years and years ago, but our gpartment definitely had an unfinished qudity to it. The celling was high
enough to have any red estate agent dancing in glee, but it was dso full of exposed wiring and rusty
pipes. Thefloor was directly out of some run-down warehouse off the river minus the fishy smell. The
super had put in abathroom and kitchenette; those were the only modern touches. It was a dump, no
doubt, saved only by thewindow. At night a thousand city lights glittered through the glass. It waslike
having your own persond view of the Milky Way.

Hicking off thelights, | sat on the couch, ignoring the TV and watching the window instead. Promise
wasn't the only one who missed the stars. But aswith most thingsin life, sometimesyou just had to make
do.

| didn't doze off. Niko and life itself had trained me better than that. But | did let my eyes unfocus and my
mind empty as my ears stayed dert for any suspicious sound. It was astate |'d gotten used to over the
years. Restful but ready. So when | first heard it, | was off the couch and down the hall before my
thoughts fully kicked in. My body automatically reacted, even though the sound wasn't suspicious, just
out of place. Unfamiliar. Wrong. Therustle of sheets, the shifting on a creaking mattress, it was the sound
of arestless deeper. But | wasthe only one of those in the apartment—at least | had been until tonight.

In the doorway to the bedroom, | hesitated as Niko struggled for hislife a second timethat night. He
wasn't like me. He didn't toss and turn, kicking the blankets to the floor. His throat wasn't tight ashe
choked back a shout. His reaction to the terror of a nightmare wasn't the same as mine, no, but that
didn't makeit any lessdisturbing or any less desperate. As| watched, he changed position again. It was
just by afew inches, but it still set the mattress to asubdued singing. Hislightly stubbled jaw tensed until
the bone was silhouetted through skin like old ivory. A solitary hand released its fistful of sheet and did
under the pillow to grip something a bit more substantial and awhole lot more deadly than a handful of
clath.

| knew better than to try to shake Niko awake from the dream. He wouldn't gut me, half adeep or pot,
but it might till give usanasty moment. Whenever possible, | wasdl about avoiding the nasty moments.
Instead, | stepped closer and murmured, "It's okay, Cyrano. There's no one here but us chickens. Go to
deep.” Whether it was my voice, the familiar nickname, or even my scent, it worked. Niko's face
smoothed out, the taut set of his shoulders relaxed, and he did deeper into amore restful deep. My
brother... humansin generd... didn't have the developed sense of smell | did, but even so, they had a
better one than they gave themselves credit for. | remembered reading once (a Niko-assigned book, of



course) that memory was more intricately linked with smell than any other sense. It might be that Niko
could pick me up, at least on asubconsciouslevel. | wondered what | would smell liketo him.
Hamburgers and chili dogs? T-shirts washed with dish detergent because | wastoo lazy to go to the
Laundromat? If lazinessitsalf had asmell, | was bound to reek of it.

Niko, on the other hand, smelled like home. It sounded trite as hell, but it wastrue. | wasn't saying he
smelled like homemade cookies or baking bread. | hadn't had that kind of home—jprobably no one
outside a Disney movie had. No, Niko didn't smell like an amateur bakery. He smelled like sted, sharp
and deadly. He smélled like the oilcloth he used on his blades. And he smelled green. That must've been
al the hedlth food he ate. Unusua smellsfor the average person maybe, but they were dl the things that
had kept me safe, dive, and sane dl these years. If that wasn't adefinition of home, | didn't know what
was.

"Night, Nik," | said under my bregth, dipping back out of the room and pulling the door closed behind
me. Inthe hdlway, | leaned againg the wall with my armsfolded, and stared into darkness. | hadn't
asked Niko what it was like to be trapped inside Abbagor. | wasn't sure he would tell me. Wouldn't it be
astupid question redlly? Kind of like asking someone how it felt to bein hell. Hey, just how hot isit
down there, huh?Isit the heat or the humidity? And, hey, isthat torture and disemboweling by demons
really asbad asthey say it is? Jesus. There'sa sheer leve of awfulness that's incapable of being put into
words, aterror so intenseit can't be expressed. But in the end, even if Niko couldn't tell me exactly what
it waslike, couldn't articulate the godawful horrific details, he could tell me onething. He could tell me
how hefdt. Then and now.

| didn't know if it would help; | was no psychologist. But if it'd help me regain the crown of nightmare
king, I'd giveit atry. Niko needed his deep. It took ahuge amount of energy to mercilessy nag me day
in and day out. Mind settled for the moment, | pushed away from thewall. It wastime for another
sweep. Thelocks on the door were excellent, but nothing was fool proof—in locks or life.

Chapter Ten

Niko dept through until morning. It was proof positive hed needed the rest morethan | did. Being
injured knocked a person down apeg or two no matter how much a superninjahe fancied himsdf. My
good turn didn't count for much, however, because when Superninjafinaly rolled out of bed hewas
pissed.

| looked up as an inarticulate growl rolled through the kitchen, and raised cheerful eyebrows. "Is
somebody a cranky monkey?'

"You didn't wake me." He stood by the table, swesatpants dung low on his hips, bandages till mostly in
place. The burn on his neck had darkened in color and looked less painful. "I told you four hours. Did
you lose the ability to count sometime during the night? That is, assuming you ever had the skill to begin
with."

"I lost my watch. Y ou want some breakfast?' | rose from the chair and moved to the refrigerator. "We
never did makeit to the store, but | think there's a.couple of eggs | &ft.”

A hand fastened on to my short ponytail and held mefirmly in place. "The perfectly ticking watch on your
wrigt?' The slky smooth voice tightened, as did the hand on my hair. "Isthat the one you're referring to?”



"Okay, you're not in the mood for eggs,” | said mildly. "How about some cerea ?*

His hand released my hair. "I could put your watch in aplace it would be much harder to ignore, Cd. Do
not push me." Turning, | watched as he dropped into a chair and rubbed a hand over hisface before
reluctantly admitting, "Cered would bedl right.”

Searching the cabinets, | found abox that wasn't geared toward five-year-olds, and filled abowl. "No
marshmallows or cute little prizes. It'syour lucky day." Placing it in front of him, | fetched the milk and
poured it over the cered. "Thereyou go, Mikey. Digin."

He took a spoonful, chewed, and swallowed without pleasure. "I hope I'm safein presuming there was
no trouble lagt night.”

| sat down opposite him, douched over the table, and rested my chin on folded arms. "Actudly | beat off
ahorde of zombies, dl by mysalf. Even had one hand tied behind my back. It was quite a show."

A disparaging snort was the only comment on my imaginary heroics. "At lesst tell me you've started
packing. Throw methat crumb, if you please.”

"No reason to pack. I'm not going anywhere," | remarked amiably, then added before he could get a
word out, "Nik, about Abbagor..."

The spoon was dammed down on the table with force. "Absolutely not. Y ou are not changing the subject
just likethat, little brother. We decided thislast night. We are leaving as soon aswe obtain
transportation. Today or tomorrow, no later."

"You decided, Niko. Therewas no 'we' in that decison.” Since he seemed to have given up on his cered,
| snaked ahand over, pulled the bowl close, and helped mysdlf. "But forget about that for asecond. |
want to talk about what happened under the bridge.”

"Forget?' Niko wasn't at alossfor words. How could he be, with that overgrown vocabulary? But he
was as stymied as I'd ever seen him. "Forget?" he repeated increduloudy. "Forget that you're al but
throwing your life away? That should be quite the trick. Do you have any suggestions how 1'd go about
thet?"

"Y ou could talk to me about Abbagor. That might take your mind off it," | pointed out promptly, licking
milk from the spoon.

His eyestook mein with disbelief before he shook his head and pushed his chair back. "I'm going to
wash up. When I'm finished well discussthisin more detail ... while we pack.”

| stretched out aleg to hook theleg of hischair and hold it in place. "I don't think so."
"If you vauethat leg, Cd, I'd removeit." Histonewasicy, sharp, and utterly serious.
"| can get around on just the one."” | was just as serious and just as determined. "Troll. Talk. Now."

He stared at mefor along, silent moment before his chest expanded in alengthy exhdation. "Fine.
Abbagor isthe subject on the table. What do you want to know? What is so important it Smply can't
wat?'

You, | thought to mysdlf. Aloud, | said, "It'sthose hands." | didn't have to fake the repulsed curl of my lip.
"I can't stop thinking about the people, you know? Were they till dive? How long were they trapped
likethat? Shit. Werethey even il peopleat al?"



Unblinking, Niko replied neutraly, "Therésno way of knowing."

| pushed the cerea bowl away. "Y eah, probably not. But... shit... what the hell must those poor
bastards have fet?' That was the question, and it was one only Niko could answer.

"Ft." Herolled the word around on histongue and laid his hands flat on the table. No nervous twitches
for my brother. "How they felt. | imaginethey felt like Jonah in the belly of the whale—only Jonah had
some breathing room. He wasn't smothered by crawling, pulsing flesh. He wasn't wrapped so tightly he
couldn't move even an inch, couldn't breathe even if thered been oxygen. There were no tentacles
probing at his mouth, trying to get ingde and pump him full of God knowswhat." Thistime he did blink,
just once. "And | don't think Jonah heard athousand voicestelling him, "Welcome, brother. Welcome
home. Welcometo hell.™

I'd been wrong. It could be put into words after all, words that amost made me wish | were desf. "I
guess Jonah was one lucky son of abitch, huh?' | said numbly.

"I guesshewas," he commented, as matter-of-factly asif he'd been talking about the wesather.

What the hell could | possibly say that would make that better? Nothing. Nothing | could say could blunt
the horror of what Niko had experienced—but maybe. .. maybe there was something | could do.

The soggy clump of shredded wheat flew from my spoon and hit Niko's cheek dead on. It clung therefor
asecond before dowly diding down, leaving amilk trail behind it. Then | scooped up another spoonful
and ateit with relish, asif | hadn't acarein theworld. Frozen as anice sculpture, Niko stared at me
slently, the color leaching into aface that was till a shade too pae. The wad of cereal dropped off his
chinto hit the surface of the kitchen table with asplat. | raised my eyebrowsinnocently. " Problem?”

He didn't bother to get up and go around the table. Instead, he came over it. The bowl went flying, ceredl
and milk faling every which way. My chair and | dso went flying, results of atackle that wouldve done
the NFL proud. | managed to get akneein Niko's ssomach and flip him off. Before | could move, his
hand latched on to my ankle. Swiveling my hips, | turned, planted afoot in his abdomen, and pushed
hard enough that he did severa feet on the cheap linoleum floor. Scrambling to my feet, | ran. Two steps
later he caught up with me and | wastossed through the air like a child's Frisbee. Landing on the couch, |
was struggling to st up when the hedl of ahand jammed under my chin with ruthlessforce. It wasagood
move, kept your opponent's head hyperextended. Could be painful if donewrong, could beletha if done
right.

| grinned up into narrowed, steel-colored eyes. "Fed better?”

The eyes narrowed even further to nothing more than molten dits. Niko lowered hisface until it wasa
bare inch from mine. "There was one thing Jonah didn't have, however," he said with chilling cam, forcing
my head back another half inch.

"What wasthat?" | croaked as the tension on my neck increased.

"The absolute knowledge that there was someone who would get him out.” He released me and dapped
my cheek lightly withasigh. "'l guess he wasn't quite aslucky as me after dl.”

| sat up and rubbed my chin with awince. "Why isit | can never get that move to work on you?"

"Because you never practice, Grasshopper.”" Leaning back, hetilted his head toward me with afantly
rueful air. "Thanksfor the digtraction, Cd. | do believe | needed it.”

Snorting, | jabbed my elbow into hisribs. "Go take your shower, Cyrano, before you make me cry likea



litlegirl.”

He gave my offending elbow apainful pinch to the nerve. Ignoring my yelp, he sood and stretched,
careful of hisburns. "All right, then, ashower.” Pinning me with ademanding gaze, hewent on, "And
afterward we pack.”

"Afterward, we pack," | lied with ease, and nodded. L et the man have afew minutes of relief before we
started that argument up again. | wasn't sureif he believed me or not, but he gave in without further
comment and disappeared into the bathroom. Within seconds | heard the door close and water running.
Then| heard him call out.

"Cd, what in the world have you done to the mirror?"
Oh, shit. I'd forgotten about that.

It had been Alice again. I'd stuck with the name I'd given it a the Wadorf. It was agood one as any for
something living through thelooking glass. Of course, it wasn't the origind Alice. | didn't think alittle
blond girl who wastoo nosy for her own good was redlly responsible for scaring the crap out of me—at
least | hoped | wasn't that far gone. Then again, consdering | hadn't actualy seen anything in the mirror
last night before I'd covered it up with atowel, maybe | was afew fries short of aHappy Med after al.

I'd heard it afew hours after Niko had had his nightmare. Another unusual sound, but this one wasn't that
of arestless deeper. But neither wasit dramatic or even that spooky, not redly. It was ahumming. Faint.
Bardly audible, but melodic. It wasn't ominousin the dightest until | realized whereit was coming from.
Then ingtantly it became eerie as hell. Tracking down the sound, I'd padded down the hal on silent feet.
With one of Niko's spare knivesin hand, | stopped by the bathroom door. The humming had continued,
and it was definitely the product of voca cords, but not mine or Niko's. Even if | had somehow missed
hearing Nik getting out of bed, | would've recognized his voice. What | was hearing wasnt it.

Fedling my stomach clench like afigt, I'd pushed open the bathroom door with careful fingers. The
musica murmur lowered to the faintest whisper as| moved into theroom. | didn't turn on thelight. There
was enough illumination from the single bulb in the kitchen drifting in to cut the edge on the velvety
shadows. | could make out the tub, the toilet, the yellowing porcelain of the sink, and nothing else.
Empty. I'd dways heard about the aligators in the sewer, but | serioudy doubted one was singing aditty
through the pipes. | switched the blade to my other hand as| scowled and wiped amoist hand on my
sweats. | did not need this shit.

Swiveling onmy hed, | listened hard. In aninstant | pinpointed the source of the rhythm, even fainter now
but till clear asthe chiming of abell. The mirror. It was coming from the mirror. Goddamn it. Not this,
not again. I'd pretty much managed to convince mysdlf the episode at the Waldorf had been afluke, just
ahiccup of my nervous system. But here was the hiccup again, only thistimeit was moretangibleand a
helluvalot harder to dismissasjust afluke.

| raised my eyesto the mirror over the Sink. It was harder to do than it sounded. What isit about mirrors
anyway? In nearly every B movie, amirror isglesfully waiting to sporing ademonic reflection back at
anyone who passes. Movies, books, episodes of those creepy hdf-hour TV shows—evil mirrorswerea
common themein dl of them. So when | looked into that mirror, it was with the dread of a
twelve-year-old—never mind I'd seen and fought mongtersal my life. A dark room, ahaunted mirror, it
was enough to make mefed like aknee-knocking kid, who wanted nothing better than to pull the covers
over hishead.

But in my world that wasn't an option. Y ou might think it, but the second that you acted on it you were
dead... or worse. Hell, what wasit anyway? A singing mirror? Objectively, how scary wasthat? Movies



and little-kid terrors asde, how did amirror stack up against al the other things I'd faced in my life? Not
very damn high. So | did my best to forget my cold sweat and my damming heart, and | looked.

The crooning stopped, and once again | was staring a my own image. Thistime | looked less shegpish
and more annoyed. A hard smile touched the corners of my mouth, and even in the gloom my eyes
reflected brighter and colder, dmost slver. "Alice” | said grimly. "Y ou areredly sarting to piss me off." |
flipped the knifein my grip with every intention of smashing the glasswith the hilt. After dl, what was
seven years bad luck compared with living with a possessed mirror? At the last moment, however, |
stopped, the knife only tapping the surface. It wouldn't do any good. It wasn't just thismirror after all. |
couldn't go through life breaking every mirror | saw. Intheend | just covered it up with atowd,
meticuloudy tucking the cloth under the edges. There you go, Alice, | thought with a hedlthy dose of
sdlf-derision. Let's see you get past that. Forget brick walls or stedl; | had the best protection terry cloth
hed to offer.

The towel might have actudly held Alice back therest of the night, but it wasn't going to do athing to
stand between me and Niko now. When he got out of the shower, I'd have some serious 'splaining to do.
| couldn't say why | was reluctant to tell him. It wasn't asif he'd doubt me. It would just be one more
thing in alifetime parade of creepy-crawlies, even if it gave me an odd feding of d§avu. We had so
much going on right then, though, and that coul d've been what was bugging me. We were aready
swimming in so much crap, we didn't need afew more gadlons of it dumped on our heads. And whilel
knew ignoring it wasn't going to makeit go away, | wasn't sure | wanted to spend that much time
dwelling on it elther. | had amusica staker, so what? Aslong asit only whistled at me, | could dedl.

By the time there was aknock at the door, I'd dmost decided to try to dide the whole thing under Niko's
radar. | wasn't too optimistic about my chances, but | was going to give it ashot. That thought
disappeared quickly as| stared, nonplussed, at the door. Who in the hell could that be? Granted the front
door was busted and the buzzer pointless, but Niko and | had never told anyone wherewe lived. The
more anonymous you were, the safer you were. Outside of the odd Girl Scout selling cookiesor a
Jehovah's Witness selling salvation (and | couldn't remember the last time either of those had braved our
neighborhood), there shouldn't have been anyone knocking at our door: When | leaned against the wood
and peered suspicioudy through the peephole, | got an eyeful of waggling fingerswaving in acareless
hello. "Jesus Chrigt," | muttered in surprise.

"Not quite," the muffled comment came through the door. "I dated his cousin, though. Great gal. Had a
st of yabboslike you would not believe.”

Rolling my eyes, | unlocked and opened the door. " Goodfellow, what the hell are you doing here?!
Before he could answer, | added, "And how did you know wherewe live?’

Robin walked into the room, folded hisarms, and gave me aneutra green glance. "Niko called me about
half an hour ago. Invited me over. Being that he didn't try to kill me, | didn't seewhy | shouldn't come.”

"Yeah, thereisthat,” | said blandly. It seemed Niko had been up to something before he madeit into the
kitchen. Sneaky bastard. Turning, | strode to the bathroom door and pounded on it, hard. "Nik, get your
assout here. You have avigtor.” When | waked back into the living room, Robin was standing in front
of our bookshelf with a bemused expression.

"Quite the diverse selection.” He touched afinger to one of Niko's many occult volumes and then to
another book on European higtory. "History, mythology, chemistry, mathematics. Someoneiswell-read.”

"Niko," | replied briefly. "If it'sworth knowing, he knowsit. If it's not worth knowing, chances are he lill
knowsit."



He cocked hishead in my direction as| sat on the edge of the coffee table. "None are yours, then, O
member of theignorant masses?"

| grinned caudtically. "That's me. Dumb as abox of rocks."

"Don't believe that for asecond.” Dressed in fresh clothes, Niko stood in the entrance of the hall braiding
hiswet hair with skillful fingers. "I homeschooled the brat for afew years. Stupidity isnot something |
would tolerate. Laziness, however, defeated me. Thank you for coming, Goodfellow. Can | offer you
something to drink?"

"And you thought | wanted to kill you," I grunted. "Hell finish the job with carrot juice." | had agood
ideawhat Niko was up to and | wanted no part of it. All | wanted to do was forget about
yesterday—every moment of it.

"I never thought that you wanted to kill me, only that you tried.” Robin looked away from meto nod at
Niko. "Whatever you have will be fine, even"—he made aface—"carrot juice.”

"Don't worry. Wereal out of carrot juice." Walking into the kitchen, Niko returned with a glass of dark
green liquid. "Luckily enough, we do have an entire bottle of wheatgrassjuice.”

"Y our sense of humor isn't dl that it could be, you know that?' Goodfellow took the glass and stared into
it morosdly. Hetook a sip and the green in the glass was transferred to hisface. "Holy Bacchus,” he
Sputtered. "That isagaingt nature and dl things divine."

"But it'sgood for you," | pointed out with dark cheer. | might not particularly enjoy Goodfellow's
company, but | did get akick out of seeing someone besides me suffer Niko's peculiar nutritiona habits.

"No doubt. Otherwise it wouldn't taste like warm liquid cud.” Running afinger around therim of the
glass, hethenflicked afinger againgt it. The glassy ring filled the room with its echo. It was unsettlingly
reminiscent of the mirror creature'simpromptu concert last night. "So, Niko, | appreciate the invitation
and fungusjuice, but what exactly isit you want? Auphe Junior here wasn't precisely expecting me.”

| didn't blink at theinsult. It was getting more and more difficult to be insulted by the truth. Besides,
Goodfdlow was more than entitled to afew chegp shots. Niko seemed lessinclined to agree. Hisjaw
tightened, but helet it go that time, saying evenly, "We till need acar. Were leaving town and were
without trangportation.”

"Ah. Business. Goody." He gave us both amockery of hiskiller sdlesman smile. "How soon do you need
it?"

Niko's"Immediately" was Smultaneous with my “No hurry.”
"Cd, do not even gart,” he admonished sharply.
| shrugged and sat on the couch. "Fine. Get acar. Thereés no guarantee you'll get meinit.”

"I think you'll be amazed at how fast your idiotic assisthrown into that car and a how little you'll haveto
Say about it."

Robin put his glass down on the table and clucked histongue. "Do | have to separate you two?"

"If only it werethat easy,” | grumbled. "Ask him what he hasto trade, Goodfellow. Y oull haveto tow it
in off the curb."



Oddly enough, the cutthroat businessman part of Robin seemed uninterested. "Why are you guystaking
off anyway? It's not Abbagor, isit? He never leaves the bridge. Y ou should be safeif you steer clear.”

It hit me then. Goodfellow wanted us to hang around. Despite what 1'd done, he wanted usto stay. He
was lonely. Sure, there were monsters aplenty in the city, but Goodfellow wasn't amonster, not redlly.
Aswed never run into any other pucks, | guessed they were few and far between. It had to be a solitary
existence, surrounded by the monsters who cared nothing for him and by humans who could never even
know him. It was afedling | was more than familiar with. But for al my bitching, | wasthe lucky one. |
had a brother. | had at |east one person in the world, and that was one more than Robin seemed to have.

Now that | knew, | could seeit in his eyes. Behind the dyness, past the pompous strutting and
overgrown libido, in the shadows the color of ashaded green forest, | could see alondiness that was
only ashort step away from madness. | couldn't imagine it. Thousands upon thousands upon thousands
of years spent, for al intents and purposes, done. Cut off from mortals and monsters alike because of
what he was. So desperate to stop his descent into aliving hdll that he actually chose to be with those
who could blackmail him, those that he thought would only use him.

He chose to be with us. God help the poor bastard.
"It'snot Abbagor,” | denied quietly. "It'sthe Auphe. Niko saw onein the park.”

It was agood thing he'd put down the glass, because otherwise it would've shattered in the spasmodic
clench of hisfigt. Face frozen, he pushed out words through giff lips. "Auphe. An Aupheis here?!

"Was here," Niko corrected. "That iswhy we asked you if you'd seen Auphe in the city. We wanted to
know if it was asolitary occurrence. But regardiessif it was or not, we've decided we cannot take the
chance.”

"Youkilled it?* Robin pinched the bridge of hisnosetightly. "Pleasetell meyou killed it. If it'sdive..." He
shook hishead and let the wordstrail away.

"It'snot dive. All theking'shorsesand al theking'smen..." A humorless smile touched the corners of
Niko's mouth. "Wdll, | think you get the picture.”

"It'sagood picture. | like that picture.” Goodfellow sat with a gracel ess thump on the coffee table and
dropped hisface into his hands. Then he threaded fingers through wavy brown hair and sat up with a
harsh exhalation. " Abbagor's big and homicida, but for sheer deviousness, you do not want to screw
with the Auphe. They're psychoatic, they hold agrudge, and they're mobile asthe plague.” He rubbed at
hiseyes. "l redize you know that better than anyone, but it bears repeating.”

"I'm not so sure Abby doesn't give them arun for their money.” | kicked afoot lightly against the corner
of the table and went on awkwardly. "About thetroll, Goodfellow, | want to say... shit... you know."

Heturned his head to study me soberly. "All you had to do was ask, Cadiban. I'm something of a
coward, but | would have stood firm. Y ou only had to ask."

Niko had moved up beside meto rest his hand on my shoulder. "We're not used to depending on anyone
else" he offered to Robin while giving me areassuring squeeze. "Either of us. It doesn't come easy. |
know that's not much of ajustification perhaps, but we are sorry."

He was apologizing, Niko, who'd done nothing wrong. He was apol ogizing for me because | wastoo
stubborn and too chickenshit to get the words out mysdif. | felt even lower than | had before. .. until
Niko's hand left my shoulder to thwap mein the back of the head. "Aren't we, Cal?" he prompted



gernly.

The sdf-recrimination flowed out of me asfast as water. Who needed a conscienceto keep meinline
when | had my brother around to do it for me?"Y eah, sorry,” | muttered with a sullen scowl for Niko
and adightly softer onefor Robin.

Thekiller smile returned, showing more teeth than an Osmond family reunion. "Forgiven and forgotten,”
Robin said expangively. "How about | treat you gentlemen to lunch and we can discuss your
transportation Stuation.”

It struck me then that Goodfellow could turn out to be an aly. He wanted usto stay, and | wanted to
stay; now all we had to do was convince Niko. That shouldn't be too hard—no more difficult than
convincing thesunto risein thewest and set in the east. "L unch sounds great,” | responded with aacrity.
"Let me grab my shoes" | could fedl Niko'sfrown aimed at my back as | bent down to root under the
couch for my sneakers.

"I'm not sure we havethetimefor this. In fact, | know we do not havetimefor this."

| jammed the shoes on my feet and bolted for the door. "It's only lunch, Nik. Forty minutesisn't gonna
make or break us." That wasn't necessarily true. In the scheme of things, forty minutes could turn out to
be alifetime, but at the moment that wasn't something | wanted to contemplate.

Niko wasn't too happy about it, big surprise, but despite that, we did end up at the nearest Itdian
restaurant. | snorted as Niko studied the menu with obviousill grace. "Don't pout, Cyrano. Y ou're
scaring the waiter.”

"I do not pout,” he hissed between clenched teeth as he closed the menu shut with asnap. " Children
pout. Brainless runway models pout. You pout. | do not." Turning his attention to the waiter, he went on
more camly. "I'll have broiled fish, no herbs, no sauce, and sdad. No dressing.”

That was Nik, living life on the edge as aways. What awild man. | ordered |obster ravioli with aside
order of chicken parmigiana. Hey, it was Goodfdlow's dime. I'd probably load up on a dessert or three
whilel wasat it. Robin ordered in rapid-fire Italian, handing his menu back with asmooth " Grazie,
graze.

"Exactly how many languages have you picked up over the years, Goodfdlow?' Niko questioned
curioudy.

"All of them." He shook out his swan-shaped napkin with asmug flourish. "I'm abit rusty on afew
regiona didects of the African bush, but otherwise | get by. And of course when it comesto the language
of love, | have no equd."

Buttering achunk of bread as soft and fluffy asacloud, | groaned. "Jeez. Oh, well, it was awhole twenty
minutes of peace anyway. That hasto be arecord. Y ou know, Loman, they have atwelve-step program
with your name dl over it. 'Hi, my nameis Robin and I'm asexaholic.™

"I'vesad it beforeand I'll say it again." Heraised hiswineglassto me. ™Y ou absolutely haveto get laid.”
It was anice restaurant, nicer than most 1'd been to. That didn't stop me from lobbing the buttered roll
directly at Goodfdlow. He caught it easily, took abite, and washed it down with the wine. "Delicious.
Thank you. Now, gentlemen, I've been thinking about your problem and | may have come up with
something.”

"Nothing too sporty," Niko cautioned. "We don't wish to be too noticeable.”



"What? No, no, it's not about acar." He waved a dismissive hand and took another bite of my bread.
"Actudly | wasthinking... if you could find out what had happened to Caliban while he was with the
Auphe, perhaps you wouldn't have to run. If you knew what they planned, you would have more options.
Knowledgeis power, after al.”

Sudden dread killed my appetite instantly. "I don't remember. | can't remember. I'vetried.” And | was
pretty surel didn't want to remember.

Placing his half-empty glass on the table, Robin made haste to say earnestly, "I'm sure you did. try, but if
the Auphe did muck about with your memory, it would be nearly impossible for you to recover what was
logt."

"If it'simpossble, then why are we having this conversation?' Niko asked with thinly velled impatience.
He'd come to accept the fact that | wasn't ever going to remember what had happened in that missing
time. At first held prodded meto try to recdl, but in the end held let it go. Between my frustration over
my inability to remember and our joint suspicion that whatever had happened might be well worth
blocking out, wed both left my past in the past.

"l said it would be impossible for Caiban to remember on hisown. But with my help... acompletely
different story." Goodfelow stabbed afork into his sdlad, then waved it about with enthusiasm. Chunky
blue-cheese dressing flew, landing in tiny mounds on the pristine crimson tablecloth. "I picked up
hypnosislong before Svengali gave anyonethe evil eye. Hell, | taught Freud. I'm more than proficient in
theart, trust me."

Niko looked at him askance. "Recovering repressed memoriesisn't quite like convincing random women
to cavort around naked while clucking like chickens. If the Auphe did indeed tie Cd's memoriesinto a
knot, I'm not at al confident you could unravel them. I'm not even sure that you should betrying.”

"Oyeof littlefaith." Thelean, mobile face sobered, al zed channeled into determination. "'l asked you to
trust me and you can. I've had more practice at this than the most celebrated psychiatrist or
hypnotherapist. | promise you. Y ou pick up morein along life than just bad habits.

Exhding, Niko shook his head dubioudy. "1 don't know, Goodfelow. It strikes me as somewhat risky.
I'm not entirely sure that the information gained would be worth Ca remembering histime with the

Auphe”

"If worse comesto worst and it'sthat unbearable, I'll leave the memorieslocked in his subconscious. He
wouldn't remember athing once he came out of it.”

Nice conversation these two were having over me. It could be | had something to say about it if only |
could get aword in edgewise. "Guys," | sad quietly.

Niko held up ahand to stal me while he countered Robin. "It sounds easy enough in theory, but
theorems and proofs are two digtinctly different entities. | don't especially want my brother used asa

guineapig.”

"It amply isn't as dangerous as you're making it out to be." Clearly frustrated, Robin pushed hisplate
asde. " Getting the memories out might be difficult. Leaving them hidden isn't. That'stheir naturd state
now, be it an Auphe construct or a Cdiban one. If | don't want him to remember, he won'."

| tried again, thistime dapping the pam of my hand hard on thetable. "Guyd"

Both turned their Sartled attention to me, Niko with his pale eyebrows quirked in concern and Robin



with the hopeful expression of acat with one paw in the fishbowl.

"Believeit or nat, | think thisismy decision. Not yours, Niko, and definitely not yours, Goodfellow.” |
pinned them both with an annoyed gaze. "Got me?'

"And what have you decided?' Robin leaned back in hischair, going for casud. Hefailed miserably.

"I'm dtill thinking." The thought of remembering was not gppealing, but naither was running for the rest of
my life. Ignoring Niko's silent look of disquiet, | motioned toward our approaching food. "Let's eat. Hey,
Loman, tdll us. Just how freaky was Freud anyway? Were you the one who got him on that penis envy
path? Or did you go to high school with Electraand Oedipus?'

Giving in for the moment, Robin eyed his plate of pastawith pleasure and then gave me asnort. "Forget
Sophocles. Let'stak Homer. Now, there was a bastard who could hold hisliquor, damn near drank me
under the table. And Sappho? That chick could party like there was no tomorrow."

Niko studied hisfish glumly. "I think | havelost my gppetite.”

Join the crowd, big brother.

Chapter Eleven

I'd kept the sweatshirt, Jesus, how many years now? Three? No, four. It had been amost four years
since I'd come home, naked and vulnerable. | ran ahand over the worn materid, faded with bleach spots
here and there. It was barely more than arag, held together by prayer and afew stubborn threads that
refused to give up the ghost. Niko had tossed it in the garbage on more occasions than | could count, but
| fished it back out every time. | talked big about not clinging to things, material possessionsonly dowed
you down when you were on the run. Y ou had to be ready to leaveit dl behind at amoment's notice.

Y ou had to lead a disposable life, and for the most part | stuck to that rule. Why this one swesatshirt was
such an exception wasn't easy to understand.

Maybe it was because it had been the first Sgn of normdity in asuddenly strange and foreign world.
While the greater part of me wasn't even aware I'd been gone, thered been atiny corner of my
subconscious that had been al too in the know. It was the part that had me practically foaming at the
mouth like arabid dog when I'd regppeared. When Niko had gotten the clothes out of the trunk for me
and helped me pull the swestshirt on, it waslike... like | was putting a human suit back on. It wasn't an
exact fit, the shirt or the humanity, but I'd held on to both throughout the years with a desperately tight
grip. The shirt reminded me—reminded methat | was home and reminded me there was a |east a part of
me that was human. Sometimes... hell, more often than not, | needed the reminder.

There was another thing it brought to mind aswell. It waswhat I'd worn the day 1'd started running. And
to bring thingsfull circle, it would be what | was wearing the day | stopped. Stripping off the gray
sweater | waswesaring, | put on the sweatshirt. It was ill too big. Niko aways had been taller than |
was. It wasjust one more thing for him to lord over me in the manner of al evil older brothers. | gave
myself ahafhearted grin, but didn't succeed in cheering mysdlf much. They say those who don't learn
from the past are doomed to repest it. What they don't say iswhat happens when you forget it totally.
What did the Grendds have planned when they made me? Had | escaped from them or had they let me
go? And if they had, why were they chasing one now? Could it be they weren't so much chasing me as
keeping track of my location?



A thousand questions and not one single goddamn answer. It got old, it redlly did. For every fear of what
| would discover, there was an equally strong need to know, to finaly know. Sucking in adeep breath, |
blew it out and then stood. Leaving the bedroom, | joined Niko and Robin in our living room. "So, you
ready to dap the whammy on me or what?' | asked with dark cheer.

"Y ou've decided, then.” It was acam statement of fact. Niko had resigned himself to theideathat in this
instance | was the master of my fate and captain of my soul. | was sincerely hoping the metaphorical ship
didn't go down, dragging its captain withit.

"Yeah, | have." Crouching by the sofawhere Niko s, | let my hands dangle over my knees. | fed
pretty good about it, Cyrano. No worries, dl right?*

"Good" was an exaggeration, but | did fed determined.

"Eader said than done,” Niko said dryly. "But I'll take it under consideration. Still, | do fed somewhat
better about it. 1've been discussing the hypnotic procedure with Goodfellow."

"Grilling meismorelikeit," Robin corrected with awounded expression. " The Spanish Inquisition had
nothing on your brother. Put him in ared smock and funny hat and held be employee of the month.”

"Regardiess," Niko said pointedly, "asit stands now, I'm more confident in your abilities. | don't believe
you'll turn Ca's mind into pudding.”

"Damning with faint praise. Isthat only amotto to you or do you actudly have it tattooed on your ass?"
Regting hischinin hishand, he flashed a bright rapacious grin. "And if S0, can | see?”’

"Whoa, don't even,” | cautioned, holding up my hands as Niko threw me alook of sheer malevolence.
"Y ou're the one who called him. Y ou have no one to blame but yoursdlf." Pausing, | cocked my head and
added with mock sincerity, "Oh, and your hot little tush of course."

Niko shifted his attention back to Robin. "Exactly how long can you leave him under? Days, weeks, a
decade or two?" Poor Nik, caught between the proverbial rock and ahard place. | wasdamn glad |
hadn't given voiceto that particular thought. God only knew what kind of wordplay Goodfdlow couldve
twigted that into.

"Family, the gift that kegps on giving." Despite the cynical inflection Robin gave thewords, | had afeding
the sentiment was genuine.

"Y ou don't have brothers?' | asked curioudy. | remembered he said there were no femal e pucks, so
there would be no sisters. "Lucky bastard.” | elbowed Nik sharply.

"No." He shook hishead. "The fashion in which we procregte... no. There are no siblings, ever.
Lucky..." Thetwidt to hislipswas as rueful asthe green of hiseyeswas meanchaly. "I guessthat's one
way of looking at it."" Abruptly, he straightened and clapped his hands sharply. "Let's get this show on the
road.” Climbing out of the beat-up recliner, he motioned me toward it. "Have a sedt.”

Taking my position cautioudy, | was suddenly wary despite my best intentions. | caught Niko's gaze
lingering on the faded sweatshirt. Hislips parted, but in the end he said nothing about the shirt. What he
did say was, "If you change your mind, Cd, a any time, smply speak up. Robin will siop immediately.
Correct, Goodfdlow?"

"Right away," he promised promptly. "Hand to Zeus. Or Baa, God, Buddha, Amon-Ra. Take your
pick." Sitting on the arm of the chair, he captured my eyes. "Well sart with arelaxation technique, and
then well work on degpening the state. All of thisistotally painless and probably even boring for you,



Cdliban. So get comfortable.”

"What? No shiny gold watch to swing in front of me?* | shifted nervoudy despite myself. Some big, bad
monster killer | was.

"No." Robin smiled reassuringly. All the teasing, provocation, and gleeful determination to annoy was
gone. Here was a Robin as professional and empathetic as any doctor. Goodfellow was proving to have
layers upon layers. "No watch. No amulet. | may have you focus on something in the room, but that'sit.

Areyou ready?"
My mouth went dry, but | nodded. "Nik, don't let him make me act like a chicken, okay?"

"l won't." Niko squeezed my arm lightly, then tugged a my ear. "Not thistime anyway."

"Ready?" Robin repeated.
"Yegh," | exhded. "Let'sdoit.”

Robin leaned in closer. "Listen to my voice, Cal. That'sal you haveto do. Ligten. It'l be the easiest,
most Smplething you've ever done. Just listen.”

| did. I listened and the world went away.

| woke up with awadll in front of me and the hardwood floor beneath me. It was asif no time had passed
at al. One moment Robin wastalking to mein asoothing, lulling voicewhile | sat in the chair, and the
next | was... wherewas 1?1 blinked severa timesand my vision cleared. | was on thefloor, curled upin
the corner of the living room. On my knees, handsflat on the cool surface of thewall, | had my head
jammed into the corner hard enough | felt the pressure like an ache. | sucked in a breeth that burned my
throat like acid. My throat was sore. Why was my throat sore?

"Cd?'

Niko's voice came from behind me. It was calm and controlled... on the surface. Underneath | heard
something | hadn't heard in along, long time, not since the night I'd come home: anguish. Nik... what was
wrong with Nik? 1 managed to turn my head, my neck howling in protest. It was iff, tight, locked into
placeliketherest of me. But | still managed to move enough that | could see Niko and Robin crouched
behind me, severd feet away. Both looked the worse for wear. Goodfellow had a bruise blooming on
one cheekbone, a scrape on his chin, and his shirt half torn off. Niko had blood trickling down one side
of hisface from four parallel scratch marks, and severa hanks of blond hair had been pulled from his
braid to straggle loose. He had a hand outstretched toward me, patient and unmoving.

"Nik?' My voice came out hoarse and strained, al but gone.

Niko sagged abit, but hisface remained placid and mild. "I'mright here, little brother. Everything'sall
right. We're home. Everythingisfine.”

One hand dropped from the wall to land on thefloor beside my leg. | watched it blankly, feding numb,
disconnected. "Fine? Oh. Okay." Even those few words had the pain flaring in my throat with the heat of
avolcano. Ignoring that, | concentrated and managed to get my other hand down too. The fingers were
blanched white from the grip they'd had on the wall. "My throat hurts.” | looked up again a him and
Robin. "Why does my throat hurt?*

Robin turned the color of milk. Hiseyes dark holesin hiswhite face, he scrambled to hisfeet and ran.



Moments later we heard him retching in the bathroom. | tried for asmilefor Niko. My lipsrefused to
cooperate, barely twitching. "Something | said?!

"I think he blames himself." Niko moved closer to me and, with hands fastened gently onto my
shoulders, carefully eased me around. Then he pulled meinto ahug sotight | felt my ribs creek. "Heian't
done”

Bewildered, | patted him awkwardly on the back. "Nik, what happened?' The colors were beginning to
seep back into my surroundings; | waslosing that peculiar distance. "How'd | get down here?!

Sitting up, Niko released me and swiped an absent hand across hisface, smearing the blood. "Ah,
damn." Cardlesdy pulling his shirtdeeve over the hed of his hand, he mopped the blood from hisface. It
was one of the most uncharacteristic thingsI'd ever seen my obsessively clean brother do.

The blood under my short fingernails caught my eye. Fresh. Red. And | had a pretty good guesswhose
blood it was. "What'd we learn?' | swallowed thickly. "From the hypnosis? What the hell did we learn?”
That was worth this, | finished in my head.

"Nothing." He stood and reached down to grasp my wrist to help me to my feet. "It didn't work, Cdl,
ampleastha.”

Simple asthat? Robin was in the bathroom praying to the porcelain god, both he and Niko looked like
they'd had the shit beaten out of them, I'd been trying to burrow my way to Chinaviaaliving room
corner, and it was assimple asthat? | didn't think so. "What'd | say?' | inssted, unsteady enough to grab
ahandful of Niko's shirt to stay on my feet. "When | was under, what did | say?"

"You didn't—" He stopped, tightened hislips, and then tried again. "Y ou didn't say anything, Ca. Not a
word, | promiseyou." Urging me toward the couch, he gave me asoft push down. "Sit down. I'll get you
something for your throat.”

My throat. If | hadn't been talking, why was it so sore? It struck me then, hard and dirty. Screaming. |
must've been screaming. And from the ripped sensation of my throat, | must've been screaming my guts
out. As Niko headed to the kitchen, | heard Robin beside me, voice soft and hesitant. "Caliban?" | turned
to see him standing beside the sofa. His face was damp from where he'd splashed water on it, beads of
moistiure sparkling inhishair. "I'm sorry,” he said, till pale. "1 thought | could... | thought... I'm sorry.”

"What happened?’ | asked barely above awhisper. Niko wasn't going to tell me, but maybe Goodfellow
would.

"You..." Robin shook his head. "What happened to you is best |eft forgotten. Y ou werent... coherent.
Whatever they did far overshadows any ability | have of |etting you reexperience it with any range of
distance. I'm sorry | ever convinced you and Niko otherwise." He raked a hand through his hair. "And if
| can't doit, Cdl, it can't be done. Never... never let anyone dsetry. It wasadmost impossibleto bring
you back. Others might not be ableto.”

Before | could question him further, not that | had any ideawhat | would say, Niko descended on me
with acup of steaming tea. "Drink," he ordered. "It has honey, loquat syrup, and garlic. It should soothe
your throat."

"Or put meinthegrave." | wrinkled my nose but gave in and took asip. When it came to Niko's herbal
remedies, there was no escape. HEd picked up more than martia artsin the string of dojoshed
frequented over the years. Choking down another swalow, | stated flatly, "I hurt you guys, didn't 1?2
What did | do?'



"Not athing,” Niko instantly denied. "We just got in your way. All you wanted to do was escape. Y ou
didn't intentiondly raise ahand to us. Cal, you didn't even know who we were. Y ou didn't know who
you were ether. Y ou didn't know anything. None of it was on purpose.”

"Yeah?' | sudied the golden brown liquid in the cup and then finished it. Handing Niko the cup, | said
lightly, "All better." My throat maybe, but everything else wasfar from al better. | think everyonein the
room knew that.

Robin broke the long silence with agrim comment. "1 need adrink."

"l think we all need adrink," Niko agreed. Y et another un-Niko-like turn of events. Niko have abeer?
The world truly was coming to an end... or had done so only minutes ago. And Niko and Robin had
been forced to watchiit.

| wasthe lucky one; I'd dept through it.

Chapter Twelve

It's strange how afamiliar place can be so comforting, even if that placeisarun-down bar. Y ou would
think that as much time as | spent in that hole-in-the-wall while working, it would be the last place I'd
want to bein my off time. Y et here we were. The three of us, blank faces over roiling emotions, walked
through the door and headed straight for the bar. The tables, parked in the corners of the room, seemed
too shadowed. Too isolated. Aslittleas| liked having my back to the entire room, | liked the thought of
gtting immersed in darkness even less.

It was il early enough that we were among avery saect group of hard-core acohalics. | dapped a
hand on the bar to get Meredith's attention. "Hey, Merry, hose us down, would ya?'

She finished stacking glasses and moved over in front of usto lean suggestively on the counter. Her
skintight, baby-doll T-shirt had aneckline low enough to display the produce far and wide. "Cal, Niko,
who'syour new friend?'

| should've known. Merry had probably smelled Robin coming five blocks away. New mest.
Ding-ding-ding. Of course, it could be interesting. Two predators coming together. We could lay betson
who would get gobbled up first. "Oh, sorry. Meredith, thisisRobin... er... Rob Felows" | introduced
lessthan smoothly.

She leaned further, the twins teetering precarioudly inside their cotton prison. "Nice to meet you, Rob,"
she murmured with athroaty purr. "Very niceindeed.”

Goodfdlow gave her only ashadow of hisusud leer, the glance a her overflowing breasts bardly lustful.
"Not asniceasit isto meet you, my fairy princess. Especidly asthereis so much of you to meet.”

It was amost disturbing, hislack of enthusiasm. Thiswas not the Goodfellow we'd cometo know and
vaguely tolerate. "Merry, thisman needsadrink and fast,” | ordered with dark cheer. "Beforewe lose
him atogether.”

"We certainly don't want that, do we?' With a practiced and flirtatious flip of her hair she took our choice
of poison. She was so enamored of Robin that she didn't even blink at Niko ordering abeer. Granted, it
was an imported one, but it was alcoholic and it still gave me a shock to see Niko taking apull from the



bottle.
"No glass?" | touched my bottleto hiswith aclink. ™Y ou barbarian.”

"I have every expectation the bottle is cleaner than any glasshere," he said with lofty disdain. | couldn't
argue with that. I'd washed some of those glasses.

Robin didn't bother with warming up, but instead skipped right to the hard stuff: Scotch straight up. No
rocks, no water, hell, barely even aglass. | swapped amused glances with Niko as we watched him go.
He'd said Homer had amost drunk him under the table. | didn't believe that for a second. The man, to
use theterm loosdly, could drink. Within an hour he had al but drained the bar dry and wore out
Meredith trying to keep up with his demands for more drinks. More people had started to trickle in and
she was looking more frazzled with each new customer and every wave of Robin's hand followed by a
caroled "Another round, fairy princess!"

Goodfellow waswaiting for hislatest drink when hefindly started to list on his stool. His head ended up
on Nikao's shoulder, his nose buried in thelong blond fall of my brother's hair. The braid was history,
courtesy of my freak-out. Robin inhaed and murmured, "Y our hair smells good, like warm summer sun.”

Niko sighed patiently and shifted him back up onto his stool. Not oneto give up so easly, heimmediately
listed to the other side and took a nosedive in some woman's shoulder-length brown curls. ™Y our hair
smellsgood,” he repeated happily. "Like warm summer sun.”

"On that note." Niko stood and stretched. "It's your turn to babysit." He moved off toward the back of
the bar and the bathrooms.

Robin used the opportunity to plop down on the deserted barstool. Pillowing his head on hisarms, he
sudied me with haf-lidded, deepy eyes. "Hello," he said solemnly.

The dcohol fumesfrom his bresth aone would give you a contact buzz. | snorted, "Hello yourself,
Loman."

"Youdl right?' Robin'sdy, sarcastic mouth was turned down with no hint of itsnorma irreverent twigt.

Hewasworried, sncerely worried and obvioudy just as sncerely sorry for what had happened. | had a
fedling Goodfellow wasn't used to being wrong. What had happened had redlly thrown him for aloop,
even more so than it had me. In someways| wasrelieved it hadn't worked. That probably made me one
helluva coward. We hadn't gotten the information we'd hoped for. In fact we hadn't gotten anything
except asore throat and afew bruises. Considering I'd based alot of hopes on what we'd find out, you'd
think 1'd be more disgppointed. But inthe end | think 1'd been afraid what | would remember would
change me for good and not necessarily for the better.

"I'madll right," | assured him. "1 don't remember athing. Which isabout par for the course for me, huh?"

"I'm not so sure you don't have theright ideathere.” Exhaing, he closed hiseyes. "Wish | could forget.”
Then he straightened, sat up, opened his eyes, and shed the self-pity ingtantly. Do you think you'll leave,
then? Since we didn't find out anything, I'm sure your brother will be determined to hiefor the hills.”

| shrugged and took a swallow of my second beer. "Nik's got my best interests at heart, the stubborn
bagtard. Still, | want to stay. I'm tired of running.” Setting the bottle down, | added without much
optimism, "I'll talk to him, but Nik isNik."

"You'refortunate, you know. Having abrother.” Heignored the new drink Meredith deposited in front of
him. Definitely less enamored of him than she had been previoudy, hisfairy princess gave him apointed



glare and steamed off.

"I know." Revedling genuine emotion to someone other than my brother didn't come easily to me, but this
was one of therare occasonsthat | let it color my words. "Aslong as| have Niko, | think | just might
aurvivedl thisshit.”

An expression shifted flegtingly across hisfoxlike face. | thought it might be sadness or pity, maybe even
both. ™Y ou redlize that you could live longer, much longer than your brother," he said with grave gpology.
"Y ou could still be young while he'sold or even..." Hedidn' finish; he didn't haveto.

| took another sip of my beer before replying matter-of-factly, "No, | won't."

"But, you could. The Auphe are enormoudy long-lived, as much so as | am. You may have inherited
that. Y ou could conceivably live hundreds, even thousands of years."

Hethought that | didn't understand, that | didn't grasp what he wastelling me. But he was the one who
didn't have aclue. Therewas noway | wasliving without Niko, no way | could survive without my only
family. No way | even wanted to. | pushed his glass closer to him. "Drink your Scotch, Loman. Wereal
fary-tae creatures here, remember? Everyone lives happily ever after."”

| wasn't sureif he read between the lines or not, but the gulp he took of hisdrink emptied haf the glass.
A cheerful rumble came over my shoulder. ™Y ou might want to cut your buddy off before he passes out.”

| turned my head to see afamiliar face. It was Samud, the guy from the band, il as pussyfooted as
ever."You wouldn't say that if you'd actudly spent timewith him," | countered with mock gloom. "What
areyou doing here? | thought you weren't playing until Friday.”

Heleaned againgt the bar, agrin splitting hisface with ablinding flash. "What? Thisisn't the place to be?
Can't aguy come out for abrew?"

"No, it'snot the placeto be and | think Fellows here aready drank dl the brew." After leading awholly
solitary life except for Niko, | suddenly felt like | was developing an entourage.

A comraddly hand dapped me on the back. "W, I've never been one to get between aman and his
liquor. Actudly | cameto pick up our money from last weekend. Genghisis running short of
leather-pants funds. Y our bossin the back?"

"Talywhacker?I've never seen him anywhereedse” | grunted. "Good luck prying dough out of his
sweaty hand.”

"I have ray ways." He waved and disappeared toward the back.

As| looked over my shoulder toward Goodfellow, Meredith caught my eye. She was checking her
reflectionin asmal hand mirror, primping like she dways did. It wasn't her but the sight of the mirror that
made me take notice. Abruptly, | asked Robin, "Goodfellow, you know anything about haunted
mirrors?'

He raised his eyebrows, fingers curled around anow empty glass. "Now, that isout of theblue." The
words were only the dightest bit faded around the edges, not durred, but not crystal edged either.
"Haunted mirrors? Asin ghosts?' Hewiggled fingersin theair. "Asin 'boo?"

"Never mind," | said dismissvely, sgnding for another beer. "It's nothing.”

"Cdliban, wait. | didn't mean anything by it." He paused as| received my new brew, then continued as



Meredith passed out of earshot. "Tell me about your mirror problem.”

| shot aglance toward the men'sroom. Niko had just stepped out, but Samuel had stopped him and was
talking to him. Good. "It's not exactly aproblem. Morelike anuisance. A little annoying, alittleirritating.
Kind of likeyou, infact."

"And you actudly want my help,” he said sourly. "That's what makesit so amazing."

It wasmy turnto say | was sorry. It seemed like | was doing that alot lately and | wasn't so surel liked
it. What had happened to the unapol ogetic son of abitch I'd dways been?" Sorry." Shrugging
uncomfortably, | went on. " Something's been sort of following me from mirror to mirror, bizarre asthat
sounds. And it'sweird, but | have the fedling it's happened before now. I've never actualy seenit, but |
hear it. It Sngs... Wdl, it hums anyway. Maybe it doesn't know the words."

"That's not much to go on." Robin furrowed his brow and scratched his chin. "Lots of crestures are
musicaly inclined. Sirens, for one. That guy and hisrats, for another.”

"The Pied Piper? Damn, was there anyone you didn't know?"' | held up ahand just in time. "Rhetorica
question. And anyway, didn't you play the pipes?'

"Who do you think taught Rat Boy? The ungrateful bastard.” He sighed, leaning abit harder on the bar.
"Ancient history. Point is, between sirens, ghosts of opera singers, and hundreds of others, it could be
anything. The mirror, though, that's more esoteric. Let methink onit." A dightly sheepish smile curved his
lips. "When my thoughts aren't quite so bogged down in Scotch..."”

"Okay." Niko had finished talking to Samuel and waswalking in our direction. "Don't mention it to Nik,
would you? | think he has more than enough on hismind.”

He clicked atongue againgt histeeth and shook his head. "All right, but it's not my asson theline. Don't
forget that when he's kicking yours high unto heaven.”

| gave him aslencing hiss and was drinking my beer with casua aplomb when Niko moved up beside us.
"Y our friend Samuel isquite friendly.” That wasn't acompliment, coming from Nik, no matter how it
sounded. I might not have gotten my cynicism from my brother, but every bit of suspicion, caution, and
flat-out paranoia, I'd learned from him.

"Except when it comesto hissinger,” | pointed out. "No love lost there.”

"| gathered that was arecurring themefor him." He frowned. "I may havelet it dip that we wereleaving
town. He offered us money to help him unload his equipment Friday. When | said we would be
unavailable, | might have hesitated too long.”

"Shocking indiscretion,” | drawled. "I've logt dl respect for you, Cyrano. Though in al fairness| blameit
on the one mouthful of beer you drank." Leaving town. Asif it were aforegone concluson. All my
argumentsto the contrary hadn't made adent in Niko's determination. | could still argue and | would, but
| didn't have much doubt who would come out on top. When it came down to sheer ruthlessness, damn if
my brother didn't put mein the shade. Hed threatened to physicaly put mein the car. That threat could
and would become an accomplished fact in aheartbeat if | dragged my feet for much longer.

Robin ran both hands through wavy hair and then scrubbed his face with them. It didn't make him look
much more sober, but hewas giving it his best shot. It was an oddly forlorn gesture. "Are you sure
leaving's redly necessary? Who'sto say the Auphe Situation wouldn't be worse el sewhere? Y ou've only
seen the one here, and it'sno more.”



"Better safe than sorry.” The black humor in Niko's next words was softened with ahint of sympeathy. "If
| did have something inscribed on my ass, Goodfdlow, that iswhat it would be."

In Robin'slife people were bound to come and go; 1'd seen the result of that in hiseyes. Considering his
long life span, it probably happened with a depressing regularity. If they didn't leave, he'd soon beforced
to leave himsdlf to avoid discovery. Hislife had to amost rival oursfor rootlessness. Hell, if wewereina
Western, it would be timefor the image of alost and lonely tumbleweed to go drifting across the screen.
But no such luck. It was dways so much easier in themovies. | didn't envy Robin his near immortality at
al. Mortdity was more than chalenging enough.

"Cheer up, Loman." | punched his shoulder lightly. "Well send you adirty postcard.”

"Redly?' He squared his shoulders and gave usasmile, breezy, carefree, and nearly convincing. "I'll hold
you toit. You going to finish that?' He didn't wait as he picked up my beer bottle and took severd long
drafts.

"| think this evening iswinding to aclose, festive though it was. Pay the bill, Ca." Niko carefully pried the
bottle out of Robin'shand and set it out of reach. In some strange, convoluted way | think we both felt a
respong bility for Goodfellow's condition. If we hadn't sumbled onto his place of business, therewasa
good chance Robin wouldn't be drowning his sorrows now. It's easier to be alone when you're used to it,
when there's no other option. It wasjust Robin's bad luck we'd presented afleeting aternative, and now
we were pulling his unexpected life preserver away. The hypnosiss going south in abig way hadn't
helped him much either. Spreading cheer and joy wherever | went, the story of my life.

| dug out ahandful of cash from my pocket and scowled pessmigticaly at it. Therewasnoway in hell |
could cover what Robin had drunk with two tens and afive. Sliding off the stool, | gave Meredith a
casud wave. "Merry, I'll settle up tomorrow.” Ignoring her outraged call of my name, | jerked my head
toward the door. "Let's get out of here before she takesit out of my hide.”

"The attack of the vicious barmaid. Y our fear is quite understandable.” Niko gave adisdainful snort and
heaved Robin to hisfeet. "Goodfellow, you can degp on our couch tonight. In your condition, even a
human mugger could give you arun for your money." That was the ultimate put-down in Nik's book, a
mere human giving one trouble. Niko may have been al human, but he was anything but mere.

"The couch?' Robin swayed and yawned, deepy green eyes nearly closed. "How 'bout—"
"Don't say it," Nik cut him off immediately. "For that matter do not even think it."
"Spoilsport,” Goodfellow grumbled as he was efficiently ushered toward the door.

| took one long look behind me as| followed them. Chances were, tomorrow would bethelast time |
was at the bar. It would be the last time that I'd smell that unique scent of sawdust and vomit. Thelast
time | stepped over aregular to get to the bathroom. And it would be the last time | watched the rise and
fal of the best-built edifice around, Meredith's breasts. It was alot to say good-bye to, both good and
bad. But oneway or another life went on.

Unfortunately, | was only haf right.

Chapter Thirteen



Thethingsyou think in certain Stuations... . the thoughts that run through your mind, they're never what
you think they would be. Maybe never even what they should be. My thoughts should have been solely
on what was before me, but instead they twisted into one barely coherent whole that was practically
screaming into my brain, "Run!™ Survivd inginct is, after dl, an ultimately sdfish mechaniam. It'saso
damn hard to ignore, but | gave it my best shot for afew moments and knelt on the scarlet floor.

Blood was asight, even asmell, | was used to. Thickly cloying, the copper of it coated the back of my
throat until | could al but tasteit in theair. Y ou could say I'd come acrossalot of blood in my time,
mostly mongter, but some human too. But I'd never seenit quite like this before.

“Merry?

It was my voice, cracked and empty as abroken eggshell. My voice and then my hand reaching up to
touch avevety cheek, still soft, still warm. 1t was my voice and my hand, though | couldn't recall
speaking or even moving. | cupped her face. It waslike cradling a peach warmed by the hot summer sun.
Magicd, until the sensation of blood staining my hand registered. And suddenly what had been a person,
abeautiful and carefree woman, was gone. Shalow, yeah, she'd been shalow. So what? Sheld a'so
laughed, flirted, worked, and goofed off by turns, and had more boyfriends than | could keep count of.
Sheld carried apicture around of amangy aley cat she'd rescued, and applied five pounds of makeup
per square inch. Shed tried to sing, but was tone-deaf beyond redemption. She'd danced like a goddess,
abet agoddess with two |eft feet. Sheld been annoying, spoiled, and even manipulative, but she hadn't
deserved this. No one did. What had been a gorgeous, living cresture was now nothing but a pile of
mest.

Meredith lay sprawled in the back room of the bar. She was draped over Talywhacker's desk, a
sacrifice on an dtar, her hair cascading over the sde like acarmine waterfall, made even redder by the
blood from her throat. It lay in apool under her head and mixed with her hair like akiss. The white skin
of her neck was dashed in pardlel rows, each degp enough to show muscle and cartilage, degp enough
to open her tracheaand let her drown in her own blood. Her clothes had been shredded, and then the
skin underneath. Slender arms, long legs, breasts, and ssomach, nothing had been spared. Her brown
eyes, now asdull as muddy stones, stared blankly up at the ceiling. It looked asif she were seeing
something beyond this place, but | knew that she wasn't seeing anything at dl, and that she never would

again.

| stood clumslly, the knees of my jeans wet with Meredith's blood. | was completely numb, my legs, my
arms, even my face. My heart was pounding hard enough that | could hear the echo of itin my ears. "I'm
sorry, Merry." Unfedling lips could barely push out thewords, but | had to. | had to say it, because | was
sorry. Sorrier than hell. 1t was easy to be when I'd known instantly what had ended Merry'slife by
ripping out her throat. | recognized the method of it, the brutdity of it.

Grendds.

Grendd s had done this. And with her skin gtill warm, her blood still wet, it hadn't been very long ago. I'd
left my gun a home. | usudly did unless| knew | was coming up against something big and bad. The
police tended to take adim view if you were caught in aconcedl and carry. A knife was easier to hide
and easier to toss. But as my fingers closed around the hilt, | couldn't help wishing it were something a
shade heavier and adamn sight morelethd. Although, if | was going to wish for letha, | might aswell go
for the big guns and wish for Niko at my back.

But Niko was back at the apartment with Robin. We'd spent al day packing, wrapping up loose ends,
and waiting for Goodfellow to come through with a car we could afford. By thetime I'd madeit to the
bar to pick up my last paycheck and pay off thetab, it was dready dusk with an early moon coin bright



inthe sky. The door had been locked, which was odd. The place should've been open. Our regulars
were probably hafway to D.T.'s by then. Shoving at the door, I'd discovered it wasn't locked after all,
but rather blocked.

Tdley'sbody, his hairlesswhite gut hanging out from benesth a T-shirt, had been crumpled againgt the
bottom of the door. Histhroat was dashed, the confetti of a shredded porn magazine pasted to the floor
around him by blood. At least hed gone out with hisonetrue love by hisside. | should've run then, the
moment | saw him. But | couldn't. I knew Meredith was supposed to be a work. | was hoping that she'd
be late as usud. | was hoping her bad work habits would save her life.

| had hoped invain.

| tore my eyesfrom Meredith'slimp form and took a step backward as | searched the room with a
desperately ferd gaze. The only light was from asingle dim bulb overhead and it |eft the corners of the
office impenetrable and thick with shadows. The Grendd scent was heavy intheair. Not areek like that
of atroll, it wasn't even that unplessant. It was the smell of wet leaves, damp earth, and the acrid sizzle of
lightning-touched ozone. Maybe it was the smell of an autumn rain or maybe it wasthat of a
long-overgrown graveyard. And maybeif | stopped sniffing theair, | could avoid my own gravefor a
litttewhilelonger.

Turning swiftly, | ran. Knifein my hand, heart in my throat, | ran without a backward look. My good-bye
to Merry was aready said. My apologies would take longer. I'd led the wolves to the sheep and the
sheep to daughter. | wasn't sure there were enough "sorry's' in the world for that, or enough timeto
make them. | found that out for sure at the front door.

It wasn't dear old Dad. 1'd come back through the gate an incoherent mess with no ideawhere I'd been,
barely an idea of who | even was, but degp down, there had been one thing | had known. The Grendel
that had dragged me off would never take me anywhere again. And | knew something else aswll.
Somehow, | was responsible.

S0, no, it wasn't Daddy dearest, but in the end there was no difference. It was ftill aGrendd, ill an
Auphe—dtill anightmare of claws, needle teeth, and an endless appetite for death and destruction. And
more importantly, it was till between me and the door. It crouched atop Taley's body, itsclaws
doodling idly in the blood on the floor. The pointed face looked up at me with fiery eyes and teeth
glittering in argpacious grin. "Cd-i-ban." A black tongue flickered in the air. "No more running, wretched

From behind me | heard asecond hiss, "No more running.” | turned my head just enough to seefive
more Grendels behind me, pale skin and paler hair aluminescent smear in the gloom. Every eye was
fixed on mewith amaniaca and amost coveting glee.

It was judgment day.

Niko had been right dl aong. He dways was, even when | wished with every fiber of my being that for
once, just once, he wouldn't be. | only wished he were thereto rub it in my face. It would've improved
the odds awhole helluvalot. Instead, | stood alone with six Grendels. Alone—it wasno way to live and
it wasnoway to die.

"No more running.”
"No more running.”

"No more running.” Different voices, but al chanting with the same serpentine gloat.



They could chant al they wanted because | was moving like abat out of hell. Running? Hell, | wasflying.
| dammed into the Grendd by the door and opened his belly up with the backward dash of my knife.
Ropy, amost delicate strings of intestines spilled out asit screamed with the agony of aburning man.
Which, fortunately for me, was not my problem. Throwing him aside, | hit the door and then | was out.
Not free, not safe. There wasn't much chance of that, not redlly. But | was out and | was running. If they
wanted my ass, they'd have to catch it first. Y ou'd be amazed how fast you can run when you're scared
shitless. It dso helps when you're running covered with blood, as people tend to clear out of your way.
And when it's not your blood, they move even faster.

| raced down the sdewalk, every breath burning in my lungs, every heartbesat threstening to rip open my
chest. The knife and the blood were both visiblein the harsh glow of the Streetlights. 1t wouldn't be too
long before someone called the police, but it didn't matter. By the time they got there, I'd have vanished
oneway or the other. Whether it was from the street or from thisworld, | couldn't say, but 1'd be gone.

Staring faces, gaping mouths—I saw dl of that in the corner of my eyeas| ran. | saw people scattering
before me until | ducked into an aley out of sight. It was dark, secluded, and a shortcut | rarely took.

Y ou never knew what cresture feature might be lurking there in ambush, but whatever might bein the
aley couldn't be any worse than what was on my tail. | hadn't seen them behind me as I'd fled down the
street, but | knew they were back there. Slinking in the evening shadows or legping from rooftop to
rooftop, they were coming. It wasinevitable. Neither death nor taxes had anything on the Grendels.

Thedley turned out to be empty and silent except for the sound of my pounding feet and the drip of
water down grubby worn bricks. Splashing through puddles|eft by an afternoon rain, | exited the narrow
passage and dashed across the street. There was the blare of horns, the squed of tires, and the curses of
pissed-off drivers. | ignored it al, even the bumper that scraped my leg hard enough to stagger me.
Managing to stay on my feet, | kept moving. Home and help were only afew more blocks. | could make
it. | kept that asingle-minded point of focusin my thoughts. | could makeit. And despite the doubts
snickering in the back of my head, | did.

| didn't dow at the security door. Thelock was still broken and the door flew openwhen | hit it likea
runaway train. With the screech of rusty hinges, the door dammed into thewall hard enough to embed
the handle into plaster. Job security for the super, just in case cleaning up our dead bodies later didn't
keep him busy enough. | hit the stairs, every second an agony of suspense as | waited for the scrape of
claws behind me, for the whisper of No more running, bad boy, no more running. When finaly
reached the top, the musclesin my legswere in knots and the stitch in my sidefelt like anice pick diding
between my ribs. | didn't bother fumbling for my key. Instead, | leaned on the apartment door and
hammered the wood with my fist. "Nik!" My voice was hoarse, dmost unrecognizable, as| dragged air
into garved lungs.

The door was jerked open and | lurched into my brother. Niko caught me by my arm with one hand. His
other was wrapped firmly around the hilt of his sword. "Grendels?"

| hadn't had to say aword. Only onething could be responsible for the desperation in my voice, and
Niko waswel aware of exactly what that was. "Right behind me," | confirmed, my chest ill heaving for
bregth. "They were at the bar. Merry..." Stopping, | pressed my lipstight and then tried again. "Meredith
isdead. They ripped her to shreds.”

His hand tightened on my arm. "Bagtards." The word was bleak with afrozen fury.
| heard Robin'svoice, hushed, dmost resigned. " The Auphe? They've come?’

Niko dammed the door behind me and locked it. "I have an extra sword in the long bag on my bed,



Goodfellow. | would advise you to get it." Hewouldve let Goodfelow run for it if thered been enough
time. | don't know if Robin would've taken the opportunity or not, but there smply wasn't achanceto
find out.

"No, thanks. I've been carrying my own since | met you two," he said with grim humor. "Luckily, it's
closeto trench coat westher, or the fashion police would be on my ass as surely asthe Auphe are on
yours." Reaching beneath his coat, he armed himself with awickedly sharp blade.

"I'll take the sword, then." A gun wasn't much use against Grendels, especidly in the close quarters of an
gpartment. There were too many and they were too goddamn fadt. It didn't stop me from retrieving one
from my bedroom. | might not be ableto useit on the Grendels, but if | survived, | might need it later. As
| took off down the hdll, I could hear Niko and Robin moving furniture. Blocking the door, no doubt.
Our locks were the best, but if the entire door is destroyed, locks aren't much use. And then as|
hurriedly unzipped Niko's bag and started to pull weaponsfree, | heard it. Yeah, | heardit dl right and |
was S0 not in the mood for this shit. Not now.

The humming was louder than it had been the other night. Louder, faster, and maybe even abit more
cheerful. That wasfine by me. Asfar as| was concerned, it could hum until the sun went out, the moon
turned to blood, the seas boiled, and the frigging cows came home. 1t was the least of my problemsand |
just didn't have the time. Helping mysdlf to one of Niko's spare hundred or so swords, | returned to the
hal. | had every intention of walking past the bathroom without aglance. | nearly made it too—until |
heard a new sound. The humming had been replaced by a scraping noise. It was asirritating as the squed
of nails on achalkboard or the scratch of adiamond againgt glass. Reluctantly, | stopped in front of the
bathroom. While nothing could be more urgent than the current wolf & our door, it was aso true that |
didn't want an unknown flanking us a one damn inopportune time.

Turning, | went in with the sword held before me. Armed to face the John—thiswas my life. By turns
terrifying and humiliating, it wasn't exactly the stuff of legends. Hicking on the light with my spare hand, |
moved in front of the mirror. I'd been through thisafew times now and | knew what I'd seec mysdif...
staring back. 1'd be pale, | imagined, with eyes dilated with anger and fear. The Grendels had come and |
didn't think I'd look too happy about it. | wasright. | didn't look happy. Infact, | didn't look anything at
al. It wasn't me. For thefirst time | looked into the glass and saw my stalker. Shit, if the book hadn't
gotten it wrong.

Alicewas hideous.

Round eyes as slver asthe moon blinked lazily at me. Black clawsflexed on the other side of the mirror.
Everything about the creature was black except the eyes. The skin was polished ebony, smooth with the
moist skin of asalamander burrowing in the darkness. The head was amixture of reptilian and humanoid,
astapered and predatory asthat of arattlesnake. About the size of a Grendel or dightly smaller, the
creature exuded the same evil, the same poisonous nature. Thetip of aforked tongue touched the
invisble barrier between uswith aslent caress. Delicately vicious fangs the same color asits skin curved
back like hooks. It was grotesque and yet... somehow... it was also beautiful. 1t was abizarre and
unsettling combination, the ravenous scuttle of aspider crossed with the sinuous grace of afdine, dien
and somach churning al a once. Except for itsvoice. That was smple and pure, like low-throated wind
chimes, the shifting beauty of awolf's howl, or the sound of air gfting through an ange'swings. It wasthe
voice of amessenger of God... wrapped in aless-than-holy package. Its words, though, were mundane,
if nonsengcd.

"You don't look like atreasure," came the molasses-coated purr. The head tilted curioudly to one side as
talons drummed casualy on the glass. "Vaueisin the eye of the beholder, | suppose. An eyewinked

dyly. "Just like beauty.”



Then it exploded through the mirror to land on my chest, damming me againg the tiled wall. Shattered
shards of slvery glass stung my face before faling with atinkle to thefloor. Eyesjust asslver stared into
mine from bare millimeters avay. "Remember me?" it asked conversationally before laving my skin with
itstongue. "Y ou look londy inthere. Mind if | join you?'

| had no ideawhat it meant by that, but | did know it didn't sound good. Waiting around to discussit
didn't seem like the smartest option. Grabbing it by the throat, | flung it away before lunging at it with the
blade. | missed. Of dl goddamn things, | missed. Theevil little shit was quick, | had to giveit that. It
flipped over my head with blurring speed to land high wherethewall and ceiling met. Gazing a& me
complacently from an upside-down position, it mocked in asingsong, "Little piggy, little piggy, let mein.”

| narrowed my eyes and balanced loosdly on the balls of my feet. "I've got something you can blow al
right, big bad wolf. So come and get it." The splintering crash of the front door interrupted my bravado.
An inarticulate shout from Goodfdlow and the meaty thud of sted in flesh had me turning my back on
Alice. | fully expected the burning pain of clawsin my spineas| raced down the hall to the living room,
but only its laughter followed me. | wish | could've been as carefree, but the sight that met me as| exited
the hall fixed that fast enough.

Grendels were everywhere. There had to be at |east twenty swarming through the apartment. They were
unarmed except for the weapons of nature, but dashing claws and amyriad of shredding teeth were
weapons enough. Robin had speared one Grendel in the stomach, but another had apale snewy arm
wrapped around his neck, itsteeth buried in his shoulder. Nik... Nik was aready surrounded by bodies.
Four of the dead lay scattered at hisfeet as he swung a blade to take off the head of afifth. The didike of
dulling his blade on bone had gpparently been forgotten. With my brother in full swing and surviving, |
charged the Grendd on Goodfellow's back. Cutting its legs from beneeth it, | grabbed a handful of oddly
slky hair and jerked the mongter off Robin before heaving it across the floor. Grunting athanks, Robin
plowed into two more, wielding his sword with a desperate and deadly skill.

Turning my back to histo protect our flanks, | prepared to fend off some monsters of my own. God
knew there were plenty left. But strangely enough, they didn't seem to want to cooperate. Concentrating
on Niko and Robin, they either ignored me or skipped out of my reach. After an entire lifetime of being
watched and then pursued, now that | was actualy caught the Grendels seemed oddly uninterested.
Growling with frustration, | lunged at the nearest one, dicing it acrossthe rib cage to spill blood. It hissed
with pain and outrage and started to swing jagged claws a my throat. Bare inches away from my skin, it
stopped, its hand hovering in the air with fingersflexing. Then it smiled and grated, "Not so easy for you,
brother. Never so easy for you."

Not disinterested, then. They didn't want to hurt me, smple asthat. After dl, they had plansfor me,
didn't they? And whatever those involved, it was apparently better for them that | wasin one piece.
Better for them, but no way in hdll it could be better for me. Being dead was an option; going back with
the Grendelswas not. If they wouldn't fight me, fine. | didn't have a problem taking the fight to them. |
lunged at the bleeding one, intent on dicing the smug son of abitch in haf. Niko was till on hisfeet with
one hand clutching the throat of a Grendd as he buried his sword in itsbelly. Robin was holding hisown
aswadll, although he had a streak of blood on hisface and one on his neck. The odds were bad; shit, they
were goddamn awful. Still, | wasn't about to give up. | would live here or | would die here, but with Nik
and Goodfellow at my side, the odds might just take a beating. The Grendels were tough, aforceto be
reckoned with. So were we. We had a chance. It wasn't much of one, but I'd take any port in astorm,
any straw | could grasp.

Then that straw dipped through my fingersaswhat | thought was the least of my problems suddenly
turned out to be by far theworst. Alice cameloping dong thewall. It was on al fours and moving with



the speed and intensity of agreyhound. The big bad wolf was done playing and ready to get down to
business. It was just my bad luck that its business seemed to be me.

| did try to get away. 1'd been in enough fights not to freeze and I'd seen shit adamn sight scarier-looking
than Alice. The trouble was that even though my brain agreed with dl that, every other part of mewas
screaming awarning. It made my attempt to dive to one Sde seem impossibly dow, asif | wereafly
trapped in amber. | heard Nik shout my name and heard Robin say aword | didn't recognize, and dl the
|etters crept snail dow into my ears.

Then Alice hit me and al wondering stopped.
"Littlepiggy." A tongue touched my jaw again as gently asthat of amother nuzzling her newborn.

The body dam had knocked me over our recliner. | lay sunned in its splintered ruinswith Alice crouched
on my chest. The sword had flown far from my hand as my breath had been knocked painfully from my

lungs

With pale eyes staring into mine, | struggled to bresthe and | struggled to say oneword. "No." | didn't
even know what | was saying no to. But | did know Alice wasn't looking to do me any favors. The
weight on my chest, thetrail of salivaon my face, the eyes as hypnotic and consuming as a cobrals—it
wasdl wrong. Wrong in the way murder iswrong, wrong in the way torture iswrong, wrong in every
way thereisto bewrong. "No," | repeated, my voice brittle as glass. "No, you son of abitch. No."

Taon-tipped fingers cupped my chin, holding my head till. "Don't worry, Cdiban. Y ou don't haveto
open the door," it soothed before giving me asmile brilliant with triumph and vicious with glee. "After al,
no lock has ever kept me out.”

Alicewasright. My locks held less than a second before it helped itself and moved onin. | tried to fight.
God, | fought like ever-living hell. Every inner touch, every one of itsfingerprints on my brain, burned like
acid. It shredded the wadls of my soul like tissue paper, tore asde my willpower like the filmiest of
curtains. Asit clawed itsway to my very center, | couldn't tell anymore whereit began and | ended. It
poured into me like ariver into the sea, mixing, melding, until we were one. One. For better or worse.

Until death do us part.

Suddenly | saw theworld in awhole new light... and it was goooood. Sitting up, | held my handsin front
of my face and wiggled my fingers. Warm-blooded. It was aweird feding, at once odd and familiar.
Looking alittle farther down, | took in the result of that warm blood mixed with adrenaline and grinned.
"Humans. Gottalovethe horny little bastards.” Rising, | pulled at my swesatshirt, snorting in disgust at the
faded material.

"Y ou have got to be kidding." Wéll, there was time enough for thet later. After al, world domination
came with ascheduleand if | didn't get my assin gear, 1'd throw the Auphe off before they even got
darted. Couldn't havethat. The customer'salwaysright and al that bullshit.

Niko was gtill yelling my name, athough now he was held back by saven of the Auphe. Goodfellow
stood adone. What he knew, what he saw before him, held him just as solidly asthe Auphe held Nik. His
blade hung dack in his grip, the point resting on the floor. His mouth shaped asilent word. It wasthe
sameword | hadn't recognized only moments ago, but now | knew it aswell as my own name. Because,
hdl, it was my name.

"Darkling." Thistime he got someair behind it so that | actualy heard it.



| waggled my fingersat him in acheerful wave and gave him an acknowledging wink. "He shoots, he
scores. Too bad 'Better late than never' doesn't apply here, eh, Goodfellow?"

"Darkling” it was... or "banshee'—I went by both. Not that | got alot of face timein any mythology
book. The femal e banshees, whiny bitchesthat they are, were adl over the place, but me? Their humble
brother, one of the few male banshees in existence? Jack shit, that'swhat | got. | wasrobbed, | tell ya,
robbed. For acreature of my talentsto betoiling in reative anonymity, it was acrying shame.

"Cdliban."

| turned to look at Niko. Asthe King would say, hewas al shook up. | couldn't remember him ever
caling me Cdiban. He knew | linked the name with being a Grendel and that was an idea he wouldn't
ever give vdidity to. Nik lived hislife denying my heritage, denying that | was amongter. Now, there was
athought that made me smile. Mongter. When | thought of al the long yearsthat I'd moaned and wailed
about being amongter... shit. Now | knew what amonster really was. Now | knew what I'd been
missing.

But... business before pleasure.

| sighed regretfully and reached for the gun stowed in the waistband at the smal of my back. "Sorry, big
brother. I'd love to stay and shoot the breeze, but I've got places to go, worlds to destroy. Busy, busy,

busy”

Niko'sface hardened. " Give him back. Whatever you are, give my brother back." His eyes, promising all
sorts of dire consequences, were locked on mine. | knew what he was seeing, once-gray eyes now
turned mirror bright.

"Back?' | raised my eyebrows and shook my head. "I haven't even gonefor atest drive yet. Besidesyou
act asif thisissome sort of Exorcist rip-off. That you can throw afew splashes of holy water on me and
poof, al gone. Sorry, Cyrano, it doesn't work that way." Abruptly, | turned and fired the gun.

The panoramic window shattered. A fiercdly frigid wind whipped into the apartment. It tore a my hair,
scattered an evening paper, and whipped away drops of blood from where the Auphe's claws had
punched through Niko's skin. Glass glittered like shards of ice on the floor, and outside darkness
beckoned. | could smdll the city, smell the freedom. It was awonderful moment, goddamn great in fact.
Only onething could possibly make it better. Swiveling around, | placed the muzzle of the thirty-eight
lightly against my brother's chest. "Timeto go, Nik." | couldn't leave him dive. He would never give up
searching and that could put abit of acrimp in the plan. | couldn't have that. ""For me and for you."

"You couldn't." He seemed very sure of that, jaw set. Too bad he was wrong.

"Y ou mean he couldn't, but we can." | curled up the corner of my mouth. "And we will." Pulling the
trigger was easy, so damn easy.

Hitting the target, though, turned out to be more difficult. Where Niko had been, suddenly an Auphewas
standing, whom | unfortunately ventilated. It wasn't the most respectful way to trest an employer.
"Whoops. Sorry about that, boss," | gpologized. "Totaly my fault.”" It crumpled, thelight fading fromits
eyes. There went any chance of abonus.

Niko had managed to wrest himsdlf free of some of the Auphe, but was till entangled in severd rolling
around on thefloor. It was aviciousfight and | wished | had time to watch, but orders were orders. |
couldn't get aclear shot at Nik, and Robin wasn't much of athreat. My reputation preceded me there
and | fully expected Goodfellow to pack his bags to hop the nearest plane. He was out of here, no



doubt, and athough Niko would definitely sill be aproblem, there wasn't anything | could do about it
now. Later, though... wed see.

Turning, | ran. | heard the the clink of meta against wood as the gun hit the floor behind me... It waslike
the peal of abdll. | kept running, took adeep breath, and dived. | don't know if Nik got away from the
Auphe or whether they let him go to follow me. Either way, it didn't matter; | knew it was hisfingers
tugging a my shirt. | knew it was hisfingerstrying to hold me back, but | till dipped free.

And then | was soaring.

Through the window and into the night. Air rushed up past meas| fell. Lights dopplered asthe Street
rose benesth me with dizzying speed. Behind and around me | could hear the Auphe, laughing as happily
asaweasd inanest of baby rabhits, their white hair streaming like the tail of acomet. We plummeted
together, joined by amurderous purpose and the sheer joy of raising hell. Then the gate opened and we
exited the world together. But we would be back, to remake that same world into anew image, or rather
anold one... very, very old. For now, however, to this place we were no more. Elvis had |eft the
building.

Chapter Fourteen

Therearealot of truthsin thisworld.

When it rainsit pours. It's dways darkest before the dawn. He who smdlt it dedlt it. There wasno limit to
thelittle homilies, the facile and easy words. If humanity was good at anything, it was shooting off its
collective mouth. They had asaying for literdly every Stuation under the sun. Although therewasonein
particular that had always stuck with me. Choose your friendswisdly. It bore repeating. Choose your
friendswisdy.

That and everyone hasther price. That was agood one too. Right up there.

Combine the two and that pretty much summed up my philosophy in life: Pick the right sde and get paid
to doit. Cdling the Auphe my friends might have been an exaggeration. Still, they had once been a
reigning force and the way things were shaping up they would be again. | could take care of mysdlf—that
was agiven—but being on the Auphe's bad side was no way to start amillennium. Besides, as| said, |
had my price and they were more than willing to pay it. It was just too damn bad the assignment had
cdled for astop in their summer home. Which led usto another truth.

Tumuluswas no Vegas.

Thewarm-blooded half of me was more intimate with that fact than either one of us cared to be. And so
was my cold-blooded sdlf. We had both been in Tumulus a the same time years ago. .. for exactly the
same reason. Working for the Auphe. There wouldn't be any other reason to grace that pit. The place
hadn't improved an iota since then either. Vegas? Hardly.

No buffets, no babes, no gambling. Hell, therewas barely ar. An hour there refining the details of the
Auphe scheme and | was more than ready to be on my way. Not that | wasn't having the time of my life
yukking it up with the black sheep of the Fag, but the Auphe did tend to be pretty damn intense. |
enjoyed agood daughter, same as the next guy. Wasn't | doing dirty work for the Auphe? There weren't
many that could clam that particular distinction, doing the evil deed for creatures who had practically
invented the phrase. Yeah, | could hang with the baddest of the bad, but even | had my limits.



Nothing ruined agood hobby faster than talking it to desth with abunch of drooling fanatics. If the Auphe
had a problem, in my book it would be that they were just too single-minded. There was nothing wrong
with having more than oneinterest in life. Carnage could be awonderful thing, but there were other fish to
fry out there that were dmost astasty. | liked to think of mysalf asaRenaissance cresture... asa
Renaissance man now. The Auphe were not, and even if they had been, their shit hole was definitely not
my idea of luxury accommodations.

By thetime| stepped through the door to Central Park | was more than ready to bid afond farewell to
icy, screaming winds, sullen red skies, and the fetid stench reminiscent of a hundred thousand rotting
bodies.

Corpses were niceto look at and fun as hell to make, but | could do without the smell. Bad for my
Snuses.

Not that theair in New Y ork smelled much better, but it waswarmer ... barely. The temperature had
taken amgor nosedive since I'd been gone. Timein thisworld and in Tumulus had no redl correlation.
Step from one place to the other and minutes could've passed or weeks, and it was never the same. The
Auphe understood how it worked, but | damn sure didn't and barring a handheld Eingtein and the most
expensive calculator money could buy, | wasn't going to. Quite frankly, | wasn't too concerned over it.
From the looks of things aweek or two had passed, and that guess was good enough for me. Around
me winter had started to gobble up fal. Folding my arms againgt the chill, | shook off the effect of therip
the Auphe had opened for me and started walking. Theoretically, | should be able to open up a doorway
myself now. Thisbody was geneticaly hardwired for it. And after dl, that waswhat 1'd been hired to
do... open the mother of al gates.

But for now that was off-limits. The Auphe were clear on that. There couldn't be any mistakes. It had
taken years beyond the telling to get a breeding to work. They didn't want to lose their one and only mutt
if I screwed up and took an accidentd trip to the bottom of the ocean or the center of avolcano. So no
trips without supervison. That wasdl right. | could beagood boy... for awhile. There were other ways
to travel. Infact I'd be willing to bet that somewhere out there was a sports car with my namedl over it.

No more mirrors, though. Just as| wasn't coldblooded anymore, neither was | ephemera enough for
surfing the reflective waves of light. | didn't mind, though—it was more than afair tradein my book. I'd
never set up house in something adive before. | had along, illustrious career doing this and that, sort of a
jack-of-al-trades. Mostly | guarded things. Y ou couldn't beat good pay for sitting on your ass. Havea
treasure you want protected? No problem. A crumbling relic of alost age that needs to be preserved at
al costs? Can do. A cadtlefull of smdly live squattersthat you'd like turned into smelly dead ones?
Wheredo | sgn up? Hire me and I'd move into whatever you wanted for as long as you wanted. With
me inhabiting your most cherished possessions, you could bet they were safe. But thistime my guardian
aspect wasn't the only reason the Auphe had pulled meinfor thistask. Infact, I'd known of Caliban long
before | started shadowing him in mirrors, and I'd been doing that much longer that he had redlized. I'd
been on the Auphe payroll for thisjob even before he'd been born.

Asarule the work was good, the perks and pay even better, but now | had the fedling | wouldn't be
returning to dwelling in the inanimate for along, long time. All thoseyears, | had no ideawhat | was
missing. Although | could solidify to acertain extent, my natura state was more tenuous. Incorpored. But
ahuman body... | couldn't get over what an amazing high it was. No cool will-o-the-wisp fluid gently
diding through corkscrew-twisted vessals that were barely more materia than athought. Humans had
fiery hot blood that pumped with al the force and speed of araging river. They had bubbling hormones
that gave an unbelievable punch to every single emotion. And adrendine, holy hell, why wasn't someone
bottling that?



| liked thisbody. | liked it awhole hdluvalot and if it survived the Auphe's scheme, | didn't think they'd
mind me holding onto it for awhile. If it didn't survive, it'd be a disgppointment but not agenuine
problem. I'd just hop to something else. My choices would be drastically reduced if things went as
planned, but that was the breaks. I'd make do. | dwaysdid.

For now | had afew daysto kick back and enjoy mysealf. The big bosses needed that time to prepare,
pick asite, and pull their entire population together. Until then dl | had to do was keep this body in one
piece and have agood time. Oh, sure, there were some loose endsto tie up in anice, pretty bow, but
that would be a huge part of my good time. There was only so much reining in by the Auphethat even an
easygoing guy like mysdlf could tolerate. They hired meto do ajob. How | did it was a matter of my
discretion, not theirs. | was aprofessiond. In other words, don't teach your grandmato suck eggs.

Was| smug? Maybe. | could blame it on the new body, but, hell, I'd dways been full of mysdlf.
Conceit—that, I'd admit to—but stupid | was not. There were ways to take care of one potentid
problem without any persona involvement at dl. It was al about subcontracting. Lesser problems called
for lesser solutions. The big gunslike mysdlf I'd save for the thorniest challenge, and damn, if it wasnt
going to be abitch.

But that was hdf the fun.

I'd stayed in some run-down places through the ages. Bdlieve it or not, Tumulus wasn't the worst of them
ether. There had been damp, pitch-black caves with only blind grubs and creeping fungi for company.
There had been a chest containing the opa-encrusted bones of aqueen that had lain at the bottom of a
swamp for so many years|'d lost count. I'd even once lived in the petrified body of abasilisk. Long dead
and turned to stone, but it till stank. Don't ask me how. And don't ask me why the client wanted that
piece of yard sale crap protected, because | didn't have aclue.

But this... thismade the bowds of abasilisk look like Gracd and.

| sat with curled lip on the edge of the bed and tried to decideif the stain in the center of the spread
looked more like William Shatner or the outline of aravenous, bloated yeti. The carpet was shag (or had
been at some point), and was the exact yellow green shade of bile. It should've clashed with the
brand-spanking-new purple polyester curtains, but oddly enough it didn't. They weretoo far gpart on the
color spectrum to even meet that much. Apples and oranges. | leaned forward and touched afinger to
the cloth. I'd had a swesatshirt that shade of purple years ago. Frowning, | fisted the cloth. Yearsand
years ago. |'d packed it the night the Grendels had come to take me away.

| felt my frown deepen. What the hell was | thinking? That wasn't my past. It wasn't even our past, not
anymore. We weren't two bickering halves, fighting for control. We were one. Whole. Not two separate
creatures coexigting, but an entirely new one. Greater than the sum of our parts and superior in every
way, just asthe Auphe had said we would be.

Of course, being superior didn't mean | wasn't currently residing in the most god-awful room that existed
thissde of Jersey. The communal bathroom aone was scarier than the Auphe and me combined. What
went on there wasn't going to up the aready teeming human population any, and that was the best thing
to be said abouit it. Asfor the room, | wasn't the only thing scuttling around in its confines. Five stars for
the religious and brotherly attitude of the place, onefor the roaches and bathroom orgies.

Regardless, it was dl | could afford at the moment; the cash in my wallet hadn't gonefar. 1'd given serious
thought to paying Promise avist and staking her right there in her marble-floored foyer. Now, there
would be some digs worth holing up in. Only one thing had given me pause, and it wasn't the fact that my
brother was warm for her undead form. It was the security in her building. It was top-of-the-line. | could



get in; that wasn't a problem. She'd have the front desk send me up, if Niko hadn't warned her. She
might even if he had. It would make a good trap. But | doubted Promise could disappear for more than a
day before some of the staff came inquiring, whether it be security or her cleaning lady. It wasjust too
much apain in the assfor what would probably amount to only one night of extravagance.

Fity.

| pulled off my jacket and tossed it on the wobbly table in the corner before stripping the comforter off
the bed. The sheets benesath were clean and smelled strongly of industrial-strength bleach. | doubted it
would keep me up; | was dead on my feet. Wadding up the mottled bedspread, | shoved it under the
bed and dropped onto the mattress, resting my head on a pancake-flat pillow. | could've hit Boggle up
for some dough before | 1&ft the park. He had to go through hisweight in muggers every month. He was

bound to have a pile of wallets and jewelry he had no usefor. | really should've spared thetime. If | had,
| would be deegping on Egyptian cotton now instead of what fdlt like woven cardboard.

Shoulda couldawoulda. The bottom linewas, I'd ssmply been too tired. There were advantagesto this
body, but there were disadvantages too. No getting around that. It still needed rest, needed deep, and
denying those needs wouldn't accomplish anything except to put my assin ading. Niko was out there
and he would take immediate and ruthless advantage of any weakness, no matter how dight. It was what
| would do. It was what he had taught me. | grinned with deepy pleasure at the blood-soaked fantasies
featuring my brother that danced in my head. They sure as hdl weren't sugarplums, but enjoyable dl the
same. Rolling over, | fel ingtantly into adreamless deep.

When life was so good, who needed dreams?

Chapter Fifteen

The next morning, | decided to drop in on Promise after al. I'd mulled it over and decided that whilel
couldn't kill her and shack up at her place, | could kill her and stedl whatever wasn't nailed down. As
planswent it was both practica and entertaining, and those who knew me would be thefirst to say | was
nothing if not fun-loving.

In no particular hurry, I made my meandering way to the Upper East Side. There were sightsto see, so
damn many. They weredl familiar in Ca's memories, but | saw them with new eyes. Colorswere
brighter and the smells of food, perfume, and unwashed bodies were a sharp-edged, musky roseto
inhale. The streets were bright with sun and oblivious cheer, but the aleys were dark with rage, terror,
and endless waves of pain. Goddamn, who couldn't love this city?

When | finally reached Promise's building I'd decided the best course of action was the tried-and-true
"I've been here athousand times so let me up dready.” Every New Y orker knowsit and sometimesiit
even works. Caliban had been here several timeswith Nik to act as Promise's bodyguards. Never inthe
daytime of course, but here was hoping they rotated shifts enough at the security desk that 1'd see
someone I'd recognize. And better yet, someone who would recognize me,

| wasn't precisely dressed for duty, still wearing the sweatshirt and jeans Cd had been in when I'd taken
him. Consequently, | left abusinessman in one of those dark dleysthat felt like home. Hewas minus his
shirt, jacket, tie, and wallet, but he had his life—more or less. So no bitching alowed. The wallet was
sadly depleted, but the suit jacket fit well. It was somewhat |oose in the shoulders, but nothing too
noticeable. The pants had been obvioudy too big and | hadn't bothered to strip them off hislimp form.



Thetieturned out to be more of a problem. It seemed neither of us, despite my wholehearted
appreciation of nooses, had much experience tying one of those. Inthe end, | tossed it with disgust on the
sdewalk and settled for buttoning the jacket. The jeanswere il jeans, but it would pass. Ca hadn't
exactly been afashion plate before. 1, on the other hand, rubbed fingers dong the expensive materia of
the stolen clothes and purred low in my throat. Nice.

| ill had aponytail holder and pulled freshly dried hair back with aruthless yank. With sunglassesfirmly
in place, | made my move. The doorman waved me through without question and | stopped at the
security desk and patted the breast of my jacket. "I haveticketsfor Mrs. Nottinger." Naturally, thisguy
wouldn't know Promise was of the supernaturally parasitic persuasion, but he was bound to be avare
shewasn't aday person. | didn't want to arouse suspicion by insnuating | was here to escort her
somewherethisearly. A delivery of some sorts seemed the perfect solution.

Luckily for me, I'd seen thisguy on night duty before, and he had seen me. He was heavyset with
snow-white hair cut bristle short and black horn-rimmed glassesthat all said his cop days were long
gone. He dtill had an air of authority, but he topped it off with a pear-shaped butt that doesn't come from
davish devotion to duty. Waving ahand, he dumped his paper-bag lunch out of sght and down behind
the siweep of marble counter. Apparently 1'd hit him at some kind of shift change. Goody for me, al the
better for distraction. "Y ou're that guy Niko's partner, aren't you?' he yawned. "Go on up.”

Just likethat. Don't you just loveit?

Inthe devator | hummed to mysdlf. My humming wasn't quite like the human verson and after afew
floors passed in slent speed, an old woman with an armful of even more ancient dog said, ™Y ou have
such abeautiful voice. I've never heard anything likeit."

| tilted my head and gave her asmile that bubbled with good cheer. "It runsin the family.”

Crumpled and decaying rose petals masquerading as lips smiled back a me. Wrapped in mink with the
finest leather shoes and purse money could buy, she was dressed like a predator—in her victims. Y et she
falled to pot ared onewhen she saw it. FHuffy saw it, though. Fluffy saw me. Tiny teeth, blunt and worn,
were bared & mein arictus of fear and outrage, and a squirt of warm yellow urine poured over the mink.
It only proved that the Fluffys of the world were far smarter than the oneswho led them around on shiny
rhinestone leashes,

| exited on Promise's floor to snarls and snaps from the dog and yelps from its oblivious owner. If
possible, it put mein an even better mood.

Until | saw the door begin to open at the end of the hall. Twenty-three stories up. Who takesthe stairs
twenty-three frigging flights? It wasn't Promise's persond trainer, that was for damn sure, and that |eft
only one other person.

Niko.

Not that taking on my brother wouldn't be fun. Many, many bloody escapadesto be had thereand |
looked forward to it. Just not right now. Things might not have gone as swimmingly asthey could have
before | sailed though a shattered window to freedom, but | was distracted at the time. Putting on anew
body isn't exactly like grabbing a shirt off the rack. It takestime and finesseto get it to fit just right—to
useit asit was meant to be used. | could take him dl right; after all, he was only a human. But there was
no harm in waiting for amore opportunetime.

Therewas a supply closet to my left and | dived into it, shutting the door behind me. The insde wasthree
times as big as the bug-infested room | had spent the night in. The cleaning supplieswere in oak-faced



cabinets, tucked neatly from sight. The door itself was an ornately latticed affair, straight out of asultan's
palace. | |eft the lights off and, standing to one side, peered through one of the minute openings. | kept
the sunglasses on. They didn'timpair my newly improved vison any and | didn't want agleam of Slver to
givemeaway.

Niko came through the stairwell door. Unwinded by the climb, smug bastard, he moved down the hall.
My, my... big brother wasn't looking too hot. It was subtle, and if you didn't know him, you might missit
completely. But | did know him. | knew him insde and out, and | saw every sgn of strain on hisface,
Cheekbones were sharper, lipstighter, and the shadows of deepless nights were under his eyes. But the
best evidence was found in the eyes themselves. They were bleaker than agraveyard goneto rot.

Good suff. Damn good stuff.

Curioudy, | watched him raise afist to knock once on Promise'sdoor. A single soft rap, but it still had
the door opening after just afew moments. Good ears on vampires. Then again there were lots of good
things on Promisg, | leered to myself, and ears didn't make the top ten. She stood in the doorway,
obvioudy puzzled to see Niko. Shewaswrapped in adressing gown of violet sk, and her unbound hair
was afall of rippling brown water that nearly reached her waist. A necklace wreathed her neck once,
then fell between her breasts. Pearls, she dept in pearls. There was something very erotic about that and
| felt an interesting twitch below.

"Niko?' Shedidn't grasp the edges of her robe to pull them closer together. Either she didn't care or
didn't notice, or maybe it was a combination of the two. "What are you doing here?' A pale hand
reached out to rest on Niko's chest. "What's wrong?'

Huh. | wasn't the only one who could read Niko today. His head inclined, not much. .. maybe afew
millimeters a the mogt, but for him it was abow to unreenting pressure. "1 need your help,” hesaidina
voice | didn't recognize. Not as Cd, not as| was now. "I'velost..." He stopped, then cleared this throat
and finished with robotic determination. "I'velost Cal."

"Logt," and not asin misplaced your favorite pair of boxers. He said theword asif heredly meant it.
Lost asachild who disappears on the way to school never to be seen again. Logt asthe wife whose
hand dips from yours as she's s lowed by raging floodwaters. Lost as a brother whose silver eyes
watch you as he plummets downward through the night air until you can see him no more.

Pretty goddamn lost.

Niko couldn't lose contral. It was as much apart of him as his blond hair and lethal blades. He couldn't
loseit, but it did sag a bit around the edges. As | watched, he rested his forehead on the top of Promise's
head. Other than that, he didn't move, Smply remained still to repeat with atone of weary disbdlief, "'l
logthim."

Promise moved then, wrapping her arms around hiswaist and holding him. It wastouching ashell, and |
amost felt atear well up. | checked my watch. Thingsto do, peopleto kill, and thislovefest was only
dowing me down. It wastoo bad I'd lost my gun before I'd tripped out to Tumulus. | could've shot Niko
in the back aswell as done some damage to the cheesy |atticework of the door.

After amoment Niko straightened, probably regretting the weakness held adlowed himsdlf. "I haveto get
him back."

"Then you will." Promise took hisarm and urged him into the gpartment. Asthey passed through her
door, | heard her voice drift back. "I'll help you, Niko. Inany way | can."



Wonderful. Now | had ahuman, apuck, and avampire sticking their nosesin my business. Everyone
wasinvariably out to ruin my good time. It never failed. Not only was Promise joining forces with Niko
and Goodfelow, but | ill didn't have any damn money. Still, the day wasn't over and there were other
waysto finance my love of luxury. Boggle was looking more and more like my best option. | |eft the
closet behind and went to hit him up.

I'd known Boggle back when he was an ankle-biting pollywog. Y ears had passed and times had
changed, but there was one thing | could depend on to stay the same: Bog's bottomless pit of an appetite.
It defined consistency back when consistency was barely a concept, much lessaword. So when | came
cdling, it waswith apresent in hand. | released my grip onit, letting it dump to the ground, and raised my
other hand for abite of hot dog. Chili cheese with onions.

"Boggy," | sadindigtinctly around amouthful of sheer heaven. "Up and at ‘em, tiger. | brought you
breakfast. Y ou want yours sunny-side up or over easy?"

Themud stirred, giving aduggish ripple, and then Boggle raised his head above the surface just enough
to show hisjack-0'-lantern orange eyeslike abizarrely prehistoric frog. ™Y ou again." The words bubbled
up through the mud with annoyed resignation. The resignation quickly melted asthe eyesfocused more
sharply on me and widened. " You." Thistime the tone was different and certainly less complacent.

"Itsme." | flashed agrin as| pulled off the sunglasses1'd lifted earlier from a street vendor and revesled
my gorgeous silver peepers. "But are you sure which meit is, Bog? Because I'm more than willing to teke
thetimetotalk it over, to redly hash it out with you. For old times sake."

Ignoring the invitation, he rose dowly from his mud-hole, eyesfixed on me as hisface peeled back to
reved histeeth. "Y ou merged with it. A human. Disgugting. Perverse.” If hed had lips, he would've
pursed them and spit to show hisdistaste.

"Aren't you the ddicate lady?' | snorted. "And he was only haf human. Now wereawholelot less.” |
put my foot on the motionless body in front of me and gave it ashove. It rolled down theinclineinto the
thick mud with asplat. Beefy frame, fairly young—he'd make agood med for Boggle. HEd followed me
with dogged determination into the depths of the park, never quite as surreptitious as he/d hoped. HEd
had a knife, handcuffs, ahomemade wire garrote, and a burning look of hunger in hiseyes. | didn't know
if hewanted money or something much less mundane, but it didn't matter to meand | knew it wouldn't to
Boggle either. Robbers or rapidts, they al taste the same, he'd say.

Like chicken.

Either way it was a stroke of fortune I'd been all too happy to take advantage of . It saved methetrouble
of dragging akicking and screaming jogger into the woods. "Eat up, big guy, and well get down to
business,” | prompted, taking a seat on the grassy bank to finish up my own breskfast hot dog. I'd never
been abig fan of poultry mysdlf.

Giving in, Boggle grumbled, "It's dways bidness with you. Been athousand years easy and first thing you
want isafavor. Leadt thistime you brought me takeout."

Asmy old buddy made hisway through the most important med of the day, | filled himin on my plan and
what precisdly it wasthat | needed from him. He wasn't too happy. | didn't take it personally. Boggles
are never especialy happy; it Smply isn't in their makeup. But that was dl right. | had enough good cheer
for the both of us and then some.

"Quit your bitching," I ordered, wiping the mustard from my hands on the withered grass. " So what if you
have to move. Y ourelooking flaky anyway. A change of scenery will do you good.”



"It'sthe pollution,” he said glumly, tongue swiping over hisbloody teeth. "Plays hdl with my scaes. | lose
abucketful every morning. Ain't no combing that over, yaknow?"

"Yeah, it'sacrying shame." Baancing my armson my knees, | let my hands dangle and gave Boggle a
narrow-eyed glance. "It's been awhilefor you, eh, Bog? Holed up in this al-you-can-eat buffet? Hell,
the muggersfal in your playpen and you barely haveto lift aclaw. | haveto wonder, big guy, if you're up
for some genuine action.” Leaning back, | replaced my sunglasses and repeated flatly, "I redly haveto
wonder."

The orange eyesturned sullen. "Y ou think |'ve gone soft. That what you're saying?"

"Doesn't matter what | say, Boggle." My tone was as soft as the flash of my teeth was hard. "What
mattersiswhat you do. I'm agood guy. I'm willing to give you the benefit of the doubt.”

"What apal," hesaid sourly. "And what am | getting out of this, huh?Y ou want | should move. Y ou want
my souvenirs. Y ou want meto risk my muddy ass. And for what? I'm helping you, but what the hell are
you doing for me?"

"Besdesthe snack? Besdes dl the nostalgia?' | roseto my feet. "I'm not skinning you aive, Boggy. I'm
not turning you into athrow rug for my swinging bachelor pad. How "bout that? Is that good enough for
you?"

Turned out, it was.

| got nearly eight thousand dollars and a pocketful of gold jewelry from Boggle. The jewery, mainly thick
chainsand clunky rings, wastacky inaway only Mr. T could truly appreciate, but it should be worth a
fair chunk of change. The clothes and empty walets| let him kegp. When | left he was sifting mournfully
through his reduced pile of mementos with ajackknife claw and exhaling abubbling sigh of regret.
Bogglesliked their toys. It wasafairly dull existence, just eating, cracking bones, and stewing in the
dime. A few baubles livened up the ole mudhole. Hed turned the mgority of them over to me dl the
same. Why? Maybe for old times sake? For our long-enduring friendship? Or could it be he wasn't the
first of hiskind I'd pedled like a grape?

Bingo.

Boggles were big and they werefiercefighters, but you couldn't accuse them of being the smartest mud
pies around. Tactics escaped them and their attention span wasn't dl it could be. They weren't exactly
fishinabarrd, but neither were they at the top rung in life's pantheon of creepy-crawlies. With a shred of
perseverance and just abit of forethought, it wasn't that difficult to get the better of them. With guidance
from me, though, my particular boggle would do in apinch.

Pocketing the money, | hailed a cab to the nearest pawnshop. The backseat was as smelly as Bog's pits
and not quite as hygienic. The driver wasa ghul. | hadn't seen one of thosein awhile. Thisonewas
measguerading as a shriveled older woman with matted locks, John Lennon glasses, and amouth like arat
trap. Most ghuls originaly came sweeping out of the deserts of the bedouin like afoul wind. They lived
to bedevil and annoy travelers, to lead them off the beaten path and on occasion eat them. What better
disguisefor that than ataxi driver? And what could be more annoying than being eaten?

It rolled a bloodshot eye back in my direction and decided it would just stick with overcharging me. |
wasin such agood mood that | actualy paid the fare. It wasthe city. | loved it. The atmosphere was
charged with the energy of supernatura besstsin the thousands. In an age where we had come to be few
and far between, there was a heady jolt to being among so many non-humans. When | closed my eyes,
the electricity wasvisible, crackling in blue and green balts. It was like the old days. | hadn't redlized I'd



missed it like| did. On the other hand, | was also rolling in the biggest concentration of cattle on the East
Coadt. There was atime when that would've been entertaining as hdll. Unfortunately, humans were not as
fun asthey'd once been. They were softer and dower now. They had better weapons, it was true, but as
they no longer believed in us, it didn't do them much good. The challenge there had been when they were
savages was gone, but soon enough, it would be back. The entire landscape would change, physically,
culturdly, and in every other way. Thanksto the Auphe, we had the technol ogy; we could unbuild them.

The pawnshop guy was a human, but not as soft and Slow as most. He peered at me with pebble eyes
from behind rugting bars. 'Y eah?' A shaved head gleamed faintly under dim fluorescent lights. Pocked
skin was marked with the shadow of a heavy beard, and a black tattoo of barbed wire circled the thick
neck. Here and there adrop of blood was shaded in crimson dripping tastefully from the barbs. It was
sharply ugly and jaggedly brutd. | touched the pad of my thumb to the side of my throat and considered
how one might look on me.

Dropping the jewdry into ametal tray, | watched asit was pulled with ajerk back through an opening
through the bars. "' Grandma left me some of her baubles,” | said with awinning smile.

The guy held up onethick chain with an oversized gold pot leaf hanging fromit. "I'll bet," he grunted ashe
continued to root through the tangle of precious metal.

"Hey, Granny was aprogressive broad." Adjusting my sunglasses, | drawled, "So what will you give me
for them?'

"Eight hundred,”" he responded with disinterest.
| rocked back on my heelsand folded my arms. "L et me rephrase that. What's it worth?'

Y ellowed teeth showed in the frozen grin of arabid dog. "Nine, ten thousand. Y ou, valuable customer,
get eight hundred. Y ou want it or not?"

I'd like to say | dickered with him, got the cheap bastard up to at |east three thousand. Didn't happen.
My persuasive powers, awesome though they were, bounced off this block of concrete without resuilt. |
couldve shot him, if | hadn't lost my gun and the bars weren't sandwiched between two layers of
bulletproof glass. Just yesterday | would've been able to dither through the molecules and strip hisflesh
into yummy bite-sized bits. But today, | was different... Wewere different. So | swallowed my pride,
accepted the money, and started to leave. Pausing, | asked him, "Y ou have some matches, smiley?”

Tossing abook into the tray, he pushed them out to me with an oily gloat sheening hiseyes. "Theleast |
could do for you, buddy."

Wédll... not the very least. | moved into the back alley beyond the shop, and asluck would haveit, |
found ahomeless guy curled up in adoorway with an dmost full bottle of vodka. | hummed happily. It
saved me atrip to thelocd liquor store. Within two minutes the back of the building wasin flames, the
bum was scuittling for safety, and hopefully Smiley wasroagting like apig at aluau.

Hearing the walil of approaching sirens, | strolled after the bum. It was possible Smiley would makeit out,
and it wasashame | couldn't hang around to make sure that didn't happen. Even so, | was betting nine
thousand dollars worth of my gold wasn't going to pay for the skin grafts, much lessrebuild the shop. As
| passed a plate glass window, | touched afinger to my temple and gave my reflection asnappy salute.
Now you're amonster, Cdiban. Ain'tit great?

Aintitjus friggin' grest?



| used some of my newfound wealth to get ared hotel room, one with chocolates on the pillows insteed
of drool stains. | also bought a cell phone. All work and no play made Ca adull boy. We wouldn't want
that. | could keep my eye on the prize and till indulge mysdlf. A fineline, but | had faith that | could walk
it. But more than that, more than the confidence | had in mysdlf, | wanted towalk it. | wanted to livelife
ashdf of meawayshad... with reckless abandon. It waswho | had been and who | till wasto alarge
extent. Without risk the eons could get boring as hell. Humans had anatural adrendine. Nonhumarns...
the mgjority of us had to manufacture our own.

Onfirgt guess you might think that it was safe to say that Niko would've abandoned the apartment after it
was trashed by the Auphe. A logical conclusion, but awrong one. Who had stuck like glue to the burned
remnants of achegp trailer, al that was|eft of aGrende daughter? Though it was yearslater, | knew the
same would hold true now. After dl, if heleft, how would poor kidnapped Cd find him again? No, hed
be there. Part of the day anyway ... the part he wasn't out scouring the city for me. Niko hadn't been able
to follow me through the gate, but it wouldn't stop him from the grim hope that, like before, I'd make my
way back. Smart boy. He wasright.

But when | called he wasn't the one to answer the phone. That put anasty crack in my polished
conviction. It was that son of abitch Goodfellow, who I'd had every expectation would've been halfway
across the country by now, if not the world. Damn flashy peacock, who would've thought he had it in
him? Just as he knew my reputation, | knew his—shallow and self-serving, with a highly developed
aurviva inginct, not that there was anything wrong with that. Those were stellar qualitiesin my opinion,
but he had no appreciation for the finer thingsin life, the same ones on which the Auphe and | saw eyeto
eye. He actudly liked humans, believeit or not. Liked them alittle too much. Goodfellow should've run
when he had the chance. Too bad. For him, there wouldn't be another.

"Goodfellow," | said smoothly. "When did you get abackbone? Are they sdlling them on eBay now?"

| heard the sharp intake of breath on the other end and then his words, wrapped in glowing red wires of
anger. "Darkling, what the hell are you doing? Y ou cursed son of abitch, what could you possibly have
togain fromthis?'

"Language, language." Bending down, | broke open the minibar and helped mysdf to a bottle of beer and
abag of pistachio nuts. After along, cool swig, | continued. "I'm doing what I've dways done. I'm
looking out for number one and getting paid in the bargain. Isn't that what you do, Loman? |an't that

what you've aways done?' | tossed afew nuts back and washed them down. Two tastes, both salty but
wonderfully different, mixed on my tongue. "And that leads meto a curious question. Why are you
changing your waysnow?" | tsked sorrowfully. "Had enough of thislife, have you? Don't they have
medicationsfor that sort of thing?"

"Loman," he came back after amoment of silence, tone subdued but still set. "Y ou called me Loman.”

"I'll call you Mary Margaret if | want to. Or Danny boy. That's more appropriate, don't you think?" |
hummed afew bars of the legendary dirge before deciding I'd had enough of Goodfellow and his
changing ways. New backbone, midlife crisis, whatever. All that mattered was the end result, and the
result would be hisend. "Nik around, old friend?1'd likeaword."

"I'm not your friend,” he countered vehemently in my ear. "'| was never afriend to you or any of your
kind. | can't believe | didn't recognizeit when Cd told me. | can't believe | didn't guessit wasyou."

It wasn't redlly that hard to understand. The mirrors were ardatively new thing for me, as1'd picked that
up only in the past five hundred years or so. The other male banshees had never pulled that trick and now
that | was one of the last, they never would. So it wasn't dl that surprising Goodfdlow didn't know of it.



It didn't keep mefrom twigting the knife, however. ™Y egh, that'stoo bad, huh?" | offered genidly. "You
couldve saved Mr. Morose. Y ou probably could've gotten afew more years of whining out of him, at
any rate. What atragedy.” | finished the beer in onelast swallow. "Y ou might have saved him, but you
were drunk and you didn't. I'll bet Niko'sredly loving you on that one.”

Silence. But sometimes silence can be as sweet as any melody.

Dropping the bottle into the wastebasket, | said briskly, "Nik's not home, is he? There's no way you'd
gtill be holding the phoneif hewere. That'sdl right—I'll call back. Nice chatting with you, Goodfellow.
It'll be interesting to see how much you have to say when | seeyou next." | added as acheerful
afterthought, "When | rip out your heart and shove it in your mouth.” Turning off the cell phone, | tossed it
over my shoulder onto the bed. | could've called Niko's own cell and had another chatfest, one probably
even more entertaining, but right now there were other sensations to enjoy, other pleasuresto seize. And
the sharp cramping of the somach was a good indicator of which | should choose. | reached for the
room service menu. The nuts and the conversation with Goodfellow had only whetted my appetite and
my taste for blood. It was time to see what this place had in the way of astegk... an extremely rare one.

As| waited for room service, | went to the bathroom and stood, Caliban's pride and joy in hand,
watching with interest as urine splashed into the gleaming white bowl of the toilet. Humans, they were
redlly the most amazingly primitive pieces of work. They had abrain that eevated them dmost to
reasoning organisms, but still had the plumbing of the most basic of animds.

"What are you doing, worthless cregture?’

| gave asurprised yelp and whirled. Luckily the shock to my system froze the stream of urineand |
managed to avoid decorating the bathroom in sunshine yellow. It aso did something else curious. The
pride and joy became the embarrassment and shame. Like aturtleit withdrew promptly, leaving me with
alot lessin hand than I'd started with. "Hey," | protested automaticaly. "Where did it go?'

"Begrateful | don't relieveyou of it dtogether.” Long nails split the shower curtain with lightning speed
and an Auphe stepped through, throat working to spit out the human words. "1t would make your stay
hereless pleasing, yes?'

Upper management—the bastards were never happy unless they were busting your bdls... literdly, in
thiscase. "I'm just doing the job, boss." | zipped up with dacrity. Best not to let temptation hang out
there. "Everything's going according to our plan.”

The head cocked and molten eyes narrowed on me in murderous contemplation. "It isthe Auphe plan,
never the Darkling plan. Y ou areto do asyou'retold. This'—he waved and arm and hissed—"thisis not
asyou weretold."

"This' would be the hotel room, Boggle, and al therest, | was guessing. | hadn't expected the Aupheto
keep that close an eye on me. They never had during the other jobs I'd pulled for them. | should've
redized that this one would be different. Thiswas the big enchilada and they were going to try to
micromanage the hell out of me. Gating into my bathroom and giving me shit was actudly the very least of
what they might do if they thought | wasn't taking my work serioudy.

"Y ou are making ripples." He abandoned the human tongue and reverted to Auphe, which | understood.
It sounded like cockroaches had crawled into your ear cana and started mating, but | understood it.
"Ripples become waves. Waves dtract attention we cannot afford.” He leaned close enough that | could
see my reflection in the metdlic sheen of histeeth. | looked pretty damn good. "Waves drown those who
mekethem.”



"All right, dl right. | can lielow if | haveto. But there are some things that need doing. Cdliban's brother,
Goodfellow—they're going to make trouble,” | pointed out with annoyance. "'Y ou have to see that.”

"Not if they cannot find usor you. And if you keep your rapacious ego in rein, they will not." The pointed
jaw worked with the effort to keep from burying those shiny teeth in my throat. "Y ou will do asyou've
been told or the next thing you animate will be your own bloody bile.”

The Auphe did not usually waste their time on threets. They smply killed and went on. A threet realy
wasn't part of their belief system. Promises, however, were. But it was adifferent story now... adifferent
Stuation. Whatever | did, whomever | wasted—and even if | danced in the streets buck naked—the
Auphe couldn't harm me. Without me they had no plan. Without me they had no options. So | took this
al withagrain of sat, smothered ayawn, and solemnly promised to be agood boy from then on. With a
satisfied growl, he pulled another gate from thin air and disappeared back to the Batcave or wherever; |
didn't much care.

Trying toingruct me asif | wereachild. Trying to tell me how to do my job asif | hadn't been doing it
sncetime had blinked itsfirst deegpy eye. Tryingto rein mein. | felt amusclein my jaw bunch. Forget
that | wanted to kill Nik and Goodfellow just on generd principles. Never mind that seeing their blood
pour free would give me a chubby of enormous proportions. That wasn't the point. | was a professional,
and | knew that if those two weren't taken care of, they would ruin things. Nik's relentless determination
combined with Goodfellow's sneaky ways could very well throw awrench in the works. The Auphe
might not see that, but | did. And | would do what was needed to take care of the matter. If the bosses
didn't likeit, they could suck my dick. If it ever regppeared, thet is.

Room servicefinaly came nearly twenty minutes later. After | cleaned the plate, | went over to the
climate control with ajaw-cracking yawn and comfortably full somach. | cranked up the hest ashigh as
it would go. | wasn't cold-blooded anymore, but | still had a lingering appreciation for warmth. Whether
it was basking in the sun or asweltering four-star hotel room, it was dl good. | blinked torpid eyesand
ettled bondesdy on the bed. Sinfully decadent hesting, it was another amenity to soon bite the dust. A
spark of genuine mourning pierced my chest. All thisluxury doomed to nothingness before | barely had a
chanceto enjoy it. It was enough to make you cry. Or take anap. | picked the second option. There
wastime enough later to wreak havoc and foment chaos. All thetimein the world.

Pun intended.

Chapter Sixteen

Dogfights—if you wanted one and looked hard enough, you'd find one eventualy. If you were lucky,
you'd lose only your money. If you were unlucky enough to stumble onto the wrong one, you could lose
awhole lot more than that. Some fights had a very sdlective clientele. Those were the ones where the
dogs usualy bet on themsdlves. It made for interesting odds.

| had aword with the bitch at the door. She hovered hafway between wolf and woman, frozeninto a
mutated shape, not one or the other. A fiercely thick uni-brow shadowed amber yellow eyes. Her jaw,
while of human shape, was longer than usud with an underbite to make an orthodontist cringe. Her
brown shaggy hair was pulled high into abushy ponytail. It was the same color asthe hair that showed in
abundance from the neck and armholes of her deeveless T-shirt. She had that European ook nailed.

It was amyth that werewolves are made. They're not. They're born. But not al are born equal. Among a



certain stratum of werewolf society, inbreeding was the norm. They fdt it brought them closer to pure
wolf with less of the contaminating human e ement. That wastheir theory, anyway. A norma Were could
switch from human to animd at will, completely human to completely animd. For these that wasn't
enough. Total wolf at dl timeswas the only acceptable god. Thislovely lady was the less-than-ided
result. | chatted her up abit and she could smell the difference in me right away. Good noses on the
wolves, even better than those of the Auphe. Her eyes practicaly crossed at her first whiff of me. Not
Auphe, not human, not Darkling. None of those things, yet somehow al three. It must have been an
interesting scent. She snuffled my hair with splayed nostrils repestedly as we talked, and rumbled happily
deep in her throat. Aslong asshe didn't start humping my leg. I'd caught the distinct jump of fleasin her
hair out of the corner of my eye. Y ou knew you were in trouble when you had to dump the condoms and
go for afleacollar instead.

| dipped her afifty and she dipped me two names. Passing her, | went down the stairsto adark
basement filled with people, some furry and some not. The air was thick with the coppery tang of blood
and the smell of wet dog. Therewas acircular cage roughly constructed of chain link fencein the center
of the room. Inside it two wolveswere going at it. More lupine than the female at the door, they were
given away only by amissing tail on oneand apair of purely human blue eyes on the other. Fur and
blood flew asfast asthe buzz saw snarls, and | watched the fight for amoment. | was appreciative of the
unleashed savagery and not alittle envious of the clean dash that ripped one throat to ared ruin. Wishing
I'd dropped adime on baby blue eyes, | headed through the crowd for the far corner. Two figures
hunched around asmall table, sharing abottle of chegp wine. The mae could've passed for humaniif it
hadn't been for amouthful of jagged ivory teeth and an overabundance of facia hair. Thefemaehad a
smooth face, round light brown eyes, and dightly pointed ears tufted with thick pale blond hair.

Stopping beside them, | smiled and said lightly, "Fido, Bowser, hear you'relooking for ajob.”

The woman's blond ears twitched with annoyance. Ramming athumb againgt his broad chest, the mae
growled. "It's Wolfgang and Fang." His broad nose sniffed the air with suspicion as he regarded me with
ether squinting myopiaor intense supidity. The two looks were remarkably smilar. "Who the hdll are
you?"

"Ohyeah, that'sless of acliche,” | snorted. "I'm the guy who has enough cash to keep you in chew toys
for along time. That good enough for you, Spot?

Wolfgang, apparently not afan of straight talk, cocked his head and narrowed hiseyesto icy ditsasthe
growl that did up histhroat from his chest vibrated the tableitsalf. Blunt nails scored the wood as
knuckles flexed with an obscenely painful popping sound.

"Okay, you're a canine of few words. | respect that. Look, I'm not hereto bust your balls." I'd leave that
to the vet of hischoosing. Pulling up achair, | dropped into it. Removing my dark glasses, | met
belligerent eyes with serene silver ones. "But, buddy, you do not want to get into a pissing contest with
me, | promiseyou that." | put ahand in apocket to remove athick wad of cash. Dumping it on the
tabletop, | continued, my eyes ill fixed on his. "Y ou look like agood doggy. And agood doggy would
take the money, shut histrap, and listen.”

The growl transmuted into abass roar, then faded to slence as dender fingers fanned the greenin
Wolfgang'sfacelike awinning hand of poker. Aswith most couples, Fang had her grip firmly on the
finances of the rdationship. With agrumbling sigh and after pulling his head back turtle fashion between
arching shoulder blades, Wolfgang snarled, "Okay, okay. So tak aready. What do you want usto do?"

"What comes naturaly. Snack." Hands behind my head, | tilted back in the chair and raised my
eyebrows. "After al, isn't that what big bad wolves do? Eat up grandmas and little girls?"



It wasn't that | knew for afact that Georgie Porgie was going to be trouble. In some ways shewasin this
deeper than perhaps even she was aware. That was the trouble with psychics—you never redly could
know for sure. Georginamight not go to Niko, but it was a dead certainty he would go to her. Grasping
at any and every straw to locate me, Nik would get around to George sooner or later, if he hadn't
aready. She had certainly stonewalled him earlier when he went to talk to her about the soda shop
incident, and sheld definitely known then more than she was saying. There was no telling what she'd do
now. Maybe she'd continue to keep it zipped up, and maybe she wouldn't. Maybe she actudly knew
something, and maybe she didn't. Either way | couldn't take the chance. Besides, an adorably wiselittle
red-haired psychic? Please. She was smply too cuteto live. | was doing the world afavor.

| wasjust that kind of guy.

Sometimes you have to stop and smdll the roses. | still needed to check in again with the Auphe and see
how things were progressing before they got antsy and paid me another visit—or, worse yet, started
spying on me again. I'd kept a careful eye open thistime and hadn't seen any sign of them. Hopefully, it
would stay that way. Asfor theroses, | had managed to divvy up some of my work. Things were getting
accomplished on schedule and | didn't see any reason | couldn't enjoy myself for abit. In thiscity there
were athousand and one entertaining things to do and amazingly enough not al of them were violence
related. It wastime | played tourist and took advantage of the place while it was till around.

| watched the fights for awhile, hit on Fang much to Wolfie's displeasure, and had afew drinks. When |
surfaced on the streets again, evening was adusky tint in the sky, and the twilight chill was cool fingers
diding dong my skininto my hair. | inhded the cold air with a scowl and astrong desire for my warm
hotel bed with its scorching hot e ectric blanket. Deciding not to let the weether spoil my good time, |
headed down the block listening for one of my favorite things, music. It wasagiven | wasafan. Had to
be with my banshee ssters. Made banshees sang too, just for different reasons. No lurking on acastle
turret bemoaning the approaching deeth of itslord or lady, not for us. No, thanks. Bringing desth was
onething. Just sitting around and waiting for it, that was another. | mean, shit, how passive-aggressive
can you be?

Yeah, | liked music. All music. It al had something to offer in one respect or another. It was the one thing
in which humans had no equd. They might not have their own innate magic, but when it cameto music,
they made magic. Rock was the best, but | wasn't choosy. Over the years I'd managed to find something
to gppreciatein dl the genres. If it had abest, if it got my blood pumping, and if | could kill toiit, it met all
my requirements. It was while on the hunt for dl threethat | ran into something that distracted me. It was
something that 1'd thought about earlier but had forgotten until | saw it staring mein theface.

The Painted Lady was atattoo parlor, wonderfully grungy and chock-full of bad, bad boys. Not as bad
asme, of course, but then again, who was? There were more muscles, chains, and leather than you could
shakeadick at. At least that was what Goodfellow would think. That soured my good mood amost
ingtantly. | still wasn't at dl thrilled about the puck’s change of behavior. | thought I'd had him figured. The
fact that | waswrong didn't St well with meat al. And it wasn't just ego, dthough | had to admit that was
abig part of it. No, the real problem was Goodfellow throwing one big anomal ous monkey wrench in
what I'd thought to be a perfectly running plan. If | couldn’t depend on him to perform according to his
reputation, what € se couldn't | depend on? More specifically, who couldn't | depend on?

Or wasthat "whom"?

Either way, the answer was the Auphe. They were alot like me, that wastrue. And that was dso the
problem. Know thysdlf... It wasagood philosophy. It often kept thyself from biting the big one. | did
want to be on the winning side, but just how long the Auphe would want me there might be a different
matter atogether. Thereé's no honor among thieves or mongters. But if | did have faith in anything, it was



inmy ability to come out on top. Still, life could abruptly get more interesting as things went dong, no
doubt about it.

Shrugging it off, | concentrated on the matter at hand. Picking out my tattoo. There was plenty to choose
from, dl artful in their own right. Snakes, skulls, skulls vomiting snakes—which was meant to be anironic
twig, | suppose—and hundreds of other macabre gems. | was astorn asakid in acandy store, but in
the end | chose one of the classics. It was aword. Just one word surrounded by a candy red heart, the
letters as black aswhat passed for my soul.

MOM.

"Y ou should honor your mother, Cd," | murmured to mysdlf as the needle stitched its happy way aong
my flesh. "If it weren't for her, we wouldn't be here. Neither of us" The design was about aninch and a
haf high on my bicep, cheerfully stark against my pale skin. It wasworth every sting of the needle, every
smear of blood on the rough textured gauze. It was enough to make me wish that for amoment we
weren't one smply so | could see the look on hisface. | touched afinger to apinpoint of blood and then
tasted it. My blood now, but the taste was ddlicioudly strange and new.

The tattoo artist gave a minute shake of his head as hefinished up the last letter, but remained silent. In
this place held probably seen more bizarre behavior by far than some salf-sampling. From around me as|
reclined in the chair, afew rough looks were shot my way. It didn't go any further than that, though. Too
bad. Menacing expressions didn't provide much in the way of entertainment, not enough to bring me up
out of thechair. | wasfeding nicdy lazy, alion content to let the gazelle pass by.

When the masterpiece was complete, | admired it in amirror that hung crookedly on thewall. It certainly
wasn't amirror | would've been caught dead in, fly-specked and murky, but it cast an adequate enough
reflection. | traced the letters ruminatively on my skin and then the surface of the glass. | couldn't help the
dy sdf-satisfied grin that split my face. It may have contained something more than satisfaction if you
went by the sideways twitch the guy gave as| paid him. The sheep tended to startle so easlly.

When | hit the streetsit wasn't with anew purpose, but with areaffirmed definition, you might say. Next
stop would be Auphe central. See what was up on the Grendel side of things. They most likely wouldn't
be ready for afew more days yet, but best to touch base. It didn't pay to make the clients any crankier
than they already were. And since I'd dready pissed them off, not to mention shooting one of them, it
was definitely time for my best behavior. Such asit was.

As| headed for the subway to caich the R train, | considered the Auphe. They'd really thought they had
it al planned out and in most ways they'd done a bang-up job. Thereld been the breeding program, of
which Caliban had been the only viable result. Y ou had to give them pointsfor that. | would never have
thought it was feasible—if they could even find a human who'd cooperate. Not that cooperation was
drictly necessary, but in this day and age of technological beginnings and endings, cooperation was often
morefruitful. So after afew decades or so of trying they had their hybrid Auphe-human. But dthough his
mother had been the very spirit of helpfulness, the son was not. The Auphe had every expectation they'd
be ableto "convince' him to go ong with their grand plan. Y ou couldn't blame them. That was one bet
I'd have guessed to be surefire mysdif.

However; they had been wrong about Cdiban. Hed made abreak from hisindoctrination in Tumulus
and they'd seen nothing but his hedls since. And without Caliban the only thing grand would be the s ze of
ther faillure. Big and stinking didn't even begin to touchit.

But while it would've been nice had the stubborn Ca cooperated, it had never been strictly necessary. It
amply would've made things easier, especidly in keeping track of him while he physcaly matured and his



talent matured adong with him. Y eah, it would have made things easier, but that didn't matter now that
there wasn't aCal, not anymore. Possession is nine-tenths of the law. Y ou didn't need to be alawyer to
seethat. Once again, thanks to me, the Auphe werein business. All they had to do was iron out the other
minor details and they were home free. Asthered estate vultures said, it was all about location, location,
location.

The Auphe had Cal, they had me, but they aso needed amassive influx of energy. Thiswasn't just any
gate they wanted to open. A couple of double-A batteries wasn't going to cut it. They needed amgjor
power source. Crossed ley linesmight do it. An abandoned place of worship would be even better. They
tended to store up a huge amount of energy over timeif the faith was genuine. | wasinterested to see
what the bosses had come up with.

The address I'd been given was in Sunset Park, Brooklyn. In ablock that had seen better days, the large
warehouse was a hulking, dilapidated brute squatting between two other deserted buildings. Brooding,
sooty brick, gaping, shattered windows, and sullen atmosphere—I wasn't hearing church bellsring from
this place. No, the sounds emanating from there would be more dong the lines of bloodcurdling screams
and sobbing pleasfor help. That would be more welcome to my earsthan any bell and it gavethe
condemned pit awholelot of gracein my eyes. It wasn't an E ticket ride yet, but it would be. It would be
the biggest, the best, and the very last ride the world took. That | was going to bein the driver's seat
made it even more of rush.

Inside, the Auphe were milling about purposefully, clearing the enormous space of what looked to be a
decade of debris. There were close to ahundred of them, their long hands pulling and pushing with an
unnatura strength. A hundred, that must be just about every Aupheleft in thisworld. Tumulusitsaf might
stand empty asthey gathered here. That's the breaks of having your own spot on the endangered-species
list. "Hey, boss," | cdled to the nearest one. "What's up with the spring cleaning?' Transforming the very
face of existence took some doing, but | didn't think absolute cleanliness was a prerequisite.

There was no mention of the visit paid to me earlier. The Auphe weren't used to disobedience. They
were most likely assuming | was now walking the straight and narrow and saluting the amighty Auphe as
| went. Dream on. | was amercenary, not awhore.

In answer to my question, the Auphe's spidery finger pointed downward. It could've been Chinahe was
indicating, but | didn't think so. Jade, pagodas, and stir-fried noodles were nice, but not particularly
helpful in our situation. Crouching, | laid ahand on the smal areaof floor that had been cleared. The
concrete was cold to the touch, much colder than the air around us. Much colder than it should have
been. It tried to leach the warmth from my flesh asit whispered black, poisonous thingsin my ear. Evil,
horrible things that could turn asoul inside out and turn every shred of light into the darkest of despair.
Nifty. "Ah," I hummed with gpprova. "Nothing warms my heart like agood daughter.”

That was another thing that would raise some serious power. Violent death, and lots of it. Many people
had died in this spot and what was left of them was cradled deep in the earth beneath us. It had
happened long ago by human standards, but it had poisoned this place so thoroughly that it was il
tainted hundreds of yearslater. Here it had waited... waited for us, waited for just this moment. Kismet,
huh? Brought atear to the eye, it did.

It could have been Native Americans massacring the wannabes or it could've been vice versa. It may
even have been before awhite man ever touched this soil. Whatever it had been, it was human on human.
It was peculiar how humanswould kill at the drop of ahat—but they dways had ajudtification... a
reason. Defense, rebdllion, justice, revenge, insanity—there were dways excuses. The few that admitted
thetruth, that they did it just for the fun of it, those they locked up. Or they killed them, for the good of
society... ironic, en?



Heard the phrase "fuck up awet dream™? That was humansall over. They could take a concept like
killing, something so pure and pristine, and wrap it up in amess of psychobabble, denid, and chains of
ridiculousritud. They did their best to ruin the smple joy, the magnificent beauty of it. And yet they
managed to accomplish it on agrander scale than we ever had. | had to admire that.

| patted the concrete and felt the rage, the hatred, and the horror of life abruptly snuffed out. It tickled my
pam likethe slky hair of amink. Sweet. "Hang inthere" | said soothingly. "Won't belong." No, not long
at al before we sucked them dry. There would be no more uneasy death echoing through the years, no
more unheard screams for vengeance. There would be only nonexistence. Okay, it wasn't heaven, but
neither wasit hell. They should be counting their blessngs. They were going to be luckier than most
whose paths | crossed. | gave one last pat and stood. ™Y ou can thank me later.”

Asfor that grand murderous scale humanslaid clamto... wewere about to givethem arun for their
money. Unmaking isn't the same as destroying, not at al, but the end result was. Since our planned result
wasthe literal undoing of the vast mgjority of the human race, | had to think that end was plenty good
enough. The Auphe had truly been inspired to come up with this scheme, | didn't mind admitting. Since
the dawn of time the Auphe had been near the top of the food chain. | wouldn't give them the very top
rung, but there was no denying that they thought they occupied it. But then the humans came. They
weren't much of athreat. Hell, on the contrary, they provided entertainment. Fun to play with, cunningin
their own brutish way, and they didn't break too easily. There's nothing worse than aflimsy toy.

The downside was, our toys bred. In one breath there were thousands, in the next millions. And even a
million grunting, dirty pigs could take out one single farmer, no matter how clever hewas. Y eah, one
moment the Auphe were swimming adong, happy as clams; the next atidal wave of humanity swept them
out to sea. Swept over usal. They were too many and we were too few, and that's just the way it was.

Now.

So, the Auphe reasoned, why not open a gate to then? And that's why they had needed me. No Auphe
could open agate to the past. The energy needed for that was phenomenal; they smply didn't haveit.
And channdling energy was not a taent the Auphe possessed. It was, however, onel did. | had quitea
bit of naturd energy of my own, and when | channeled ahuge power source in addition to thet, the end
result wasllittle short of anuclear explosion. In aperfect world | couldve inhabited an Auphe, channeled,
and opened the gate. It would have been a piece of cake, theoretically. But naturaly, it wasn't. Wetried
that before the breeding program began. Our best effort had resulted in several exploded Auphe. Turns
out Auphe and | weren't acompatible merging. So, several experimentslater, the Auphe settled on a
human asthe most likely option. | could possess one of those, we discovered, and with sometinkering a
human's genetics could be manipulated enough to crossbreed. The finished product would be human
enough for meto take over and Auphe enough to open agate. It was easier said than done, but
eventudly it'd been accomplished—"eventudly" being the key word here,

Wed thought we had the whol e thing wrapped up with the half-breed. But Caliban had thrown akink in
it and good, the little shit. | grinned and patted my own chest with affection. My little shit now. Hed
proved stubborn, both mentally and physically. Cooperation wasn't top on hislist when he was till sane;
it didn't shoot up any higher when he hopped aboard the loony-mobile. Not that that would've stopped
the Auphe. But where that wouldn', his physical failings did. He couldn't open agate. His nervous
system, inner battery... what-the-hell-ever... it just couldn't flip that switch. It was not mature enough,
not sufficiently developed, to make that jump. The Auphe's only option wasto wait, and wait they did...
right up to the moment baby Cal opened hisfirst real gate and took off. Now that... that had been
hilarious. Too bad he didn't remember any of it. Killing hisfather and escaping under the nose of the
Auphe, good times. Good times.



But it wasfour years later and Cal'srun was over. Now it was Smply amatter of opening that gate to the
past. It wastoo late now for the Aupheto prevail againgt the bubbling mass of mankind, but before,
when humans were few and far between, they'd befish in abarrd. The in-the-know future Auphe would
jointheblissfully cludess past Auphe and that would be dl she wrote for Harry Human. The Auphe
wouldn't have to wipe them al out—95 percent would probably be enough. They were damn good
playthings. No reason to throw out the baby with the bathwater, right?

Then lifefor therest of uswould become asit had been in the beginning. The humanswould be huddled
in huts or caves. Once again they would dread every rattle at their door, knowing thet it could be the
wind or... it could be us. Heady stuff, fear. It was the appetite teaser that sharpened the taste of violence
and blood.

| would kiss the electric blankets good-bye, sad to say, but sometimes you had to suck it up and take the
bad with the good. It was going to be apiece of cake. Smooth sailing.

Y eah, smooth sailing. Was | wrong to think they probably had that embossed on the Titanic's cocktall
napkins?

Turned out that, as usud, | was not wrong. When things go well, you should be suspicious. When things
go exceptionally well, start sniffing for the dog crap on the bottom of your shoe. Or in this case the dog
crap at your front door.

I'd given the fur balls my hotel addressfor areport on Little Red Riding Hood and the next morning |
was eagerly awating word. That is, if "eagerly” could be defined aslaid up in the Jacuzzi, drinking wine
and smoking the richest tobacco that room service had to offer. Hearing the less-than-discreet scratch of
clawsat the door, | blew aplume of cigar smoke at the arched ceiling and called out, "Comeonin. The
water'sfine." | heard the measured tread of two feet dowly approach the bathroom. Seconds later
Wolfgang was in the doorway, blood and bruises barely hidden by along, ratty coat. When he winced
and spat red phlegm on thefloor, | could see severa teeth shattered to splinters. Fang was congpicuoudy
absent. Thiswas not good.

"Well, wdll, look who's back, tail between hislegs." | dumped the cigar in the wineglass and went straight
to the bottle. "L ooks like someone got hisfurry asskicked," | said coldly. Propping afoot on the edge of
thetub, I took along swig of grapeto fortify mysdlf against the mindlessincompetence. "Spill it, Rover.
How'd you screw up?”'

"No girl." Absently, the werewolf lapped at the ragged dash on the back of hishand. "There wasno girl
there," he repeated defensively, licking hiswounds both literdly and figuratively. " Only men with swords.
Many men."

Therewasaliein there, maybe two. | could smdll it. Cal would've been ableto, and thus so could 1. "No
girl, you say." That, | was guessing, wasthefirgt lie. She'd been there dl right. No reason for Niko to be
gtanding guard if she hadn't been. Ruminatively, | tapped the mouth of the bottle against my chin. Now,
asfor the second lie. "A whole dew of sword-wielding, bloodthirsty men, al to defeat your worthless
ass. Don't you rate? Wherésthe girlfriend?”

"Dead." Therewasabrief spark in hiseyes. Fury, sorrow, loss. "Shefdll... from the roof. Jumped one of
the bastards, but he dodged—" He shook his head, shaggy hair falling to cover hiseyes. "Gone. All gone.
Tried for revenge. But too many."

"Too many." | sood, the water cascading down me. "Tel me again how many. Tell me again how many
istoo goddamn many." Thebottle| hurled at thewall exploded into purple-coated shrapnd. It wasn't as
sharp asthe rage whirling inside of me. The Auphe weren't the only onesthat didn't like to get their way.



"Because you know what? I'm thinking that number isonly one.”

The werewolf's lips peeled back to reveal clotted black blood and atill impressive set of choppers.
Then the bravado shriveled and his head hung low. "My girl. My beautiful girl." The back of hishand
made apass at hisnose. "Two. There were two. Human. Other. They took my sweet girl from me."

Two. Niko was one. Goodfdlow would be the other. That son of a bitch was starting to annoy me. Why
that stupid rabbit wouldn't run, I had no idea. It was enough to make me lose my temper, and | liked to
think of mysdlf asan easygoing guy. | took astep and felt adiver of pain stab through my instep. Hissing,
| reached down and pulled a shard of bloody glass free. Flimsy body. It was aside effect | didn't find too
pleasant. One more annoyance, but it wasn't as bad as the one echoing in my ears. Wolfgang was
howling now. It was amourning song for hislost love, plaintive and haunting asthe stars last cry before
the universe winked out. Wistful. Logt.

And loud as shit.

A broken bottle in the trachea cured that quickly enough. | dropped the remnants of the bottle neck on
thefloor. It landed in the rapidly spreading pool of blood and broke as thoroughly as Wolfie's heart had.
Then there was silence, blessed silence. Stepping over the till body, | went to get dressed. | was going
to have to leave the maid one helluvatip over thismess. Just went to show... you never send adog to do
aDarkling'swork.

Luckily enough, | had my plan to take care of Niko, and now Goodfellow, aready in place. Asfor
George, she'd have to be moved to the back burner. Either she hadn't talked or it wastoo late to worry
about it now. | was going with my gut ingtinct that she hadn't. In the soda shop when one and one had
been but ahalf 1'd seen her tears. Fatalism had surrounded her like animbus of blue light. What will be,
will beand notin that happy "que sera, sera" way either. Therés atheory that destiny cannot be
changed, cannot be maneuvered, cannot even be tweaked. If you ascribe to that philosophy, then
delivering bad newsisrather pointless. .. unlessyou enjoy thelook on someone's face when you tell him
apiano will fal on hishead next Wednesday and there's not adamn thing he can do abouit it. While that'd
be reason enough for me, sweet little Georgie Porgie probably wouldn't go for it.

What was my philosophy? you might wonder. Smple. Livein the moment. Y eah, yeah. Sounds pretty
familiar, I'm sure. Every sdlf-help guru, every pseudoenlightened nut job, everyone who thought they
were deeper than aparking-lot puddle, they al spouted it. No doubt abouit it, it was cheesy. But it was
asotrue. Let the Auphe worry about the glorious past and the inhospitable future. The past was lousy
with grest memories, the future rife with possible ones, but so what? Nothing mattered but the here and
now. Oceans of blood from the good old days weren't worth that one scarlet drop silky between your
fingertipsin the blessed here and now. Livein your past accomplishments and it's hard to keep up with,
much less enjoy, your current disembowe ments.

But that was my outlook on life and as happy as | waswith it, my bosses weren't likely to agree. Or to
even give ashit for that matter. Tucking the distracting thoughts out of the way, | 1€ft the hotel room.
Sooner or later someone would be looking for me, what with the dead werewolf on the bathroom floor.
The policy at the desk had digtinctly stated No Pets.

Chapter Seventeen

Outside | walked, rode the subway for a bit, and then walked some more. When | reached acertain



corner on aparticular block, I made another call on my cell phone. Thistime | got Niko, and damn, was
my brother pissed. A curt "Yes?' echoed in my ear. The word could've been carved from dry ice, cold
and searing dl a once. So much unadulterated fury buried infinitely deep beneath the arctic tundra,
damned if it didn't gave me awarm, fuzzy feding. Playing with Niko waslike playing with fire, and any
pyromaniac could tel you that's more fun than abarrdful of rabid monkeys.

"Hey, Nik, how'sit hanging?' | waved at the doorman across the busy street. He squinted, then gave me
atwo-finger salute from his cap, remembering me from the day before. "Guess who?"

"You." Succinct, my brother. Y ou had to give him that.

"Isthat any way to be?' | offered mournfully. "Why can't you cal me Cd, big brother? I'm gtill family,
right?'

"Cd ismy family, not you. | know your name, Darkling. | know what you are, and you are not my
brother. Do not for one moment think you can play some foolish game with me.”

"Why not?'Y ou've played enough games with me over the years. Thrown me here, tossed me there. All
in the name of being agood brother, of course, teaching meto protect mysdlf. Aren't you curiousto see
how much I'velearned?" | smiled wolfishly. Maybe he couldn't seeit on my face, but | knew he could
hear itinmy voice. "l know | am."

"I wouldn't exactly cal it curious," he responded flatly. "But if that'swhat it takesto get us face-to-face,
then I'm more than willing."

"Morethan willing" being quite the understatement, even for the habitually understated Niko. Hewould
do anything to see his brother. It was too bad for him that he never would again, not even when he stood
and stared into the depths of my eyes. | wondered if he would live long enough to redize that. Here was
hoping.

"Face-to-face," | mused with aflickering of memory. "And through aglass darkly. Soon, Cyrano. I'm not
quite ready, not yet, but soon." With that lie still sweet on my tongue, | added, "Was Promise naked
under that silk robe? Was she nothing but smooth skin and creamy pearls? 'Y ou know what? Maybe I'll

just have to see for mysdlf." Without waiting for aresponse, | flipped the phone shut. Now, Niko... now
we see just how good you are.

It wasn't long before they showed up, Niko and his motormouthed sidekick. Thankfully the utility belts
and tights were | eft at home for the date crowd. Goodfellow drove his expensive sports car carelesdy up
on the curb and bailed out hastily to follow Nik towards the doors of Promise's building. Ignoring the
outraged arm-waving of the doorman, they were almost insgde when | drew them up short with another
cal.

"Y ou beat meto her, big brother,” | said with mock wistfulnessas| heard his phone click on. "Or did
you?" | knew he had called her to warn her, but adiver of anxiety, no matter how illogica, can ill givea
knot to the somach and the burn of sweet acid to the throat. And | was nothing if not about the giving.
"Vampires don't turn to dust, did you know that? More of a puddle of goo redly. Sticky too. Themaid
might want to bring an extramaop.”

IIY CI | n

| didn't wait for the happy descriptions of my personable self that were bound to follow. Instead |
motioned to the kid standing ten feet away. Chomping hisgum like Bess€s socidly chalenged cousin, he
shoved the twenty I'd given him into his pocket and then dammed an elbow into the Mercedes at the



curb. As| cursed convincingly, the sound of the car darm traveled smultaneoudy to the cell phone and
across the street. Looking over at Niko and Robin, | saw the smultaneous turn, and the redlization in
their eyes. Standing frozen for asecond, | dropped the phone, turned, and ran.

Ca had been quick, lithe with anatural runner's grace. | was quicker. The combination was enough that |
had to force mysdlf to lag, to maintain astrictly human speed. | struggled through crowds on the
sdewalk, let acar clip me on the hip with agrazing blow. | took the fall with agrunt and endured the
asphalt-scraped pams al in the name of agood performance. Method acting, it wasthe key to
believability. As | lunged to my feet, the car door swung open and apae ova hung in the gloom.
Impenetrably tinted windows, rich leather interior, caveman-browed driver... | should've recognized the
car even beforeit hit me,

"Lady of the pearls.” The amilethat cut my face was blacker than her windows and as curdled asrancid
blood. "I thought you'd be waiting for me upstairsto give me the ride you gave my brother."

Her face remained calm and untroubled. There were no pearlsthistime, only ahand held out to me. The
darkest violet silk glove protecting it, her hand moved into the sun toward me. "Comewith me, Cal. I'll
take you home."

Why did they keep trying? Why the hell couldn't they seeit?

"You'vegot it wrong, vampire,” | spit. "I'm bringing hometo you. To thiswhole goddamn world." With
her hand hanging in the air behind me, | turned my back on Promise and kept running, thistime flat out to
regainthedistance I'd logt inthefdll.

The park was not that far and looking over my shoulder, | caught glimpses of Niko in the
distance—Niko and that piece-of-shit Goodfellow. | wastruly going to enjoy teaching the randy goat
that he should've stuck with screwing as his avocation, because the noble-hero crap was getting on my
nerves. The worthless son of a bitch wasn't anything more than a horny tomcat who inexplicably thought
he was atiger. He knew who | was, knew the things | was capable of. If he thought he was amatch for
me, held better lay off thejuice. It was giving him ddusions.

There were peoplein the park, athough not as many as usua. No one gawked as | ran through. Could
be | wasajogger. Could be | was amugger chasing avictim. Hell, amugger could be chasing me. Didn't
matter. That was Central Park. They went on with their businessand | went on with mine. Beforelong |
wasin the trees and moving toward awilder area. Not like the old dayswild, but aswild asit got in this
time and place. Once| settled into position in athick clump of underbrush, | took severd huge breathsto

hyperoxygenate my lungs

It was atrick Niko himsdlf had taught me. When he and Robin cameinto view | stopped breathing.
Unlessyou could hear my heart best, | was asilent presence. Niko's ears were good, but no human's
were that good. And while Goodfellow had histaents, listening had never been one of them.

| watched asthey paused. Niko kndt and ran ahand lightly through the yellowing grass. Standing, he
exchanged awordless glance with Robin. They knew 1'd been through there. It was obvious enough if
you knew how to read the signs... the bend of ablade of grass, the crumpling of aleaf. Obvious, and |
hadn't made any effort to conced it. But what lay beneath that grass, below that |leaf, wasn't quite so
gpparent. Buried in dirt not nearly liquid enough to suit him, Boggle waited with dl the patience of a
trapdoor spider. And he came up out of the ground with the same arachnid speed. It was athing of

beauty.

They'd taken a step, intent on pursuing me. Niko was dressed in histraditional black coat long enough to
concedl at least twenty letha blades. Goodfellow wasin adark green sweater, artfully faded jeans, and a



brown leather duster similar in length to my brother's. Jesus. Nik was dressed to fight. Peter Pan, on the
other hand, was dressed for a photo shoot—fall wear for the mongter killer onthe go. Did | enjoy it
when Boggleripped that expensive ensemble to shreds?

Y ou bet your ass| did.

On their second step, Boggle got them. He catapulted through the covering earth like a heat-seeking
missile. One swat of his massive hand had Goodfdlow flying through the air asweightless asachild.
Green yarn hung snagged on the long black claws asthey swiped a Nik in turn. The blow missed. |
wasn't surprised. Bog had never been amatch for my brother, not alone. Fortunately, he wasn't lone
now. As Niko twisted with liquid grace out of Boggl€'s reach, | stepped out of the brush, amed, and
fired dl in one motion. It would've been agreat time to say something sharp, something witty, some
catchphrase that made box office gold. Damn satisfying, but it could've dowed me down. | wasa
kick-ass monster, but my brother could kick some serious assin hisown right. One on one, | could take
him. Since the days of apple-peddling snakes there hadn't been anyone or anything | couldn't put down.
Cyrano wouldn't be any exception, but... he could hurt me. He was aimost as deadly as| wasand he
could do some damage. The Auphe wouldn't be too appreciative of any delay because | happened to get
my ride banged up. They wouldn't be appreciative of any of thisif they found out.

So... no warning. No smart-ass comments. No wisecracks. Nothing but silence and abullet to the chest.
The impact knocked Niko backward severd feet before he hit the ground hard. He lay sprawled
motionless on his back with legs and arms spread. Hisface was blank and his eyes even blanker. They
stared up at the sky, not surprised or shocked, not swimming with pain or fear, not full of the glory of
heaven or the horror of hell. No, there was none of that. There was only emptiness.

It was disgppointing, | didn't mind admitting. A complete lack of drama. With the sharp smdll of cordite
perfuming theair, | gave Boggle apat on his crusty shoulder in passing. "Good job, Bog. Now goripa
leg off the other one, would you? | want to pay him some persona attention in aminute, and | don't want
him scampering off." Goodfelow had his chance to run and held wasted it. Now | had a chanceto take
his assto school, and that | was not wasting. Shoving the gun, another of Boggle's souvenirs, into my
waistband, | savored the hest of the muzzle againgt my skin. It warmed me againgt the chill in more ways
than one. Knedling on the ground beside Niko's till form, | took ahandful of the blond braid and gaveit
an affectionate tug. " Strike one, big brother. I'll bet you never guessed the bigger man would turn out to
beamonger.” | laid thetight twist of hair on his chest and straightened the collar of hiscoat. "1 dways
told you | wasone, didn't 1?7 But you never listened." It was as the hand suddenly looped around my
wrist that | noticed... no blood. On his chest, there was no blood, only charred cloth.

The eyes blinked, the emptiness transmuting into something far more dangerous. "Y ou are amongter.”
The voice was hoarse, roughened with pain. "But my brother isn't.”

Bulletproof vest... the bastard was wearing a bulletproof vest. Abruptly, | redized that aswell as| knew
Niko, heknew haf of me equally aswell. He knew Cal's heart wasn't in the way of the sword, but rather
in the way of the gun. When push cameto shove, Ca could use any weapon, but persona preference
wasawaysgoing totdl. All that familid intimacy had come back to bite mein the ass. The grip squeezing
my wristbones until they ground painfully together wasn't too pleasant ether. Sticking around didn't seem
like the best ideaat the moment and | flashed my other hand toward the gun a my waist. My hand was
on the rubber grip when | felt asharp pain over my breastbone. Half an inch of Niko's favorite dagger
was sticking into my shirt—not to mention my flesh. A quarter-sized stain of blood blossomed around the
metal as| released the gun.

"Ouch," | said mildly, touching afinger to the edge of the blade. "Y ou play rough, big brother."



The gray eyes, amemory of what mine had been, narrowed, but Nik remained slent as helet go of my
wrig, retrieved my gun, and tossed it far into the bushes. He had sat up confidently without the gingerly
motion | would expect from acracked rib or two. Stoic, hiding his pain, both the physica and the mental.
Theknife didn't shift in position as he moved, not even amillimeter.

"What would Mom say about dl this?" | clucked my tonguein rebuke. "Oh, | know. That she should've
drowned me at birth. And you know what? Sheld have been right.” Leaning forward purposdly, | felt the
blade press harder against my chest. Slowly, | took off my sunglasses and dropped them to the grass.
Pewter eyes met slver. "Y ou know something else, Nik?' Placing ahand over his, | playfully pulled a the
dagger until it buried itsdlf just a shade deeper in me. "Y ou don't have the balls.”

"Maybe he doesn't, you misbegotten nightmare, but | do." Goodfellow's voice came behind me, sharply
furious. A hand buried itself in my hair and yanked me backward. On the ground in a position that
echoed the one Niko had just occupied, | looked up to see Robin, the worse for wear. His coat was
shredded as well as his sweater. Bloody gashes crossed his chest and his eyeswere dilated black with
rage. It wasthe same rage that had his sword swinging toward my throat so fast | could adl but hear the
ar hissinitswake. It occurred to methat | might have made adight miscaculation. Niko would hesitate
to kill me outright, for Cd's sake. Goodfellow didn't have any such problem. He might have liked CAl,
sure, but | was pretty certain he liked himsdf awholelot more. With him, sympathy was going to teke a
backseat to salf-preservation every time. It was the son of abitch's one good qudlity. It wastoo bad the
onething | admired about him was the one that could get mekilled.

Could, but not necessarily would.

Niko came through, protecting me just as held always done. Deflecting Robin's blade at the last second
with hisown, hesaid quietly, "No."

Panting with exertion and frustration, Robin turned and looked over at Niko, who now stood with anarm
held unconscioudy closeto hissidein aprotective gesture. He could try to hideit al he wanted, but | had
hurt him, even if only alittle. Hopefully, I'd be ableto hurt him alot more. .. hurt him unto desth.

Goodfdlow kept the point of his sword hovering above my neck. "Nik, you haveto see. You haveto
redize" Cdming dightly, hisbreath dowing, he continued amost unwillingly. "Y our brother, he wouldn't
want to livelike this. Everything I've seen of him, everything you'vetold me... hewould hateit. He would
despiseit with al hissoul.”

| relaxed againgt the grass, putting my hands behind my head and raising my eyebrows.” ‘Nik'?
'Everything you'vetold me?' | repeated with cynicd incredulity. ™Y ou two have gotten awfully cozy snce
I've been gone. Y ou haven't dumped Promise aready, have you, big brother? Please, God, at least tell
meit wasn't some sort of clichéd affirmation-of-life thing. I'll save you the trouble of shish-kebabing me
and just die of embarrassment instead.”

"I'd advise you to leave Promise out of this, much in the way you did not leave Georginaout of it." Niko
regarded me impassively. "What we did to your friendswe could easily do to you. | don't believe Cal
would hold athorough begting againgt us, consdering the Stuation.”

"My furry flunkies™ I mimed wiping away atear. "My walking throw rugs are no more. Ah, well, |
couldn't afford their dental anyway. At least tell me they managed to gnaw on Georgie some. Give me
that. Did they chomp on anose? An ear? Hell, apinkie? I'll take that.”

That didn't settle wdl with either of them. The only giveaway asto what Niko felt was hisface becoming
more and more set, until it resembled a carved stone statue. Goodfellow was somewhat more
demondrative, his hand tightening on his sword and hisjaw white with tension. "She'sbut agirl,



Darkling," the puck said with acid disgust. "A child.”

"A human child,” | replied with acurl of my lip. "And the best part about them isthey're so much easier to
kill." Turning my head, | scanned the areafor Boggle. Therewas no sign of him. If that cowardly shit had
run off, he was going to be one sorry son of abitch. Looking back at Robin, | held up my hands thumb
to thumb and framed him. The blood, the torn flesh, the destroyed clothing, al courtesy of my MIA mud
pie. "Who'syour talor, Goodfellow?1'm loving your new look. Damned spiffy."

That was nearly the straw that broke the camel's back. Niko had to use more force thistime to keep
Robin from sheathing his sword in my neck. "1 said no," he rgpped firmly. "I'm not abandoning my
brother so quickly. He'sin there and he's fighting. He'sfought to survive dl hislife; he wouldn't give up
now. It'snot in him."

"No?" Robin commented softly. "Well, | do know onething that'sin him, and | don't think it has any
intention of coming out. The sooner you come to grips with that, Niko, the better off you'll be." He went
on, unrdenting. "And the better off Ca will be."

It was fascinating watching him push Niko to the edge, and avery dangerous edge at that. He was the
ultimate pragmetist, my brother, but there was one thing he could not look at directly. Not now. Cal was
ablind spot, the only chink in Niko's armor. Goodfellow could talk until he was bluein theface, and it
wouldn't do him adamn bit of good. There was only one person who could convince Nik at this point
that | wasn't salvageable. That person was Cd; that person was me. Onein the same, even if no one
redlized it yet. Onein the same, now and aways.

"Any decisions about my brother will be made by me, Goodfellow." The warning wrapped Niko'swords
in razor wire and broken glass. "No oneelse."

Robin bowed his head dightly, brow creased. Exhaling harshly, hetwisted hislipsin resignation. "No
matter how good theintentions, | takeit."

"No matter." The message was unbending, but the ice behind it had thawed somewhat. Niko knew that
Robin wastrying to help, could see that he was on hisside. It was a big step for someone who'd been
nursed on sugpicion dl hislife. Quite the bonding moment for the two of them. How swest. | wasall
puppies and kittens from the top of my head to the bottom of my feet, the samefeet | jackknifed into
Goodfellow's knees.

Strike two.

The blow knocked him on hisass and that, | thought with righteous condescens on, was what happened
to those who got soft. The puck had obvioudy forgotten, but there were humans and then therewas us.
Y ou forget what Side you're on, you try to crossthat line, and therewas a price to pay. And it wasn't
going to be paid in Monopoly money either.

I'd hoped that Robin careening into him would stagger Niko, at least for asecond. No such luck. Ashe
fell, Goodfdlow had the presence of mind to twist away, taking down no one but himsdf. That |eft my
brother still open for business and that was |ess than a desirable outcome, to say the least. Consequently,
when Boggle breached the ground like akiller whale through the waves, | promptly decided he was my
new best friend. Apparently, I'd overestimated his cowardice and underestimated his hatred of Niko.
Shedding dirt like water, he snatched up my brother by his coat, lifted him high in the air, and shook him
violently. The blond head sngpped back with visbly painful force as Boggle gave agutturdly triumphant
bellow. It was abeautiful sight to see, right up until the moment when Niko diced off Bogglesright hand.

His reaction was as spectacular as you'd expect it to be. Black blood, viscous and foul, poured



lavarthick from the stump. For ashort moment, barely a second, Boggle stared stupefied at the pumping
blood. It was only asecond, but it was much longer than Niko needed to embed his sword in one round
pumpkin orange eye. Boggle's scream shattered the air as Niko fell from hisremaining hand. It was
looking blesk for the home team, but once again | didn't give Bog enough credit. Still howling, he swung
anarm, damming it into Niko and throwing him nearly fifteen feet. Trusting that the two of them would
keep busy, | turned my attention to Goodfellow.

The proverbid thornin my side was pushing hisway back up to adtting position, hisface grim and
etched with pain. | might not have didocated his kneecaps, but 1'd definitely given him something to think
about. .. for the short time he had |eft to him. He'd barely gotten halfway up when | hit him hard, my knee
hitting him vicioudy in the gut. The sword that had fallen from his hand | scooped up and applied with
aurgical precison to histhroat. Blood welled duggishly over the bright metd as| gave him an even
brighter smile. "Having second thoughts about your new friends, Goodfellow?"

The green eyes of atreed fox blinked as dark eyebrows quirked upward with studied boredom. "Having
second thoughts about being such ahomicida dick, Darkling?'

"Goodfellow." 1 shook my head and used my free hand to comb taming fingers through hiswild brown
curls before patting his cheek with astinging blow. "Robin. How did you cometo this? Look &t you.
Bloody, dirty. Y our expensive clothes are ruined, and al for the sake of humans. It's a sad state of affairs
and | fed for you, | do. It amost makes mewant to kill you painlessy.” | put more pressure on the blade.
"Almogt." | wished | had time to make it dow aswell as painful, but Boggle wouldn't be able to hold
Niko forever. I'd haveto limit mysalf to one quick dash and let Goodfellow drown in his own blood.
Then | would take care of my brother.

Unfortunately for me, my brother took care of mefirst. My arm was tensing for the coup de grace when
asharp pain hit mein the back of my upper thigh. Snatching alook over my shoulder, | saw atufted dart
protruding from my jeans. Niko stood ten feet away by the motionless and muddy form of Boggle. He
held a blunt-nosed pistal in hishand. A gun, the son of abitch wasaming agun a me. In hisentirelife
the man had never used agun, had never even held agun. And now he had used oneon me. Initsway |
think that made me nearly as disconnected asthe drug | could fed racing through my system. He had
surprised me and out-thought me, not once, but twice since weld entered the park. Outmaneuvered me.

That, boys and girls, iswhen | lost my sense of humor.

| was also losing consciousness and losing it fast. | was going and there was nothing | could do to stopit.
That didn't mean, however, that | had to go done. My grip was aready numb and clumsy. My vision had
shrunk to apinpoint of light in afield of smothering black. It didn't matter. What did was bleeding
Goodfellow like adaughterhouse pig. The blade was already at histhroat. All that was needed wasa
little weight, alittle pressure, and the puck would fal into that darkness with me. | was guessng my
descent wouldn't be permanent, but if | had my way, hiswould be. The drug was too strong, though, too
quick. My fingers went nerveless and Robin ripped the sword away, disarming me, or so he thought. He
waswrong. Skinning back lips from my teeth, | hissed deep in my throat and then lunged at his. 1'd been
around long before the Bronze Age and man-made weapons. Teeth and claws had worked then. They'd
work just aswell now.

Thewarmth of hisskin radiated against my lipsand | could taste the sdlt of his sweat on my tongue. It
was a pa e shadow of the blood I'd soon be swimming in. Any second now. | felt ahand at the collar of
my jacket and then | wasflying through the air dreamily astime dowed to alazy crawl. My back hit the
ground, but the sensation was nothing more than adistant echo. My brother's face was abare outline
across my faded and foggy sight. "We have you, Cd. We haveyou, little brother." Hisvoice was
unwavering in its determination and absolute in its certainty. "And well get you back. | promise.”



Strike three.

| was out.

Chapter Eighteen

"Best hurry, Nik. | think it'swaking up.”
It. Honestly, Goodfellow, was that nice? Mitotic shithead.

"I'mfinished,” my brother's cdm voice came next. With hiswords| felt something jerk snugly at my wrig,
and awarm grip on my forearm that squeezed lightly before disappearing. Niko, | gloated. Just keep
opening that door, and | won't have to destroy you. You'll do it to yourself. | drifted back and forth
on the tides of semi-consciousness, mulling over the Situation. 1'd been so goddamn stupid, so careless,
playing with them when | could've finished them off. I'd let my ego get the better of me. But while | was
down, | wasn't out. | till had afew tricksup my deeve.

"Maybe we should've had Promise stay,” Goodfellow said wesrily.

" She's where she needs to be now, protecting Georgina. We can't be certain Darkling doesn't have other
nsout there"

Good thought, I mused dreamily. | wished I'd hired afew more. Hundreds more. Ripping Promise and
Georgeto thetiniest shreds of flesh. | continued to float amlesdy with that hgppy image, in no red hurry
to completdy wake. That is, until someone stuck something extremely unpleasant beneath my nose. |
sneezed violently and pulled back while blinking watering eyes. Clearing my vision, | saw astone-faced
Niko capping asmal vid of anmonia

"Are you awake enough to understand me?' he asked neutraly.

| blinked again, then looked down to see | was Sitting in arecliner in what | recognized as Goodfdlow's
office at the car lot. Padded metal cuffs were clamped down securely over my wrists and ankles. Ah,
shit. The Auphe were going to kick my ass. | tugged a my restraints experimentaly. There was no give
despite thefact | was stronger than Cal had been before the merging. | lifted my gaze to Robin and raised
asardonic eyebrow. "Raid your toy box just for me, Goodfellow? I'm touched.”

"Keepit up and you will be." Goodfdllow clenched awhite-knucklefist and showed histeethina
threatening mockery of asmile.

Niko ignored the exchange; that much at least hadn't changed. Leaning in close, he said softly, "Listento
me, Darkling, and listen carefully. | want to speak to my brother. The only words | want to hear are his.
Do you understand?”

Unimpressed, | rolled my eyes and took in my surroundings. It was night. I'd lost nearly the whole day.
The car lot was closed and blinds were pulled down over al the windows. Only the door in the outer
display room showed adiver of blackness benegth ill-fitting blinds. Turning my attention back to my
captors, | looked them up and down. Niko stood unruffled and in control, ramrod straight with every hair
ruthlessly scraped back from hisface. But the military demeanor didn't hide the faint smudges under his
eyesthat told of deepless nights and the lingering pain of cracked ribs. Goodfellow, on the other hand,
hadn't fared quite so well. There was an ugly reddened dash acrossthe front of histhroat and | could



make out the bulk of bandages under his swester. It was new; the green one was history. Hed let hisfist
fdl away and now stood impassively with armsfolded. He might have thought his face was inscrutable as
well, but both the muscle twitching spasmodicaly in hisjaw and the fury banked in the far reeches of his
eyeswarmed my heart.

"Well, well,” | drawled caudtically. "The gang'sdl here. What's the occasion? Hopeit'snot an
intervention. I'm alittle short on shame and regret today."

Niko took afistful of my shirt and shook mewith harsh efficiency. The back of my head dammed against
the recliner with only the padding keeping me from avicious headache. "Perhaps | wasn't clear,” he said
implacably. "I want to speek to Cd, not amurderous hitchhiker." He shook me again. "Just Cal."

That annoyed me, this human, thisflash in the pan five generations or so from a protozoan, delegating me
to hitchhiker status. Treating me asif | were no more than aminor demon with ahard-on for the Catholic
Church. It pissed me off enough that | decided to tell the truth. Hell, | wanted to anyway, had been dying
to dl thistime. It wouldn't matter at this point; theréd be no immediate danger to me. Goodfellow would

believe meingantly, but not Niko. Not my brother. His head might believe, but his heart would balk long
enough for meto get the upper hand again. And | would, no doubt about it.

| tilted my head in away that was utterly Caliban. "Y ou just don't get it, do you, Cyrano?I'm
disappointed in you. Here | am, running around, creating murder and mayhem. Doing things your
pathetic, whiny brother would never have the gutsto do. Shit, would never have the gutsto even admit
he wanted to do.” | narrowed my eyes and pursed my lips. "And yet, | have every memory Ca ever
made, including afew he refuses to acknowledge. It leads one to a certain conclusion.”

Niko's grip tightened on my shirt. | think he suspected what was coming. For thefirst timesincel'd
changed, he let himsalf see the shadow diding acrossthe sun. "1 want to speak to Cd, Darkling,” he
repested, with an unyieding sted that couldn't ward off unpleasant redlity. "Now."

| let my eydidsdrop to haf-mast and laid my head back against the chair, aslazy asacat on asummer
afternoon. "That's just it, big brother. Thereisno Cdiban. Thereisno Darkling. We are one. One new
creature. One new soul.” My lipsreaxed into ablithe curve. "One. And theré's not a damn thing you can
do about it." Hisexpresson didn't change at my words, didn't even flicker.

"Youlogt him, Nik," | continued remorsdlesdy, watching hisface... waiting for it. "Cdiban died days
ago. He died on your apartment floor. He died while you watched and you never even knew it."

And there it was. Niko had never been one to wear his heart on hisdeeve, but | could read him. I'd
aways been ableto. The reserve, that imperturbable spirit that was as much a part of him as his genetic
code, had faded away. Now inits place was avoid, an emptiness so profound that it colored the very air
around him. It was a vacuum swallowing everything that made Nik who hewas.... stubborn hope,
unshakable faith, boundless determination. It was gone. All gone. And, for the most part, so was Nik.

Suck on that, you bastard, | thought with aferd satisfaction.

Goodfdlow, for once, said exactly the right thing. Nothing. He smply put ahand on Niko's shoulder and
steered him away toward the office door. As| watched through the glass, he closed the door behind
them and | ft to return minutes later to hand my brother amug of coffee. If | knew Robin, there was
probably something extrain it besides Juan Vadez, but Niko drank it without hesitation. | listened with
interest as Goodfellow finally spoke. "I'm sorry, Nik, but | think it'stelling the truth.” The words were
muffled but audible, the glass conducting the sound reedily.

"Y ou sad that mae banshees had never possessed people, only objects,” Niko stated dispassionately,



his fingers blanched white on the ceramic mug. ™Y ou've not seen this before, then. How can you know
for sure?'

Ah, Cyrano, he knowsin the same way you know, | mused with a certain black affection. | tested the
cuffsagain. Therewas still no givein themetd, but it did result in athought.

"l guessthereisno way | can be absolutely positive.”" Robin ran aweary hand across hisface. "But |
have seen possessionsin my day, Niko, though they're much more rare than television would have you
believe. What | have seen doesn't match up to this. And Darkling is powerful. Maevolent and petty asa
child, but very powerful. What that would do to someone, having that insde, | don't know. It very well
could beirreversble" His eyes danted through the glassto take mein. "He enjoyed tdling us, telling you.
Heenjoyed it so much | think that it had to be the truth.”

Niko bowed his head and stared silently into the contents of his mug. He was intent enough that it could
have been aMagic 8 Bdl with the solution to dl hiswoes. Kill my brother or don't kill my brother? Y es,
no, or try back next time? Hard choice, but then again lifeisal about choices. And it wasjust like Nik to
disregard the onein front of him and Sidetrack to an entirely different one. The big picture, it was
precisaly what | didn't want them to see.

"True or not, there's something else.” Unlike Goodfdlow, Nik didn't look at me. | don't believe that right
then | was anything he particularly wanted to see. "Why did thisthing take Ca? The Auphe are behind it;
that much isclear. But why? All our lives have been spent running from this moment. | oweit to... | need
to know the reason why." Now his eyes met mine. Blegk, hard, and unforgiving. "And that monstrosity
knows the answer."

That was a cuethe party was over if ever I'd heard it. | didn't know how far Niko would go... how far
he could stomach to go, but where he left off, Goodfellow would be dl too willing to take over. That,
naturally, made me less than eager to stick around. So | decided to leave. It wasjust that smple. The
decison was, anyway. The execution, however, wastrickier. The cuffs were unbreskable, even with my
strength, but the chair itsalf was adifferent story. | ripped away one armrest and then the other with a
massive jerk. With my wrists seeping blood and till encased in the cuffs, | freed my ankles. | was
stronger, but that didn't mean this body was any more durable than it had been. But thiswasn't thetime
to bitch about the deficiencies of it. Thiswas the time to take advantage of what it could do. Asin
run—run like hell. Those who fight and run away liveto butcher another day, right?

Niko and Robin were surging through the door as | picked up Goodfdlow's desk and tossed it through
the plate glass of the officewall. Somersaulting over the sl after it, | hit the ground running. | could hear
the sound of glass crunching benesth their shoes behind meas| threw mysdf into one of the display
models. It was a cherry red Porsche with the keys considerately dangling from the ignition for atest rev,
but | was interested in more than just hearing the engine purr. | was taking that baby for adrive. Asl
rammed it into gear, somebody hit the back of the car hard enough to jar it. | didn't bother to look to see
who it was. Either Goodfellow or Nik—bad news or worse news, it didn't much matter which. Reflecting
onthejoysof dl the plate glass so cherished by car dedlerships, | dammed my foot on the gasand
rocketed toward the street. The wall-sized window disintegrated before the car like brittle ice and we hit
the pavement with a screech of tires—not to mention the satisfying thump of abody falling away. | took
onelast ook in therearview mirror to see afigure on al foursin the street. Itsblond hair was apale glow
under the streetlights, and | put an arm out of the window to give my brother onelast wave. Onefind,
happy adiés. Then it wastime to get back to business. No more goddamn games.

Chapter Nineteen



There was atimein every mongter'slife to take stock. Y ou had to decide where you were, how you got
there, and how to get back on track. | knew where | was and | knew how to get back. That wasthe
easy part. The more difficult task was admitting just how 1'd managed to get my assin that ding to begin
with. Ego. My big fat ego. I'd played when | should've been deadly serious. I'd overestimated my alies
and, worse, underestimated my opponents. In retrospect | should've handled it al mysdif. | should've
separated them and taken them out one by one. No warning, no taunts. It would've been quick and
effident.

But not nearly as much fun.

Ah, well, every experienceisalearning one. | was sill the baddest son of abitch around. | didn't see any
reason that had to change. | adso didn't see any reason to share the recent debacle with the Auphe. After
the warning they'd given me, they would not be amused, and when the Auphe weren't amused, no one
was. | dumped my appropriated car severa blocks avay and walked the rest of the way to the Auphe's
warehouse. It was considerably changed from thelast time I'd seen it. All the debris had been pushed
and stacked againgt the walls to clear the floor, which now virtually bubbled with a choking red rage.

Y ou could see the shimmer of it intheair like heet rising from a blacktop road. | stood for an exhilarating
moment and basked in the spine-shivering pleasure of it. Good stuff.

Reuctantly pulling mysdlf away from the magl strom of dark emotions, | went over to check out the
gtuation againgt thefar wal. A human wasraisng hisvoiceto an Auphe. Interesting. If entrailswere
going to beflying, I wanted to bein on it. The human turned his head toward me as | walked up and |
saw aface| recognized. Imagine that—it was my buddy from the bar. Samuel. 1'd thought he'd seemed
more good-natured than your average New Y orker. Apparently | wasn't the only hired help on the
scene. Clever Auphe. No one did sneaky better than they.

"Sammy." | grinned happily. "Well, color me surprised. Y ou have some serious acting chops, pa. Oscar
qudity, truly.”

His skin bleached dightly, turning an ashy gray, as hetook mein. "Your eyes... Jesus."

Oh, fine. He could look at an Auphe without flinching, but my sparkling silver eyesdid him in? That hurt
my fedlings, it honestly did. Samuel looked away from me quickly and | decided that maybeit wasless
averson and more guilt that was etched on hisface. "So, I'm curious," | drawled, and draped an arm
over his shoulders. "The bosses here hired you to keep tabs on Cdl in hislast days. That's pretty
obvious." Not that they had told yourstruly about it, closemouthed bastards. "My question is, what did
you get out of it? What'd you get in trade for the big chunk of your soul, huh? Something bright and

shiny?

| could fed hisflesh crawl under my arm as he shook me off. Steadfastly ignoring me, he addressed the
bored Auphe that crouched before him. | could see by the dull glaze over its scarlet eyesthat it was more
than half adeegp and not energetic enough for any mutilation. Disappointing. "Y ou said you'd hed my
brother. | did what you wanted. It'stime for you to keep your half of the bargain, beforeit'stoo late.”

Damn, he was nothing but abig teddy bear. A sick brother. Did it get more heartwarming than that? |
ask you. Yeah, Samuel wasarea philanthropist. Too bad that was coupled with the brainpower of a
rock. The Auphe hed? Not likely. Hell, if peckish enough, they would eat their own wounded. They had
no inclination and no taent in the heding field, but they did have an affinity for lies: little white ones, big
black ones, and al shadesin between.

This particular Auphe had aglegful glint behind his deegpiness that demongtrated how much held enjoyed



dangling Samud on a dring. However, dangling time had to be nearly over. They would have no further
need of the guitar player now—nbut | might. As | wasthinking that over, the Auphe yawned, its plush
velour tongue flexing behind severa rows of metallic teeth. It wasthelast straw for Samuel. Dark hands
seized the Auphe by the narrow shoulders and shook hard. ™Y ou bastard, you promised. Y ou swore."

Have you ever noticed how people, humans, tend to revert to children in times of great stress? It's not
necessarily that they want someone to take responsibility or to take care of them. And it's not that they
lose the capacity to understand what's going on. What they do loseisthe knowledge that lifeisn't fair. As
their lifeisfaling apart around them, they absolutely refuse to believeit's hgppening, right down to the last
second. They gtart lifeasachild; they end lifeasachild.

It's damn near poetic.

The Auphe didn't seem to appreciate the poetry of it, though. Barbed claws circled Samue'swrists and
sgueezed until blood flowed fredly. " Such astrong-willed sheep. So very disobedient. What shal we do
with a sheep who dares to question his shepherd?' He was waking up now, red eyes flaming torpidly to
life. He didn't look especialy hungry, but who among usis above asnack or two out of pure boredom?
It looked like my pal Sammy was about to get sheared or eaten. Neither would leave him functioning.
Too bad for Sammy. If | hadn't needed him, | would've enjoyed my ringside seat.

"Boss" | sad mildly. "Mindif | have him for awhile?1 need him to do something for me.”

The narrow face sharpened in vulpine annoyance as the Auphe hissed severa words that were jagged
with edgesthat cut the ar like arusty razor. They were words that no human would understand, athough
smply hearing them would give him afierce headache. | answered back in the same language, more or
less, and outlined what | wanted. It was hard to wrap a human tongue around the fifteen vowels and
more than a hundred consonants, but | made do. With a peeved snort through moist nostril dits, my boss
turned Samue loose and loped off, licking the blood from hislong multijointed fingers as he went.
Mmmm. Finger-licking good, | thought wigtfully.

Turning back to Samud, | dipped ahand into his pocket and deftly removed hiswallet. There was
something | wanted to check. Ignoring his snarled curse, | straight-armed him and rifled through the
contents. | stopped at severa family photos and gave a sdlf-satisfied smirk to mysdlf. That explained it.
That explained quitealot. "I thought you looked oddly familiar." | tossed the wallet back to him and
smiled placidly. "Seeing you with new eyesand al.” | waked over to awooden crate and sat down, my
hands casudly cupping aknee. "Did you know | can sing? Well, not so much sing as... never mind.

Y ou'll see soon enough. Let's get down to it, Sam-1-am. | need your band's sound system and | need
you to bring it here. Tomorrow night.”

"What the hell makesyou think I'll do anything you say?" he spit, clenching hiswallet tightly in one hand.

"A dck brother, huh?' | kicked ahed againgt the crate. "So very, very sick. It's sad. Sad for you... sad
for hiswife. Sad for his precious red-haired little girl. Sweet Georgie Porgie, does she know what her
uncle Sammy isup to? | wonder."

Of course she did, even though it was afair assumption that held never told her. That'swhat she did;
that'swhat shewas. It went along way toward explaining why sheld lied to Niko and Cd and why sheld
cried. It had to be a confusing situation for anyone, even a petite psychic who had her finger on the pulse
of the universe. It came with the job. Finding lost dogs was agood day; your father dying, your uncle
crossing aline, betraying your friends... that was abad day. What was the worst day? She'd find out. |
hadn't met a psychic yet who'd led along and happy life. Long and miserable, yes. Long and happy ...
never. Wasn't part of the great game of life. Still, | had the feding she would do her best to rise aboveit.



Shewould gtriveto not let it destroy her, strive dways to serve the greater good.
How nausesting can you get?

"Georgina" Samud said her name softly. He didn't say "Stay away from her,” or "Leave her out of this”™
none of the usud cliches. | guess, facing me, facing the Auphe, he had to know that would be pretty
pointless. Staring a me, he demanded without emotion, "Can they heal him? Can those things hed my
brother?'

"Nope." | stood, rocked on my heds, and continued chearfully, "They couldn't even if they wanted to. As
far asthe Auphe are concerned, if you're sick, you ether get better or you die. That's the sum tota of
their medical knowledge." | tilted my head as hisface spasmed. "But dl isnot lost, Samud. Y ou can il
save someone. Y ou can save your Chatty Cathy niece. | know where shelives, where she goesto
school, her favorite ice-cream shop. It'd be interesting to see how long her Pollyanna attitude would last
with me playing 'catsin the cradl€ with her intestines.”

Predictably enough, he lunged a me, his hands on my throat with astrength borne of pure desperation. |
let him squeeze for awhile until spots darted across my vision. It was good for him, gave him hope. It's
more amusing to crush someone when he thinks he ill has achance. The hopeless are massively boring.
They liethere and cry or curl up in acatatonic feta ball. Where's the sport in that? He growled and
tightened his choking grip onme.

Tiring of the game, | pedled back his hands, didocating one of hisfingersin the process. "Oh, hey, look
a that. Here, let Mommy makeit al better." Holding on to his hand despite his efforts to bresk free, |
yanked the finger back into place with apleasing crunch of bone. | could've been quicker about it, it's
true, but his complete lack of gratitude was ill uncaled for. Baling up hiswounded hand, he cradled it
agang his chest and glared with an unparalded fury. The guy had guts—I had to give him that. Later on
| was hoping for afirsthand look at them. But right now that was neither here nor there. Right now we
had businessto conduct.

"Bring the equipment heretomorrow night,” | reiterated gently. "And, Samuel? Don't think you can hide
her. You can't. I'd find her and if | didn't, my employerswould.” | tapped my bottom lip and considered.
"I'm not sure which would be worse. There certainly wouldn't be enough left of her to ask.”

He stood motionless, jaw working. Then he gave onejerky nod, turned silently, and left. Hewas down in
the mouth, but you had to be firm with the puppies. Spare the rod, spoil the human. At least that
collection of monkey scribbles had gotten one thing right.

Sighing glumly, | settled back againgt the crate and steeled mysdlf to amiserable night deeping on acold,
hard floor with only the heeat of enraged and unruly spiritsto warm me. The claws that scrabbled down
the wood to pierce my shoulder weren't any huge surprise. 1'd been waiting for it the moment I'd walked
into the warehouse. "Can | help you, boss?' | asked with false cheer.

"What have you been doing, maggot food?' the Auphe's fetid breath cooed in my ear. For one split
second a shiver raced down my spine. It wasn't an Auphe, nor wasit a creature I'd had a business
relationship with over thousands of years. It wasa Grendd . It was a horrifying creature that had snatched
me from bed and al but destroyed me. | stopped that thought in itstracks. No, | wouldn't even accept
that it was athought. That would mean there was a consciousness that had madeit. Cal was no more and
neither was his consciousness, not as a separate entity. It wasjust an emotion stored in the neurons of
thispeculiar brain.

"Nothing, boss," | answered promptly. "Just laying low like you told meto. Just following the plan.”



A cold finger traced my jawline. "Then whence came this bruise? It's nearly aslarge as your rampant ego.
Y ou wouldn't belying to me, would you, Darkling? Y ou wouldn't try to deceive your betters.”

My teeth clenched and | choked down the black bile of fury. Betters? | had no betters, but if | had,
Auphe would certainly never have been on thelist. "Merdly adisagreement with amugger in the park
who mistook me for ahuman. | assumed you had no problem with self-defense. | know thisbody isa
precious commodity to you." | raised eyesto hisred ones as he crouched on the crate above my
shoulder. "Much as| am."

He considered my words carefully. Cold and calculating, but in the end he was il backed into acorner
he couldn't escape. | was precious to him, as much so as Cdiban's body. The Auphe couldn't pull this off
without the both of us, and they knew it. "A mugger.” The disbdief wasrichin hisvoice, but so was
acceptance of hispogtion. "Y ou'relosing your touch, Darkling." With that, he retreated back over the
top of the crate and vanished. | had the upper hand now, and he knew it. Later, however, I'd better
watch my back.

Or I'd better run for my life.

| pushed the gloomy, defeatist thoughts out of my head. 1'd come out on top. | dways did. | abandoned
the crate and curled up on the floor. There was no risking a hotel now, not on the last night. There would
be no eectric blanket, no champagne, no room service. What aworld. It was the same world that would
end tomorrow night.

Now, that was something to deep on.

Chapter Twenty

Seep was something I'd always been fond of, in either halves of my whole. | loved the darkness, silent
and still, wrapped around me with inexorable arms. There was adifference, though. Humans dreamed; |
did not. | didn't need to. Lifewasall the wish fulfillment | needed, and as for subconsciousfears... |
didn't have any. | wasthefear that ran rampant in dreams throughout history. There was no vice versa.
No dreams, no nightmares.

And | refused to start now.

Memories, that's dl they were. Just aswirl of memories... once mine, once his... now ours. Therewasa
trall, huge and gloating, Auphe everywhere, and atrailer flaming to the sky. A bitter woman spit words as
painful as any stab wound, and there was year after year of running. It should have been boring tuff to
one asjaded asme, but it wasn't. There wasterror, fury, despair, and along-smmering anger, but
boredom wasn't any part of the equation. Of course by our now-singular nature some of the memories
were mine aswell. The happier ones. Deshelling asmdly knight without damaging hisarmor. That had
been tricky and, in the end, damn messy. But it'd till been fun ashell. Sinking a canoe of nativesinto
piranharinfested waters. The fish at least had been grateful for that one. It was one of the good things
about my vocation in life; it led to my avocation walking directly into my greedy hands. They dl came
looking for the treasure | was possessing at thetime. It was like pizza ddlivery, only better because it was
free

Y eah, good memories.

Thetrouble was that now my memories were al mixed up with those others. | wasthe one wearing the



armor as athousand troll tentacles dithered into every crack and began to pull flesh from my bones. The
Auphe were lifting me high and tossing me into turgid, muddy water to be devoured by shredding teeth.
A deadly beautiful woman sang curses at me as she methodically ripped off my armsand legs, then ears,
and findly my tongue.

But they weren't dreams and they certainly weren't nightmares. No. Mixed-up memories, that'sall.
Nothing but menta debris. It wasal | would alow them to be.

Consequently, when | woke up covered in sweat with my heart racing, | was annoyed... extremely
annoyed. My mood didn't improve when | saw one of the Auphe was back, crouching over me. Hewas
balanced on a stack of boxes and gazing a me with an assessing glint in hiseyes. It wasthe same look |
hadn't been happy with the night before. "What are you looking at?" | snapped as| sat up and stretched
stiff muscles. | was cranky and cold and in no mood to "boss' and bow and scrape. Not now. Not
today.

"Don't test your luck, littlelizard." Quiet words that nonethel ess had a presence al their own. "Y ou have
atask to do. Stay in control and doit." He flipped and disappeared between the crates and the wall as
fast asadlverfish into acrack. There were no more threats or attempts at intimidation. The Auphe had to
have guessed what 1'd been up to. Once the gate was opened, they would have other things on their
minds and they just might forget how 1'd displeased them. And | was all too aware of what the Auphe
were capable of when digpleased. | didn't need a picture painted for me. Not that the insinuation that |
wasn't in the driver's seat didn't piss me off. Becauseit did; it pissed me off quite abit. | wasin total
control. Total. We wereoneand | wasin control.

Damn draight.

Standing, | rubbed a hand over my face and absently checked my watch. 1'd dept the night through, past
the morning, and well into late afternoon. It wasn't that long a deep, not for me. There weretimes|'d
dept monthsif left to my own devices. Y ears even. Not today, though, not on thelast day. Time... afluid
word. Soon therewould be dl the time in theworld and yet none at al. Soon it would be time to open
the gate. Now? Now it wastime for school.

The gate had a power that couldn't be denied. It was a black-winged harbinger, ashivering omen of
thingsto come. But when | actualy opened one mysdlf, dl that melodramatic mumbo jumbo faded next
to theredlity of it. It wasn't opening adoorway. It wasn't gathering every iota of inner force and ripping
the fabric of space and timeitsaf. It wasn't an act of will overcoming the physical universe. It wasn't any
of those, yet it was all of them. But more than that, it was an orgasm. Light and darkness. Up and down.
Life and death. Oh, and one other thing...

It kicked ass.

Just practice for the show of shows, but gill ablagt. Still, class was class and the Auphe were somewhat
harsher with lessons than your average ruler-wielding nun. They'd never been long on the socid niceties.

Going to school under them only proved that point. Luckily, most of the lesson was only review. They
had taught Cal enough about opening gates in the two years that they'd had him, and he'd been an apt
pupil. Tortureis nothing if not astrong incentive. The haf-breed had learned dl right and learned well.
After dl, it was how he had escgped from Tumulus—that and killing an Auphe with his bare hands. | had
to give him credit. Insert applause here for the little shit. Hed never known, though; hed never been able
to retrieve the memories of what he'd done and what had been done to him. He'd never been ableto
open agate again. The memory was too buried and bound up in chains of utter denial. But though it was
beyond Cdiban from then on, it was not beyond me.



"Concentrate. Hold it." A sharp talon to my biceps punctuated the wordsin away Miss Manners would
have strongly disapproved of, but it did bring my attention back to the lesson at hand. " Ahhhh,
beauuutiful. Now let it go."

Opening a gate had been difficult, even with the past and present coaching and the genetic tendencies.
Wrapping my mind around the twisty cogitation necessary for walking that path was rigorous. And if
opening it was abitch, closing it was that much worse. It was dmost impossibly hard to let it die. Inthe
midst of the metaphysical whirlpool, past the physical pangs, there was an exhilaration that was addictive.
Plum, gold, and burgundy lights danced behind my eyes as e ectricity raced through every cdll. Suckingin
abreath laced with ice and fire, | held on to the gate for another intoxicating second before findly
releesing it.

The quivering ova of light shrank to a pinpoint, and then popped out of sight. Dropping hands that tingled
with resdud energy, | blew on my fingernails and raised my eyebrows at the Auphe at my ebow. "Good
enough for government work?"

Hedidn't answer, but instead turned to ablood clot of severa of hisbrothers nearby. All of them
practicdly vibrated with excitement. Joining together, they laughed asjoyfully as hellish children and
swirled round and round each other like sharksin afeeding pattern. Their time had come again and they
knew it.

| 1eft them to it. Retreating to afar corner of the building, | did my best to suppress appetite pangs. | was
garving. If thered been time, | would have run out for aburger or Chinese, but there wasn't. The clock
wasticking. Ignoring the grumblings of my stomach, | wiped the sweat from my face with my deeve and
pushed my hair behind my ears. Thanksto Niko and Robin, | didn't have achange of clothing or the
chance to take a hot shower. They'd rushed me, messed up my time schedule, and left me rather cranky.
| wasn't the clotheshorse Goodfellow was. For that matter, neither was Beau Brummell, and I'd seen that
dude in diamond-encrusted tights. The puck had no equal in the fashion department, but that didn't mean
| didn't likethefiner thingsin life. All theworld's astage, they say, and here | wasdoing my soloin apair
of grass-stained jeans topped off with aripped navy blue silk sweater. It wasn't what 1'd planned and not
the showmanship | liked to think | was known for.

| inserted afinger into atear at the shoulder seam and sighed. All those years of safeguarding treasures
had turned me into something of amagpie, and | coveted the bright and the beautiful. Jewels, fabrics...
souls. | had ahit of the collector in me and I'd never even redlized it until now. Pulling the shirt off, |
discarded it on the ground as my bare skin prickled in the cool air.

"I brought the equipment.” Samuel's voice came from behind me. It rang dully with hostility and | smiled
to mysdlf. It seemed | wasn't the only cranky one here tonight. Misery does love company.

"You're agood puppy, Sammy. Keep thisup and you'll get anicetreat.” | turned and gave him asunny
grin. I'd heard him comein, heard his breathing, heard every measured tread. There hadn't actualy been
any doubt in my mind that hewould do as | said, but | till had to admit it was gratifying. Madefor a
smoother schedule, and I'd had enough aggravation lately. ™Y ou bring Genghis with you?' | brushed
disparagingly a my jeans. "l could useapair of lesther pants.” Another hunger pang prompted awistful
addition. "And asnack." Genghiswasn't acheeseburger, but beggars couldn't be choosers.

"Where do you want it?" he asked, disregarding my comment. Hewas al business, grim and humorless
asaBaptist in awhorehouse.

Hours had passed while | was relearning theins and outs of gates. It was coming down to thewire. "In
front of the far wall, about twenty feet back.” | tossed a casua hand toward the one wall not covered



with boxes and crates. "Keep them to the side and leave a path. And jack the amps all the way up,
Sam-I-am. I'm going to make some serious noise."

Nodding curtly, he spun on his hedl and moved off. | called genidly after him, "Need any help, buddy?
It1l bejust like old times. Y ou won't even have to pay methistime.”

"No, thanks." He brushed me off without turning. "I didn't bring my long spoon.”

Literate bastard, | thought with amused tolerance as| watched him go. | could have told him there was
no devil. Therest of uswouldn't have stood for the competition. | let him adone while he set up the
speakers, they were an impressive set for arinky-dink bar band. Samuel had to bring themin on adolly
and it was till a struggle—they were that massive. It was good luck for me. | had Caliban's breeding, |
had the supernatura battery benegth the floor, and | had the Auphe's guidance. But more than that, | had
myself. | had talents of my own and that would be the deciding factor. Millions of yearswas ahuge
chasm to bridge. It wouldn't hurt to get aboost. And if the humans own technology led to their downfall,
hell, that was just abonus. Any ambivalence | had about losing thisworld's luxury disappeared under the
sheer ego boost of what | was about to do... what only | could achieve. In the entire realm of existence
only | could make this happen. Only | held the power.

"Where do you want the microphone stand?' came another question, detached and toneless. Samue was
becoming less and less entertaining as the seconds passed. His face set and remote, his eyes stony, he
looked just past me as he waited for my answer.

| took astep Sdeways, planting mysdlf firmly in hisline of sght. | wasn't going to let him hide from what
was happening. What ticked me off, though, what gnawed at me with sharp rat teeth, wasthat | didn't
know if it wasthe Darkling part of me or the portion that had once been Cdiban.

| thought the Auphe were damn cunning in regard to Samud. They had finally located Cd and his
brother, had shadowed them from a safe distance for nearly amonth, and hadn't been found out. They
had known about the friendship with Georgina. They'd known about her dying father. They'd even
discovered an in with her devoted uncle Samue, and they'd used it ruthlesdy. He could do what the
Auphe couldn't and watch the brothers from a front-row sest, keep tabs on them during thetime his
measters searched for a suitable location for the gate. He could get up close and persond with the
brothersin away that wasn't possble for the Auphe. He was the one that sniffed out that they were going
to run, too. Good nose on him... for ahuman. Y ou had to hand it to the bosses; they had tied everything
in aneat and inescapable knot. Admirable.

Of course Ca wouldve had adightly different opinion. Hiswould've been morein the redm of betrayd
and rage, with agenerous helping of homicidal fury. | wanted to kill our good buddy Samuel—don't get
me wrong. But whereas | wanted to kill him for fun, Cal would've wanted to do it out of a sense of
vengeance. He would've wanted payback. He would've wanted justice.

| didn't give ashit about what he would've wanted. Caliban was gone. There was only me and when |
tormented Samuel it wasfor kicks only. That was the end of that particular story. "No stand,” |

answered. "l saw your singer use a headset. That'swhat | want." I'd need my hands free to open the
gate. Clamping on to hisarm with atight grip, | stopped him as he started to move away. "Ancther thing,
Samud. Since you've been such agood guy, been such apa.” | bared my teeth in atravesty of agrin that
predated my human form. "I'd like you to stick around and see the show. Admissionisfree” Moreor
less

Hedidn't avoid my gazethistime, but smply met it with eyes as empty aswhat wasleft of hissoul. "All
right." He knew what was coming, knew it and wasn't going to avoid it. The curse of a conscience wasn't



aproblem | wasfamiliar with, but | had heard rumors. "I'll be back with the headset.” | released him and
he made his way through the gathering Auphe. Frowning, | watched him go. Maybe it wasn't such abad
thing that | wasn't going to have the opportunity to kill Samuel. He was making it entirely too easy; it took
al thefun out of it. Either way, it didn't matter. Once the Auphe went through the gate there wouldn't be
aSamud to kill. There wouldn't be a Georgina either, and if Samuel had known that, | don't think he
would've have been quite so resigned.

"ltistime”

The whisper of the Auphe was repeated a hundred times over, rising in an atonal concerto that swelled
high to the rafters. The words then melted into an inarticulate, needful moan that twisted theair in the
sameway aknifetwisted gutsinto shredded flesh and spilled bile. It was the sound of a multitude of
mongters cdling for home. They stood shoulder to shoulder and watched me with the intengity of an
exploding sun. Hundreds of bloody eyeswere locked unswervingly in my direction. | could fed the heat
of it on my face. Their icy, fetid breath panted in short, excited bursts aslong fingers clenched and
unclenched into spidery knots. Mouths gaped, lips skimming over adamantine teeth, asthey mewled
uncontrollably. They were the right hand of degth itsdlf, pale and pitiless.

Anyonewith lessintestina fortitude, inhuman or not, would've been curled up on the floor sucking his
thumb. | basked in the attention and took it as my due. I'd dways known | was a star. Without me, the
Auphe were nothing. | wasthe key, and the gate was alock only | could open. At thismoment | was, as
I'd always suspected, God. Spreading my arms, | let my head fall back and closed my eyes, my
streaming hair asilk touch on my shoulder blades. " Suffer the little children to come unto me." Opening
my eyes, | smiled gently at the Auphe.

A shaken breath broke beside me. " Jesus. Sweset Jesus.”

| tilted my head toward Samud. "Oh, my sights are set higher than that." Hisface was asgray asthat of a
dying man and a cold sweat sheened on his skin. He ripped his eyes from the milling Aupheto me.

"What are they going to do?' Samue's voice was hushed and strained to the breaking point, but his
apathy had disappeared. It would be hard for even the most suicidal man to be complacent at the sight
before him now.

| took the headset from hisfrozen hand. "'l think it'salittle late to be worrying about that now." | dipped
on the headset, my eyesfollowing him as he backed away dowly, step by step. ™Y ou might aswell stick
around, Samuel. There's nowhere you can go to hide from this. Nowhere in theworld." He kept moving
and | let him go, dismissing him from my mind. | had but one thought now. Oneam. One god. One
desire. | turned my back to the Auphe to face the empty wall and held my hands out, fists clenched.
Behind me they stood. .. aconcert crowd waiting for the headliner to come onto the stage. They nearly
filled the warehouse now that al were gathered together in fatal anticipation. The panting grew heavier
behind me and then faded completely to adeadly and waiting silence. Before me one cleared wall
flanked by speakers sood blank, acanvas waiting for the artist’'s hand. Beneath me the undying fury of
restless souls howled for release.

| gaveit tothem.

Their energy rocketed into me with the force of afreight trainand | reveled in it. Every inner part of me
was clasped with greedy, ravaging fingers as the souls continued to rush up through me. Mindless,
gibbering fury and need, it kept coming and coming until | thought | would explode into athousand
shards of rage and death. And it wasfor me, dl for me. | felt my muscles spasm into rock-hard knots,
felt my eyes open wide and stare a nothing. The Szzle of ionsraced over my skin like lightning and the



blood seemed to boil in my veinsas| roseinto the air. Feet inches off the floor, | wasafly in amber. And
gtill it went on, an ocean pouring into ateacup. | found myself sraining, stretching, sweling, until every
cdll shrieked out in protest.

Then it stopped. Findly, theinflux halted and | hung, burning from theinside out. | till couldn't see, but |
didn't have to. Opening my handsto framethe gate, | channeled dl of that frenzy, al of that savagery,
into one amplified, earth-shattering note. Singing was the one thing | had in common with my banshee
ggers. For different reasons, yes, but we dl sang. Some caled it wailing or screaming or even shrieking,
but it was none of those things. It was beautiful, passionate, life-destroying song. And that song fed every
iotaof the stored energy within meinto adark crestion, channeled it into awholly unnatura birth.

The gate opened.

It wasassmple asthat. A little song, alittle dance, alittle open sesame, and here we were. Good-bye to
electric blankets, good-bye to hot showers, good-bye to fast food, designer clothes, fast cars. And so
long and farewel| to the human race. Intheend, | guessit al balanced out. In the end, it was the end.

My vision returned and | saw the gate swirling duggishly on thewal, eighteen feet tall by nearly the same
number wide. Through tearsin therippling and foaming gray light, | could see glimpses of avelvety
purple sky dotted with stars nearly asbig asyour fist. Air wafted through, warm and redolent with sulfur,
bitter musk, and swesetgrass. | remembered the smell. It was the scent of lavarivers, massve animasthat
moved as magjestically as ships, and grass a shade of green no longer found in nature. It was...

"Home." The Auphe said it for me. In their rasping, sand-scraping tongue they said the word with more
reverence than I'd known they had in them. "Home."

With the energy gone from me and now bound into the gate, | was dropped back onto the floor. My
armswere gill extended and | was shaking with the effort to hold therip in time and space. "No timelike
the present, boss," | gritted between clenched teeth. "This baby isn't going to stay open much longer.”

Behind me came a snake's hissing sigh from a hundred mouths that yet managed to sound asone. A
culmination of centuries of want and work had arrived and the Auphe were joined as one in the moment.
And together they took that first step in perfect synchronicity. | heard it: a ponderous thud that echoed
like thunder. The lightning came a split second later in the form of asword stroke when Niko and Robin
came out of the left speaker. It was like amagician'strick: Now you see them, now you don't—only in
reverse. Niko's blade had split the speaker cover from the inside with one quicksilver dash. Stepping
through the opening, my brother paused as his eyes took in the Auphe army and then locked on me. His
hair was gone. The waist-length, dark blond hair had been sheared close to the skull. It meant something,
that. | wasn't surewhat, but it tickled in the back of my mind likeanitch | couldn't scratch. Robin
gppeared behind him and freed my attention.

The speaker, damn, that was ingenious. |'d noticed the imbalance when | had sung. I'd assumed a
mechanica mafunction. I'd been wrong. As1'd ordered, Samuel had provided me with speakers... one
for me and onefor betraya. It was one frigging inopportune time for the son of abitch to develop
scruples. He must have goneto his niece to track down Niko and then collaborated to bring him and
Goodfdlow here. When his conscience reactivated it'd done so with avengeance. | should've esten him
when | had the chance.

Sweat prickled the back of my neck asthe gate continued to swirl, and | could fed its pull growing

gronger. Within minutesit would exhaust the power within it and begin to siphon my own lifeforce. If
that happened, it would ingtantly turn me insde out. While anifty specid effect, it wasn't exactly in my
best interest. | waswilling to work for the Auphe; | was not willing to die for them. | doubted it would



cometo that, however. As deadly as Niko and Goodfellow could be, the Auphe had the numbersin this
Stuation. The numbers, the rage, and the desperation. Even Nik would haveto fall before that.

"Nik." | gave my brother awolfish grin. ™Y ou didn't say it. How disgppointing. How'sit go again?" |
hummed atune from an ancient cartoon. "Here | come, to save the day."

Robin was studying the gate with apeculiar mixture of horror and longing on histriangular face. His hand
moved to Niko's shoulder and squeezed until his fingers blanched white. "No. It cannot. .. ektos mas.
Niko, it isthe past. It'satime before humans. If the Auphe go through there..." He didn't haveto finish. |
could see Nik grasped theimplicationsimmediately.

"Closeit." Hemoved until he stood between the gate and me. The point of his blade rested in the hollow
of my throat. "Now."

Theresulting trickle of blood coursed down my chest until it bisected the flesh over my black heart. Out
of my sight | could hear the Auphe rushing forward. There were dmost on us, | could fed their
murderous outrage like a heat a my back. Then the sawed-off shotgun dispersed that heat with some of
itsown. | watched in disbelief as Robin, joined by Samuel, pulled them from benegth their coats, moved
to flank me, and fired. What the hell? Had they mugged Rambo on the way over or what? Still tied to the
gate, | turned my head to see Auphe flying through the air, some of them in pieces. "Ah, shit." | saggered
and whipped my focus back to the gate. It was destabilizing. Setting my feet, | held onto it and did some
more cursing. Thistimeit wasin my own language, one that was al but made for foul words.

Niko's eyes hadn't shifted even minutely. "Close the gate, Darkling. Closeit or I'll openyou."

"Do weredly want to have this conversation again?' | snarled, my patience fast eroding. Past him | could
see that the gate had solidified somewhat, agood sign. "Y ou can't do it, big brother. Weve aready seen
that."

Goodfellow and Samud et loose with the other barrels and discarded the guns before reaching back
ingdetheir coats for more. These were more aong the lines of automatic weapons, and | had to wonder
with irritation where the flamethrowers were. Just goes to show that you can find anything in the Big
Appleif you know the right people to ask. Asthey began to fireagain, | risked another glance over my
shoulder. Gunsor not, | couldn't fathom the Auphe retresting now. .. not when they'd come so far.
Apparently, they couldn't fathom it ether.

They were still coming, leaping over the dead and the eshattered, the wounded and the bloody. Covered
with blood and ragged flesh, they kept coming. Lead-borne death was not going to stop them. Asfar as|
could tell, it wasn't even going to dow them down. They were going to pass through the gate. Whether
they went over thethreein their way or through them, it didn't matter. It was going to happen. At thislate
stage in the game there was no way to Stopit.

My brother refused to accept it. The bastard had aways been stubborn. From thetime | could walk he'd
been bossing me around. For that matter, he'd done his best to boss al of creation around. But he'd
never been able to make the world do what hed wanted it to do—he had never succeeded in making it
leave usaone. Now he stood in front of me, giving it onelast shot, athough | think he knew it wasfutile.
Refusing to give in because that's who he was. From beginning to end, that's who he was. " Shut it down.”
The sword was unwavering a my throat. "l won't tell you again.”

"Y ou wasted my timetelling meat dl.” | couldn't use my armsor handsin my defense, but Nik had taught
me better than that. My own predatory taents didn't hurt elther. | aimed aflashing kick at hiskneethat he
avoided easlly. It wasafeint and | didn't expect it to work. What he didn't anticipate was the poison that
| spitin hisface. Even distracted by the blow directed at hisleg, he ftill managed to dodge far enough to



the side that the venom missed his eyes. He redled backward as the skin on hisleft jaw and chin began to
redden and swell. It wouldn't kill him; chances were it wouldn't even make him sick. This new body,
merged though it was, was dower to produce toxins. It had taken me thislong to make any at al and it
was nowhere near full srength. If I'd hit Niko's eyes, however, | would've blinded him. Asit was now,
held have only an agonizingly painful alergic reaction.

Meanwhile, I could smply kick him to death. Perhapsit wasn't asfestive as blindness, convulsons, and
the vomiting up of internal organs, but it would have to do. With hisfree hand clawing at hisface, Nik
staggered and went down to one knee. | lashed out and dammed a blow to histhigh that took him dl the
way to the ground. The next onelanded in hisribs. My headset tumbling off from the exertion, | was
poised for another kick when | caught aflicker out of the corner of my eye. It wasthefirst long dideinto
home base.

The bulletswere il flying, but one Auphe passed through the curtain of them asif it wereagentle
summer rain. He bolted past me and legped toward the gate in amotion asliquid as flowing mercury. He
amost madeit. He was three feet from the gate and till in midair when Niko's sword cut him intwo.
One moment Nik had been on hisside with my foot in hisribs; the next he'd flown to hisfeet, soun, and
taken out the Auphe with one stroke. The newly deek blond head whipped around and he snapped at
Goodfdlow and Samuel, "'Keep them back!"

"Oh, wasthat the plan?' Robin countered acidly. "Perhgps | shouldve written it down." Swinging hisgun,
he dammed the stock into the face of an Auphe who'd made it too close. Ichor and mucus sprayed into
theair in apeculiarly artigtic fan pattern.

Samuel kept firing. He had lessto say, but it was considerably more to the point. "Hurry, damnit!"

And then the blond head turned my way. There would be no more warnings, | saw. No more chances.
That'swhen | remembered about the hair. The knowledge scurried out of the depths of my brain, and |
heard the distant blue velvet chuckle of Mommy dearest. It was something she'd once told the two of us
when | was young enough to think her booze-soaked ramblings were bedtime stories. This one had been
about her Gypsy roots. | suppose they were partly ourstoo, athough she never made any effort to
include us. Sophia came from Greek Gypsy stock. The customs of both groups had been intertwined and
one particular old Greek tradition had been adopted by the Rom of that region.

Y ou cut your hair for those who have died. Y ou cut your hair and you mourn.
"Cyrano.” | met eyesthat in different times had been the same color as mine and said ruefully, "Redly?"

| could've stopped him. | would've lost the gate, but | could've stopped him. The picture of how it would
go was clear in my mind. | would drop the gate, swivel in one motion to wrap my arm around Samudl's
neck. When | turned back, | would have his gun and | would have him between glittering death and me.
Asthe blade pierced my hostage's heart, | would unleash enough bullets to turn Niko into a distant
memory. Easy, smple, and | could've doneit. | could have.

But | didnt.

Instead of Samudl's heart the sword did into my abdomen like it was coming home. My handsfell to
closetightly around my brother's. His fingers were cold and they shook minutely beneath mine. We both
held onto the hilt likeit was alifeine. Odd. It wasn't anything near that... for either of us. "Well." | barely
could hear mysdlf, my words that were softly carried on failing breath. Niko heard me, though—I could
seethat in hisface, in hiseyes... inthe depthsthat swalowed dl light, dl hope, dl faith. "Look at that."
Falling to my knees, | fdlt the relinquishing kiss of metal insdeme as| did free of the blade. | smiled up at
him, the faint curve of my lipsamost genuine. "My migtake. | guess you have the bals after al. Good for



you, big brother.” 1t felt fina, those words. | let go of Niko to cup my hands over my ssomach and watch
with detached fascination asmy life smply flowed away.

And as| went, so did the gate. It fell a the same time Nikao's sword did, one just an echo of the other.
Where once had hung a passageway to atime long ago, now stood only ablank wall. | dropped my eyes
from the nonexistent gate to the fallen blade and then looked back up at my brother. "What? No
souvenir?'

Nik didn't react to the comment or to my next one about the sky faling. In fact what he was responding
to was anyone's guess. He didn't seem to notice when the sound of gunfire sputtered to ahalt as
Goodfdlow and Samue ran out of ammunition. That this happened in dmogt the same ingant that the
building began to collapse didn't seem to catch his attention either. Every iotaof his consderable
concentration seemed to be focused on me. | couldn't say how long it lasted. Maybe it was only seconds,
but it seemed longer, much longer. What he saw, | didn't know. Slver eyes, transparent skin, fading
consciousness, and agrowing pool of blood—that was a given. But what did he see beyond that? | just
didn't know. For the first time | couldn't read him. 1'd seen his despair, his anguish, and then I'd seen it
drain away to bereplaced by. .. nothing. Nothing that | could identify, in any case.

Coming to some enigmatic decision, he blinked empty eyesand | was pulled over his shoulder before
could put up afight. Not that it would have been much of one. Then he was running. As he went my
vision began to darken and | dlowed a decision of my own to be postponed. | never had been oneto
throw in the towe, not in either of my incarnations.

Behind us came the Auphe. | couldn't see Robin or Samuel; they must have been ahead. | could see my
former employers, though. There were only dices of them as| sank further into cloying blackness, but it
was more than enough to let me know my ass had been canned. If they caught us, separating my remains
from the others would be amatter of DNA andysis. I'd failed them, but even worse than that, | had
ruined their guineapig. Thisbody had what was a potentialy fatal wound. It was now usdlessto them,
and without it, sowas|. Theragein their faces and their fiery eyeswas for me as much asfor Niko,
Goodfdlow, and Samud. No two weeks notice, and severance pay certainly wasn't looking like an
option. | let the thought swirl down the drain to be replaced by another. It was arepeet of an earlier one.
| could've stopped Nik. | could've stopped it dl. Sowhy didn't I?

That was pretty much the last truly coherent thought | was capable of . After that, there were only
flashes... of light, sound, and awaning comprehension. We were ingde under raining debrisand only
steps ahead of amaniaca horde. Abruptly achunk of time disappeared and we were outside. | was ill
dangling upside down and staring at apart of Niko | redly had no interest in. "Not your best side, Nik," |
durred more to mysdlf than anyone ese.

| didn't get aresponseor if | did, | wastoo far gone to recognize it. Suddenly everything spun, from
asphalt to starless sky, and | found myself placed into the backsesat of acar. Robin's voice came from the
front as he turned over the engine. "Are we sure about this, Nik?'Y ou know they'll kill him. He doesn't
stand a chance.”

"We don't have achoice. Now drive." Niko's answer vibrated against meand | realized | wasina
reclining position with my back againgt his chest. He had an arm wrapped hard around me with his hand
holding awadded cloth over the dash in my scomach with an unyielding pressure. It hurt, more than
anything should. Despite that or maybe because of it, my attention drifted away to the back window of
the car. | could see Samud, just barely. Although the Streetlights were working, my eyes weren't as
cooperative. Still I could make him out. He was at the door of the warehouse, standing just insdeit. His
gun and ammunition but amemory, he was swinging Niko's sword with inexpert but letha force. He was
barring the way. Hewas all that stood between the Auphe and freedom. A part of me wasimpressed,



stunned. A very small part of me. The larger part sneered an internd, " Sucker.” Then we turned a corner
and hewas gone. An ingtant later the glass of the car windows shook as the roar of a collapsing building
was heard. Choices. It al came down to choices.

Samud had just made his.

Chapter Twenty-one

| wasflying.

Passing through the silky night air, | soared and dipped in perfect silence. Flying on and on, | savored the
freedom. | couldn't see, but | didn't need to. There was no up or down, no land or sky. No stars or
moon. There was only endless space and endless darkness. And there were endless memories aswell.

| was five and running barefoot down adirt dley in afaraway town. 1'd long since forgotten the name or
maybe I'd never even known it. There was awarm weight against my chest and atongue lapping
enthusiagticaly at my chin. The milk breath of a puppy was sweet to my nose and | waslaughing. Nik
had given the pup to me. He'd borrowed it for five bucks from one of our neighbors. Even at that age, |
knew we couldn't keepit. | knew better than to even ask. Sophiawould've sold it in a heartbest. 1t was
mine only for the day, Niko had cautioned, only one day. It was one of the best days|'d ever had.

| was older than any human civilization and crouched languidly on agold-and-lapis-lazuli sarcophagus. |
didn't know the name of the Pharaoh who'd died a hundred days previoudly, and | didn't care to know.
On the floor of the tomb was a scatter of limbs and crimson-soaked sand. I'd been ensconced in the
buria chamber for barely two weeks and I'd dready had severa tomb robbers creep in. The priest had
promised me frequent visitors and held kept hisword. A wedlthy ruler wasto keep his treasure clasped
tightly in hiswithered fingers, and | was using afreshly decapitated head as apillow. It wasagood day.
Maybeit wasn't the very best I'd ever had, but it was nothing to sneeze at either.

| wasdmost asold astimeitself and yet younger than amayfly. | was waking up and wishing desperately
that | had enough bresth to curse at the burning pain. Struggling out of unconsciousness, | pried my
eyelids open adiver but saw only darkness. Was| blind? No. A blur of headlights flashed by and |
redized | was dill in the back of the car. The surface supporting me from behind was no longer cloth
againg my bare skin. It was now skin to skin, warm to my clammy cold. | redized why as Niko'svoice
came quietly. "Robin, | need your shirt. Mine's soaked through.”

Soaked through with blood. | could il fed it, hot and wet against my stomach. As much as Nik was
trying to hold it in, my blood just kept rushing out. It had amind of itsown, just likel did, | thought
hazily, riding the waves from ache to agony and back again. | could see Robin's maneuvering in the front
from the corner of my eye. Keeping one hand on the whedl, he used the other to pass his shirt back to
Niko. "How's he doing?'

A saturated ball of cloth was discarded on the floorboards and replaced with a pad carefully folded from
Goodfdlow's shirt. Silence was the answer to Robin's question, and a nestly €l oquent answer it was.
"We're not far," Nik observed, the troubled note buried so deeply under his il reserve it was barely
detectable. "Just keep driving."

And just where were we going? | wondered. Not the hospital. That wasn't an option on any level. They
wouldn't want to expose my big bad sdlf to civilians. And let us not forget that in ahospital setting, slver



eyeswouldn't be considered just afashion statement. They would attract attention, the wrong kind of
attention to say the least. Then the X-rays, the CAT scans, the surgeon's nimble hands, would al see and
notice things that couldn't beignored. It was amazing what a human mind could circumvent given enough
leeway, but with enough evidence society-at-large would no longer be able to bury their headsin the
sand. No, there would be no hospital. Still, Niko was doing his best to keep me from bleeding to death
for areason. Now, where—

| didn't have achance to finish the thought as Goodfdllow shattered my tenuous concentration with
another comment. "Darkling is stubborn, Nik. He won't give up any more than you will." He hesitated
and went on with apology. "He's found a perch he likes. Short of killing Cal, | honestly don't see away of
shaking him loos"

"Takethe Verrazano." Asfar as Niko seemed to be concerned, the puck may as well not have spoken.
The bridge. .. that meant we were headed to Staten Idand. It meant something, but what exactly couldn't
find purchase in my hazy thoughts.

Robin's forceful exha ation was followed by agrim chuckle. ™Y ou are one exasperating son of abitch, |
will giveyou that. | should've given you every car on thelot and counted mysalf lucky to see your backs."

"It probably would have been the wiser thing to do." Niko bowed his head against mine as he said
soberly, "Don't think | don't know what you've done for us, Goodfellow. Without your help Cal and |
would be dead now." The"if wewerelucky" hungintheair, implied if not spoken.

"Don't forget the part where | hel ped save theworld," Robin pointed out, recovering his cockinessina
heartbeat. "Robin Goodfdlow, hero. It hasanicering toit, doesn't it?

| amost snorted in unison with Nik at the flagrant preening. My eyelids had drifted shut sometime ago
and I'd not noticed. The darkness of that wasn't so different from the darkness of our rushing through the
night. And that in itsaf wasn't so different from flying. | was dipping dowly and surdly back into the
swaddling arms of a state much deeper than deep. As| went, | heard my brother's whisper in my ear.
"Stay with me, Cd. Werredmost there. Stay with me.”

He'd known that | was awake. He'd known al dong, just as he now knew | was diding away. Gravity
had seemingly doubled, pressing down with the weight of a cave-in. The air was becoming thicker,
moving in and out of my lungslike dudge. Each breath took more effort, each one farther away than the
last. Cd might not know what it felt liketo die, but | did. Vicarioudy spesking. I'd inflicted enough death
inmy day to recognize in intimate detail every shuddering breath, every failing heartbeat. Thisbody, this
joined life, was hovering, and it wasn't long before it stopped hovering and started faling. | was hoping |
made the right decision, and | was banking on Niko to save my ass. Banking hard.

| don't remember much of anything after that. Pain. The heavy touch of suffocation. And then findly there
was the suggestion of motion. As| was carried dong, | made onefinal effort, onelast push to aglittering
surface far above my head. | was svimming upward with everything | had in me, but | was dragging
chains and concrete weights behind me. As| struggled through a still black water, avoiceimpacted on
my ears. It was amoment before | could actually process the sounds, turn them into the gruff demand
that they were. "Quick. Lay him down on the bed. What the hell happened, Niko?"

Thevoice, it wasfamiliar. | felt ahand laid urgently on my abdomen. It waswarm. No, it was hot...
amog painfully hot. That brought the memory out. There was the mental impression of shaggy auburn
hair, impatient amber eyes, and a quirked eyebrow bisected with afine-lined scar. It was the hedler. It
was Jeftichew. Rafferty Jeftichew. Staten Idand. .. bingo.

"He was stabbed. Nearly ahaf hour ago." That would be Niko, succinct as always and on thisoccasion



perhaps even evasive. "He'slost quite abit of blood. | couldn't stop it.”

" 'Quite abit' being every damn drop in hisbody.” Rafferty didn't sound too hopeful. What kind of
gloomy bullshit bedside manner wasthat? | ask you. Then again Rafferty had never been oneto
sugarcoat bad news, and he hadn't the time or theinclination for the niceties. He and Nik, they were two
peasin apessmigtic pod. The heat of hishand passed through my skin and traveled deeper. "Y ou. Curly.
Grab two IV bags from the top shelf of the refrigerator for me.”

That made me wish | had enough strength | eft to open my eyes. | would've loved to seen the sour look |
was sure decorated Goodfellow's perpetually smug face. Curly. I'll bet that chafed the vainglorious shit to
no end. It gave me aglow even warmer than the scalding hand that was trying so desperately to knit
back my insdes. There wasthe dosh of liquid and the squeak of plagtic as Curly apparently hopped to it.
"What isthis?" Goodfellow asked quietly.

"Fresh frozen plasma," Rafferty answered absently. "Now shut up and let me work, would you?' He
might not have finished med school, but he had the attitude and sharp-edged tongue down pat. There
was a hush after that. Deep, velvety, and peaceful, enough that | kept trying to drift away. | was
attempting to set foot on that sinuous path that led nowhere yet everywhere dl a once, but every timel
did, there was an indstent force pulling me back. Hand over hand, the grip continued to reel mein with
ruthless obgtinacy.

Ruthless, obgtinate, and with a devotion to healing that left Hippocrates himsdf in the dust—it was a short
but accurate description of Rafferty. That and he did not suffer foolsgladly. In fact, he did not suffer fools
at al. Nikoand | had crossed his path two years ago. I'd smelled the talent on him ingtantly. He in turn
had known there was something different about me, dthough I'd never given him the chance to touch me
and find out for sure. Thelaying on of hands would've resulted in his knowing something we didn't want
him to know. Chances were it was something he didn't particularly want to know either. And if seeing

Cal for what he truly was would've been a shock, seeing what | was now was bound to knock his socks
off.

"How ishe?!

Rafferty's sharp, frustrated exhalation followed on the hedls of Niko's question. "Two phrases cometo
mind. 'Crashing and burning' and 'train wreck.' Take your pick." The heat of hispam intensfied. "The
son of abitch diced him up good. Who the hell did it?"

Therewas sllence, and then Nik's unflinching answer. "I did.”

"Ah." The hedler was either absorbing the information or letting it flow over him, water off aduck’s back.
"I'm guessing that's why you skipped the hospitd.”

"No." There was the sound of skin on skin, ahand being rubbed weearily over aface. "That's not the
reason. Be careful in there, Rafferty. Cd isn't precisdly done.”

"Finetimetotdl me" camethe annoyed grunt. "I'm dready in. I'm committed now."

Which would be exactly what Niko had planned dl dong. The reptilian part of me admired theinsidious
nature of the move and roundly despised the softer emotion behind it. The rest of me smply recognized it
as Niko, through and through, and something | would've donein a heartbeat mysdlf. At onetime.
Needlessto say, if | survived, those days were long gone.

"Then the sooner you heal him, the sooner you can get out,” Nik pointed out brusquely.



| didn't catch Rafferty's reply, but it was guaranteed to be scathing. It dawned on me dowly that | was
heding. It was asnail-like process due to the severity of the wound, but it was happening. The sounds
around me were growing sharper and even though | was till fading in and out, | was becoming more
aware. Feding stronger. Infact | felt strong enough to lever up my eyelidsfor ableary glance around me.
Light russet eyestook mein. "Damn, Cd," Rafferty said grimly. There was atightening around the
cornersof hiswide mouth, a spasm of distaste at what he was sensing as he healed me. "Y ou look as
creepy asyou fed."

Thank you, Marcus Welby. Beside him Niko stood, his short hair still sartling to my eyes. | saw the sick
despair that lay under the tranquil surface of his smooth face, the duggish movement of black water under
ice. And | saw it fade dightly as he watched me open my eyes. Hisface loosened adight amount and for
one second he closed hiseyes and let his shoulders sag. Then he pulled in adeep breeth, straightened his
shouldersto aramrod stiffness, and snapped open his eyes. "Put him to deep,” he ordered without
emotion,

Rafferty did him adisbdieving look. "What? I'm till hedling him. Hes along way from out of the woods.
Seepistheleast of my concerns here”

"Put him to deep, Rafferty. Do it now," Niko repested harshly.

Goodfdlow stepped up to add histwo cents. Nosy bastard. ™Y ou might have trouble healing after
Darkling here has bitten off your hand at thewrist. At the moment it'sbest to let deeping mongerslie.”

| could see that Rafferty wasn't used to being told what to do, and it was clear he didn't care for it one
bit. But heignored his bruised ego for the moment and laid his other hand on my forehead. Hislips
shaped oneword. "Sleep.” It wasn't audible to my ears, but | heard it ring in a series of echoesthrough
my mind. Sleep. Over and over again until it was anever-ending litany. Sleep. Sleep.

And | did.

Chapter Twenty-two

It was an unnaturd deep. There were no dreams, no sense of time passing. It was lesslike degp and
more like nonexistence. When | woke, | expected that somehow Niko, Goodfellow, and Rafferty would
il be standing in the same positions. They weren't. | was done. A rustle at the doorway had me
amending that. Mostly done. A wolf stood there, itsround yellow eyesfixed unblinkingly on me. The
upper lip was raised enough to show ahint of pearly white teeth. Reddish brown fur bristled dong its
neck and the ears wereflat to its skull. It was huge, male, and pissed off.

"What abig furry dick you have, Grandma," | sneered with avoice rusty from disuse. Opening massive
jaws, it gave me aslent snarl, turned, and disappeared from my line of sight. With Red Rover gone, |
turned my attention to the room and scanned it curioudy. It was Rafferty's surgery. Mopping blood from
the floor would be easy enough; it was cheap green linoleum chosen for that very reason. There were
shelves upon shelves of medica supplies, asguat and ancient refrigerator that chugged on reliably, and no
windows. The house was backed up to anature preserveif | remembered correctly, but better to play it
safe. What went on in this room wasn't for the eyes of your average Joe. There were three bedsand |
waslying in the one closest to the open door. They were dl drictly yard sde qudity, scarred, Stained,
and with the occasiond kid's name carved into the headboards. " John." "Timmy." "Bobby loves Katie." |
was dressed in faded blue scrubs with a threadbare sheet and blanket pulled up to my waist. None of it



wasin the style to which I'd become accustomed, not by any stretch of the imagination.

| sighed and focused on the ceiling. A crack ran from corner to corner and | followed it idly with my
eyes. I'd fucked up. There was no way around that. I'd let two humans and amutated goat get the best
of me. I'd failed the Auphe, who very probably were now no more. Maybe one or two had escaped the
destruction of the warehouse, but | wasn't holding my breath on it. No, | was most likely the sole
survivor—on our Side of the fence anyway. | wasthelast of the great and grand plan, which to be truthful
I'd never much given a shit about. It was only the paycheck that had ever concerned me. But although I'd
never cared one way or the other about the Auphe's success, | did care about mysdlf. First, foremost,
and dways. | wanted freedom and | wanted revenge and it didn't matter in which order they came.

Therewas no time like the present. | used my hands to push up to asitting position. Swinging my legs
over the edge of the bed, | balanced for amoment and then stood. At least that'sthe way it ranin my
mind. In redlity, nothing happened. My armsremained sill & my sdes, my legs unmoving benegath the
covers. The only movement | seemed to have was from the neck up. | could turn my heed in ether
direction, tilt it back, or rest my chin on my chest, and that was the sum totd of it. | might have woken
up, but that goddamn son of a bitch Rafferty had made sure | wasn't going anywhere. He had paralyzed
me, turned meinto atemporary quadriplegic. Until he returned and lifted the hoodoo, letting my nerves
talk to one another again, | was pretty much screwed. And didn't that seem to be the story of my life

lately?

Now | had to wait. Eventually they would have to reverse what had been done. They had already made
the decision; they hadn't let medie. It was what |'d been betting on. Niko had missed his window of
opportunity. He had the chance and, from what | could tell, the absolute intention of ending my life. But
he hadn't. At the last possible moment held shifted the angle of the blade to leave me dive, if only just
barely. Since he hadn't killed methen, | didn't believe hed let merot now. And while Rafferty might have
healed me, he wasn't about to become my caretaker, spoon-feeding me Jell-O for the rest of this body's
life. At some point he would have to set me free. And then he better run like a cheetah because what |
was going to do to him would make this paralysislook like atropical vacation.

Even thefantases of adiced and diced Rafferty weren't enough to keep me from contemplating exactly
why I'd let Niko take his next-to-best shot to begin with. However, if the fantasies weren't enough to
distract me, the approaching voiceswere. | was peculiarly grateful. It was asubject | wasn't surel
wanted to study, even from the far corner of my eye. Tilting my head toward the door, | could seeinto
the kitchen across the hdl. The three of them came through the back door, bringing in the smells of faling
leaves, frost-singed grass, and an icy wind. Niko and Robin sat at the table as Rafferty moved over to
the refrigerator. Removing three frozen dinners, he shoved them al into the small microwave on the
counter. Goodfdlow watched, wincing, as the dinners were stacked on top of one another and the timer
was jauntily spun with atwist of thewris.

"This does not bode well," Robin said glumly, running a hand through wind-touded curls. "I've yet to see
culinary ddights belched out by one of those devices."

"Oyedf littlefath," Rafferty rumbled. He did alook at me acrossthe distance. "Wdll, well, the baby's
awake. Want meto put him back down?" he asked Niko.

Niko shook hishead. "Leaveit. Therés nothing it can do."

Okay, now, that just hurt. My lips pedled back in amanner reminiscent of my earlier visitor. They ignored
the snarl and they ignored me. That wasworse. | think it was safeto say in my entirelong life I'd never
been ignored. Reviled, cursed, feared, but never... never ignored. Turning away from me, they
continued with what passed for conversation among the sheep. Baa baa baa.



"How'retheribsdoing?' Rafferty didn't wait for Niko's reply. Reaching over, helaid ahand on my
brother'sarm and let hiseydidsfal in concentration. A second later he opened his eyes and grunted,
"They're knitting. Hurting some, though, huh? How 'bout some Tylenol 7'

Amusement a pale watercolor wash across hisface, Niko said, "And here| thought you would smply
dgp thewhammy onme."

"Trust me, | save thewhammy for bigger and better things." The microwave dinged and he stood, calling
over hisshoulder, "Catcher, bring usthe Tylenol!"

Minutes later, there was the clatter of nails on the worn wood floor and the wolf trotted into the kitchen
holding alarge red-and-white plagtic bottle in his mouth. Robin raised his eyebrows. "That is one smart

dog.

| saw Rafferty's shoulderstense and thanks to Ca's memories| knew why. Pretending asif he hadn't
heard the comment, he went on to drop the dinners dong with silverware on the table before taking the
bottle and wiping the outside with a kitchen towel . Shaking out two, he dumped them in Niko's pam.
"Digin. Grub'son."

Pedling back the plastic film, Robin poked at the steaming dinner with afork and made aface. "A grub or
two wouldn't be much of asurprise. Neither would arodent part or the occasiona human thumb.”

"Y ou hitched at breskfast, bitched at lunch, and here we go again. Y ou could always cook, Goodfellow.
Nothing's sopping you." Rafferty began shoveling food into his mouth with relish.

"Nothing but the lack of even the most rudimentary of the basic food groups.” Robin discarded hisfork
and pushed the uneaten dinner away. "Y our pantry isempty and the refrigerator is developing new life
and new civilizations as we speak. Perhaps your friend could share his doggy chow with us."

Niko tapped afinger on the back of Robin's hand warningly. "Not a good subject, Robin. Let'smove on
for the moment.”

Goodfellow looked puzzled and his confusion was understandable. Nonhumans, whether monsters or
human wannabes like the puck, could sense their own. Some could smell the difference, some could see
it in arainbow-chased aura, and still some sensed it in away they couldn't even explain. Either way, you
knew... You dwaysknew. But there was nothing around Catcher that hinted of anything but the
canine-dash-lupine... not to the paranormal senses.

Therewas sllence after that. Apparently no new subject had enough appedl to pop into anyone's mind.
Robin sat with chinin hand gazing absently into space.

Rafferty had confiscated the spurned microwave dinner and was making hisway steadily through it. Niko
had given histo Catcher, placing it carefully on thefloor. The wolf stared at it dubioudy, then fastened his
teeth delicately around the edge, lifted it, and promptly dumped it in the garbage can by the back door.

"Not exactly aringing endorsement, isit?' Robin drawled.

"Shut the hell up." Rafferty glared at Goodfellow and then turned his scowl back to me. "And you... go
to deep, damnit.” If I'd ever needed asign asto just how powerful the hedler was, | recelved it. Likea
light switch had been flicked, | tumbled from light to darkness. He hadn't even needed to touch me. From
nearly twenty feet away held been able to put me down. It would've been humbling to anyone with less
recognition of hisown superiority. Asl fel, | heard him shift from annoyed to defensive. " Sorry. But he
was spooking me with those silver eyes. Jesus, they're freaky ashell.”



| wondered dreamily what he would think of hisown eyeswhen | plucked them from his sockets and fed
them to him. Then, once again, | wasgone.

The next time | awoke, the house was dark. The only illumination wasadull ydlow light that spilled dimly
down the halway. It probably came from the den. Rafferty was much too practical to have aliving room.
He would be harder on the furniture than Catcher.

My position had changed; | was now on my side with apillow behind my back supporting me. They
might hate me, but they couldn't seem to bring themselves to hate what they till thought of as Cal's body.
They weretaking awfully good care of it. | immediately went to work trying to break the pardysisthat
held me. It was most likely pointless, but you never knew what the power of sheer rage could
accomplish. And | was as coldly furious now as| had ever been. Locked like afalcon in the cage of my
own body—it had long since passed irritating and was now just this side of unbearable. | wanted to rend;
| wanted to shred; | wanted to kill. | bared my teeth and shook my head violently. But the most |
accomplished was one absolute bitch of a headache. | tried to curve my handsinto claws, tried to kick
free of the covers. Nothing. | was as petrified as a centuries-old piece of wood. Dead and gone.

Y esh, they wished.

Soaked with futile sweat and panting with impotent rage, | heard it. Far down the hall, in the land of the
light, came the explosion. It was Rafferty. "No! | won't. Goddamn it, Niko, | can't.”

Niko'svoice waslow, audible only in part. "I know..." and"... sorry..." wereall | could catch.
"No, you don't know. If you knew, you would never ask. I'm a healer. | can't kill. | won't kill."

Robin joined in then. "Wevetried everything. Thereis nothing left to us. Thiswould be painless. Cd
deservesthat. Y ou would be saving him from further suffering. Can't the hedler in you see that?'

"So you had me give him lifeonly to turn around and takeit?" Rafferty said bitterly. "Why did you bring
him here then? Why didn't you just |et nature take its course?”

"It wasamigtake." Niko spoke louder thistime, more firmly, but with asweary atone as1'd ever heard
from him. "My mistake. | thought | saw..." Helet thewordstrail away. "It doesn't matter. It'sthe only
way, Rafferty. If youdon't doit, | will. My brother's blood is aready on my hands. I'll finish what |
Sarted.”

"Jesus," Rafferty said in avoice asweary asNik's. "Sweet Jesus.”

All right, this had better be ajoke. One big, frigging mother of al jokes. Kill Cal?Kill thisbody? After dl
they'd gone through to avoid just that? Couldn't they make up their goddamn minds?

Apparently they could. After nearly twenty minutes of silence, the sound of footsteps reverberated down
the hal. Any vestige of worthless humanity melted from meingtantly. My lipsremained locked in asnarl,
and my eyes narrowed with awrath that verged on madness. Humans. Sheep. Coming to take what was
mine. Mine. Bagtards. They had no ideawhat they were deding with, even Goodfellow. Did they think
they could make an end of me so easily? They were wrong. Fatally wrong.

"Cd?'

Niko stood in the door. The dark smudges circling his eyes gave mute testimony thet it had been days, if
not longer, since held dept. The lines scoring his face degpened as he stared at me. Therewas painin his
eyes, endless pain, but there was peace too. It was the same emotion you saw in thetermindly ill.
Acceptance. Letting go. Love.



Shit. They were serious abouit this.

He stepped into the room. "I et you down, Cd. I'm sorry.” Hislips curved sadly. "But you know that,
don't you?' Standing by the edge of the bed, he bowed his head and rubbed knuckles over the surface of
the blanket. "Kid brothers, they'reapain in the ass or so everyone says." The next words were softer,
but | heard them nonetheless. "Everyoneiswrong.” Pulling up the covers higher on my chest, he
smoothed thefolds. "Good-bye, little brother.”

Rafferty and Goodfelow had followed him quietly into the room. Robin moved shoulder to shoulder with
Niko, aslent support. Rafferty moved to the other side of the bed and pulled the pillow out from behind
me, dropping meto my back. He didn't look at me, couldn't look at me, if his clamped jaw and greenish
white skin were any indication. ™Y ou two going to stay and watch me commit murder? Sure you don't
want to make some popcorn first?" he spit with anear bruta antagonism.

Goodfdlow's face solidified to ice. "If you cannot do it, then step aside." Therewas aknifein hishand,
small but deadly. "If you won't help Cdliban, then wewill."

The anger melted away from hisface, leaving only desperation and anumb despair. "No." Rafferty
scrubbed his face hard with both hands. "No. Y ou'reright. | can set him freeand | can do it without
pan." Reuctantly, hiseyesfindly cameto rest on mine.

"Touch me and it will bethelast thing you do in your miserablelife" Involuntarily venom began to pool
and leak from the corners of my mouth. "And ther€lll be plenty of pain for you. Never-ending,
soul-destroying pain." A thickly folded towe covered my mouth and kept me from dissolving the heder's
face to ablood pudding. Niko. Always prepared. Always goddamn prepared.

Eyes gill on me, Rafferty placed his hand on my chest and said soberly, "Cd... if youreinthere... itll be
quick, | promise. I'll stop your heart. Y ou won't fed athing." Another hand, Niko'sthistime, waslaid on
my forehead in awordlessfarewdll.

| hated to lose. But if | had to lose, | was going to make these blegting sheep hate it every bit as much.

And just likethat, it happened. | felt acoldness corkscrew through my flesh, icy fingers squeezing with a
ruthlessy intangible grip. My heart staggered, skipped a beat, and shuddered to a hdt. For a split second
| was frozen, trapped between light and dark, life and desth.

Then | split intwo. Haf of meripped away, leaving agaping, raw wound inside that felt large enough to
swalow mewhole. Darkling wasin the air above me, looking down at me with round siver eyes. It was
like double vison. | wasmeand | was him. | was hdf of awhole and God, oh, God, it felt like dying. |
convulsed onceand did... | died. | died and was sucked down an infinite whirlpool of blackness shot
with radiant light. There wasno air, but | didn't need any. There was no sound, yet it was al around. |
was sound, asingle note resonating throughout eternity. | wasin aplace utterly strangeto me, yet | was
home.

And then | was back. | shivered in waves, though | dimly sensed my heart was beating again. | screwed
my eyes shut and tried to breathe. It was harder than it sounded. Every breath was thick and unwilling
and my chest ached with an inner frogthite. But | wasdive. And if | wasalive, then | wasn't dead.

| wasn't dead?

| wasn't dead. Way to bluff, Niko. Too bad we never set up shop in Vegas. Nice acting, Rafferty,
Goodfellow. You two get an Oscar. | ditted my eyesto see Rafferty'sface close to mine with
ill-concedled worry written dl over it. "Ca?"'



"Raff," | sarted before coughing weskly. "My 'magination... or... didyoujus... kill me?’
"Just for asecond, | swear." His grin wobbled but was sincere.

| started to grin back ingtinctively, but the smile wilted away as my memory caught up with therest of me,
| remembered it dl in one blinding flash... everything I'd said, everything I'd done. Darkling had been
right. I'd findly learned what it meant to be amonster. And it was aknowledge | wasn't surel could live
with.

Off to the sde, | heard Robin curse and Darkling cackle with maniacal pleasure. Fighting down the acrid
bile that scorched my throat, | rolled over on my side. Avoiding Rafferty's hands, | tumbled off the bed
and landed hard on thefloor. Thejolt cleared my head dightly and | focused on the scene only half a
room away. Darkling was toying with them. He crouched on the ceiling, his head twisted at an unnatura
angle. "Jump, doggies," he sneered. "Jump higher.” Taunting them like aschool yard bully, he couldve left
at any time. There weren't any mirrorsin the room, but he didn't need any. Mirrors were much faster for
traveling, but he could gtill swim through the atoms of thewall asif it were ariver. But no, hewas
choosing to stay solid. Disspate? Leave? Where would be the fun in that? He'd wanted them to pay
before... prior to hisrushing through the trapdoor in my mind. Now? Now that he knew how they had
fooled him, tricked him?"'Pay" wasn't even theword.

They'd figured it out, the three of them. They'd known Darkling wouldn't die with me, no matter how
fond he was of our shared body. | grabbed ahandful of covers and tried to pull myself up to asitting
position. My gaze went up to Rafferty, who was leaning over the bed to assst me. "How'd you... 7' |
swallowed and shook my head.

"Know that held leave himsef an out?' The heder'slipstwisted ruefully. "We didn't. We didn't know
anything for sure. We only hoped.”

With his help I'd managed to get my feet under mein ahalf-assed squatting position that was shaky at
best. "Give me aweapon,” | ordered grimly, keeping my eyes on the fight before me.

"Not inthislifetime, buddy." Rafferty's hand waslike iron on my shoulder. "If | may remind you, yoursis
now barey aminuteold.”

"Wespon. Now." Niko would've [eft me something, on the off chance their crazy plan worked. He
wouldn't leave me unarmed. Not with the ester of my soul roaming free.

Rafferty sghed and muttered, "Damn stubborn son of a... under the bed.”

Without looking, | did ahand under the bed behind me. As my fingers touched cold metd, | watched
Darkling drop from the ceiling. His back claws buried themsalvesin Goodfellow's shoulders asthe silver
eyes sought mine. "Dgavu dl over again, yes?' he purred. "Do you missme, Cal? Because | missyou.”
The serpent tongue tasted the air between us. "But | won't for long.” It was a promisethat | knew he
meant to keep.

Never. | didn't say it to him and | didn't say it to mysdlf. | didn't haveto. It was as unspoken but true as
the rising and setting sun. The sword in my hand was for my own personal monster. But if worse cameto
worst... I'd been dead once today. It wasn't so bad.

Bending his head, Darkling's curved fangs snapped at Robin's neck. Niko seized the black throat and
pulled him off Goodfellow. A few scattered drops of blood dribbled from the jet claws as he tore free of
Niko's grip and somersaulted through the air. Hitting the wall feetfirst, he raced dong the length of the
room with the speed and grace of agreyhound. Robin whirled, led histarget, and tossed hisknife. It spun



with deceptive laziness and dammed point first into the plaster, missng Darkling by scant millimeters.
"Don't quit your day job," Rafferty grunted over my shoulder.

Annoyed, Robin flashed him afrozen glare that thawed ingtantly as he caught sight of me. "Cadiban?' The
moment of digtraction cost him. Darkling hit him with enough forceto lift him bodily severd feet off the
floor and dam him into the far wal. Hissing in pain, Goodfellow managed to get his knee up and push him
off afew inches. It wasn't much, but it was just enough for Robin to pull another knife seemingly out of
nowhere. He jammed it toward the scaled ssomach. Sinuous as a snake, Darkling twisted and avoided
the blow. Almost. The point of the blade caught the webbing of arm and side. With agaping grin,
Darkling yanked the wegpon from Robin's grasp and touched the metal to histongue, tasting his own
blood. It was amost white, the blood, with a peculiarly thin and foamy consistency. It reminded me of the
leaking fluid of a caterpillar accidentally crushed by my Kedsfifteen or more years ago.

Pde eyes glittered as even pder liquid waslicked from alipless mouth. "Like afinewine. Here... have
some." Spinning, he punched the blade into Niko's shoulder like an ice pick through wet cardboard. Nik
had been drifting up silently behind him, sword readied for adecapitating blow. There wasn't any way
Darkling could've heard him, preternatura hearing or not. Nik was genetically human, but there were
aspectsto him, skills he possessed, that were beyond human. How did Darkling know, then? How was
he aware of Niko's flanking motion?

Because of me.

Hed shared my mind for long enough to know Nik as| knew him. What | could predict in my brother,
Darkling would seejust asclearly.

Niko redled backward with the knife still firmly embedded in his shoulder. He didn't make a sound,
smply steadied himsdf and transferred his sword to the other hand. With aface as set asthat of a stone
statue, he moved back into the fray. He didn't spare amoment for the pain and he didn't spare aglance
for me. He didn't have to. He was as aware of me as he was of Darkling. And right now he was focused
onsaving me.

Troublewas... | wastired of being saved. | wastired of my ass being in ading because Mom had
needed extra cash and had diddled the boogeyman. | wastired of running and | was damn tired of getting
caught. Oneway or the other, thiswas the end of it. One way or the other, the monster was no more.
Woasl| referring to Darkling or mysdlf?

| didn't know.

My fingersfelt clumsy on the hilt of my borrowed sword, and my legsfelt like someone dsgsasmy
sguat became the distant, inbred cousin to a crouch. Rafferty's hand was gtill clamped on my shoulder,
but his attention was fixed on the battle. Robin had dropped to the floor and rolled out from under
Darkling, reaching for another dagger tucked againgt the smdl of hisback as he went. Darkling himsdlf
had done a backward flip away from the wall into the center of the room. The venom he spat at Niko
wasaglittering mist inthe air. Nik ducked to one knee, dodging it, then lunged up again. Thetoall of the
metal penetrating his flesh was beginning to tell. The upper part of his shirt was soaked in blood and
shock swesat was beginning to dampen hishair. It wouldn't stop him, though, | knew. Nothing short of
desth would.

"You're quick," Darkling commended, clapping hisdark hands lightly. "For asheep. But it didn't help you
before, Cyrano, and it won't help you now." He cocked his head sdeways. "1 own him, you know. Little
brother belongsto me. I've been in every part of him... every cell of hisbody, every fiber of hisbeing.

Hesmineto useas| want. Mine. And there's nothing... nothing you can do." His voice was a thousand



times more deadly than his poison. Soft, conspiratorid, and utterly soulless. "I'll take him just as before,
Y ou can't top me. Y ou can never stop me."

"Butl can."

The sword that | plunged through his back came out his chest spraying foamy blood like milk. My voice
wasrusty as| repeated, "1 can, you son of abitch. | can.”

Thereptilian head swiveled, the slver eyesdisbeieving. Didn't expect that, did you?1 thought savagely.
Didn't expect this haf-dead sheep to do anything but lie down for you. | yanked the blade back out of
him, the action haf turning him. It was just enough for me to bury the sword in his ssomach thistime. | felt
it catch and grind on his spina column. "And you're not quick.” The smilel fet split my facefdt as
unnatura asthe whitefluid cascading to the floor. "Not even for asheep.” | leaned sdeways and jammed
afoot under the point of entry, pushing him off the wegpon. Out of the corner of my eyel saw Nik
restrain Robin from coming tomy aid.

Darkling tumbled to the floor, clawed handstrying in vain to stop the outpouring of blood. "No. NO."
And surreally enough one hand lifted toward me... asif | would takeit. Asif | would save him. "We are
one... youandl. One."

The next blow hit histhroat. | swung the sword high and chopped at his neck with every ounce of
strength left in me. The scales were some protection, and the head stayed attached by bands of muscle
and flesh... just barely. Blood geysered from his mouth, bubbling horribly as he tried to suck air through
abisected trachea. The wound in his abdomen was leaking other fluids now, greenish ones that smoked
and Szzled asthey hit thetile. He was amess, my former monster. One helluvamess.

And that'swhen | redly got started.

Time passed. | didn't know how much, but suddenly Niko wasthere, prying the hilt from my hand. Robin
had a sheet and was covering the ruined pile of mutilated flesh, splintered bone, and pulverized organs
that mounded on the floor. It would've been amystery what the creature had once been if you hadn't
known. It would've been hard to recognize what had lived in you, controlled you, and then finally
consumed youl.

He'd eaten me dive, Darkling. Devoured mewhole. Yet | wastill here. | studied the dowly staining
sheet blankly. How could that be? | dropped to my knees. I'd killed and been killed. I'd been the pae
shadow of amonster and then avibrantly gleeful, self-aware one. | had been swalowed and my soul
dissolved. But | was till here. And | redlized. ..

| waan't at dl sure | wanted to be.

The strength I'd had before melted away. | couldn't walk. | couldn't even stand. But | could crawl, and |
did. I moved reluctant hands, pushed with my knees, and did anything | could to put distance between
the others and mysdf. Now that it was over, | didn't trust mysdlf to even be in the same room with them.
| put my head down and ignored the sound of voices calling my name. | ignored it and tried to move
fadter.

"Cal." Niko'svoice, cam and soothing, tried to seep through the cotton wool that wrapped my brain. |
wouldn't et it. | pushed one hand, one knee, farther. I'd get away. | had to. The hand on my shoulder
had me jerking to one Side, trying to escape its touch.

"Stay away," | said with numb desperation. "Get away from me."



Goodfdlow's sharp intake of bresth passed by me, leaving me untouched. He didn't understand, not
redlly, but Niko did. He dways knew, aways saw through me asif | were a pane of glass. But |
should've known he wouldn't listen. Blocking my path, he dropped urgently on the floor in front of me
and wrapped his arms around me. Hard enough to be painful. Hard enough that | couldn't doubt or
ignore the fact that he was there. And, not coincidentally, hard enough to restrain me. One hand cupping
the back of my neck, he said without ashred of doubt, ™Y ou won't hurt us, little brother. Y ou don't have
torun." Relentlesdy, he held on. "Wewon' et you run. Not when weve just gotten you back.”

| shook my head. How could he believe that? How could he believe | might not hurt them, might not try
to kill them again? How could he believe that when | couldn't? The words had been only in my heed, but
Niko heard them nonetheless. "It wasn't you," he said vehemently. "It was not you. It was never you. The
bastard isgone, Cd. Thething that did thisto you isgone. Let him go."

Hewas gone. Yeah, | bought that. The trouble was | thought he might have taken the best parts of me
with him. | pushed againgt Niko, trying futildly to bregk hisgrip. Findly | gave up; he was stronger than |
was at the moment. There was no escape. | didn't say anything; the words smply weren't there. Hell, |
don't even think there were words for what | was feding. But there were words for one thing... onething
that | had to know. "My eyes." | swallowed. "My eyes... gray?"

Niko faltered for a second, then strengthened hishold. "Yes, Cd, your eyesare gray.” Hetightened his
lips, then turned to Rafferty and demanded, "Do it." The hedler had aready moved to our side. Eyes
troubled, he let his hand hover over my head as he hesitated. Niko apparently wasn't in a patient mood.
Hisvoice harshened ingantly. "He can't remember. He cannot. Now do it, goddamn it.”

The healing hand settled on my hair and | heard a soft voice beside my ear. "I can't make you forget, Cdl.
The memories are horrible, | know, but they're your memories. And you may need them someday. | can't
make them disappear.” Then morefirmly, "But | can make them fade." The words shifted from my ear to
adark and till spot inside my head and became but one word. It was silent yet heard nonetheless.
"Fede"

We both faded, the memories and mysdlf. Faded like an ancient sepia portrait. And then just like
Darkling, we faded until we were no more.

Chapter Twenty-three

| didn't want to wake up.

Yeah, | know. That's not exactly anews flash when it comesto yourstruly. But thiswas different. It
wasn't rolling over and burrowing under the blankets because it was too cold to put your nose outside the
covers. And it wasn't the entire-body hangover that kept you mattress bound because you worked too
many late shifts. Lagt, but certainly not least, it wasn't the abject laziness that came from the love, the
sheer adoration, of deep. Asmuch as | wished it were, it wasn't any of thosethings. Thereason | had
now wasn't nearly as easy to admit to.

| didn't want to wake up because then it would be true. Concrete and inescapable. | would have to come
face-to-face with the fact it hadn't been a dream. | would have to accept that the past days hadn't been a
nightmare, that they had been redl life. And that good old red life had made me the nightmare.

Who the hell would want to wake up to that?



Asinmogt thingslady, | had no choice. The distinctive odor of dog bresth puffing into my face dragged
meto aplacel didn't want to go: consciousness. Giving in to theinevitable, | gagged and waved ahand
weskly in front of my nose. "I know you can lick your own balls, Catch. Y ou don't have to proveit to
rre.ll

A wide grin of immaculate ivory teeth paired with a happily lolling pink tongue greeted my bleary vison.
A hedlthy bushd of air was blown out light brown nostrils, spraying icy cold dropletsdirectly in my face.
"Gah." | rolled over and moved to asitting position on the bed. "I'm up. I'm up. Jesus, cut it out, would
ya?' A huge paw nearly the size of asmall soup bowl plopped on my leg, the claws scoring my skin
lightly even through the cloth of the scrub pants. "All right. All right. Youwin." | stood hastily and Catcher
promptly took my place, curling noseto tail. Smug yellow eyes laughed a me before closing for anice

nap.

With one hand on the waistband holding my pants up and the other combing through what felt like the
nest of thelast dodo, | took alook around. No wonder the wolf was so insistent. Thiswas hisroom. |
recognized it from along-ago vist. Apparently 1'd graduated from the surgery, or maybe they just thought
| might not want to wake up there. They wereright. No amount of bleaching and scrubbing would clean
the floor or my mind of what had lain there.

"Seeping Beauty awakes. Did your furry prince there give you akiss? No tongue, | hope.”

Goodfdlow stood in the doorway, looking disgruntled yet pleased at the sametime. The reason for his
annoyance was immediately clear. Dressed in some very old castoffs, he was wearing worn jeansand a
swestshirt that had once been abright, bright blue. Now it was a bright bleach-spotted blue. It had the
logo of along-gone amusement park on it complete with roller coaster and happy, waving cartoon figures
that had made me cringe even in my younger days.

"Looking good, Pgpa Smurf." | gave anot entirely genuine yawn, amost desperately relieved at the
digraction.

"Aren't you the humorous one?' He scowled. He couldn't hold the grimace long, though. It transmuted to
asmile not often seen on Robin'slips, | was sure. There was no mockery, no sy superiority, no "Hey,
sallor, you intown long?' There was only deep pleasure and an honest relief. ™Y ou look well yourself,
Cd. You seemwdl."

"Yeah?' | looked down at my fest, toes abit blue themsalves against the cold wood floor. Seemed well.
It wasabig sep... ahuge step. .. from seeming well to actualy being well. But even seeming well wasa
gep initsdf, and any step forward at this point could only be agood thing.

| remembered it dl. From the point of Darkling's merging with me up to Rafferty's making fresh, raw, and
unbearable memories seem like old ones. Everything | had done, everything | had attempted to do, it was
al ill there... only dightly removed. That had kept mein my right mind and kept me dive. | might not be
well, but | was sane, and damn... asfar as| was concerned that was a full-fledged miracle. "'l think | am
okay." My lipstwitched lightly before | amended, "Moreor less." For now anyway. "Where's Nik?*

"Still adeep.” Heleered and | saw the Robin I'd come to know come rocketing back. "Maybe | can be
his prince."

Ashilarious asit would be to see Niko chasing Robin through the house with a sword and vengeance on
hismind, I didn't believe Rafferty wasready for any moredisruptionin hislife. "I think Nik aready has
hissights set on anicelady vampire,” | pointed out with atrue sympathy. My brother... hedid leavea
trail of broken hearts. All my girlfriendsin school, Promise, Meredith. Ah, Jesus, Merry ...



"I know," he said breezily, cat eyesteasing. "l just liketo play.”

| didn't have to depend on any latent Grendel blood to smell that lie. I had wondered why Robin had
hel ped us these past weeks. What I'd seenin hiseyes... that god-awful, devouring loneliness had hit a
very red and true note, but now | knew there was something else. That it had been unrequited and an
impossibility consdering Nik's sexud orientation didn't change the way Goodfellow had fdlt. That the
puck was probably thousands of years old and had known better didn't either. Thousands of years old or
only ashort sixteen of them, your heart will dways have one up on your head. We stood there for a
moment, each trapped in our own thoughts of what could've been and thoughts of what actualy was.
Robin broke the silence. "About Niko." Dropping hiseyesto my stomach, he shook hishead in
unconscious denia. He couldn't see where Niko's blade had punctured me, not through the scrub top,
but | imagined he could pictureit in exacting detail. "He never would have. If there had been any other
way... anything else he couldve done. Y ou havetoredize..." he said thickly before stopping.

"Robin—" | sarted before he cut me off firmly.

"If you could've seen what the week was like for him," he stated with an earnestness that contrasted
sharply with hisnormd flippancy. "If he dept, | never saw it. We scoured the city looking for you. Nik
shook down anyone who was even remotely part of the family. If their grest-grandmahad ever given her
neighbor the evil eye or a case of the warts, that was enough for him. He had them up againgt the wall.
He even went to that little psychic and begged her to—" Abruptly he thought better of that subject,
remembering what | had sent the werewolvesto do. The silence was probably for the best.

The attempted murder of ateenage girl isawaystouchy conversation. Go figure. "Sorry," he offered
quietly.

| shrugged and nodded, my face so studioudy blank that it hurt.

He didn't seem to fedl much better about it, but he did continue. "He blamed himsdlf, you know. For
losing you to Darkling and for getting you back only to lose you again. He never said aword about it, but
he didn't haveto... It was so clear. And then there was the gate. Y ou and that thrice-damned gate." The
long-fingered hand swooped with agitation through the brown curls. "What el se could he do?!

Nothing. There was nothing he could've done except kill me. Which he should have... would have, in
fact, except for what he'd seen at the very end. In Darkling's hesitation, hed seen my hand reaching out
for his. HEd seen me, when | hadn't even seen myself.

But if things had been different, if he'd been forced to free mein the only way left to him, then Niko
wouldn't have walked away from that warehouse. He wouldn't have walked away from me. | knew that
aswdl as| knew anything in thisworld. Weld aways been together in thislife. We'd aways be together
esawhereaswell.

"It'sokay." | smiled reassuringly at Goodfelow. "He did what he had to do.” | never had any doubts
about that; | never would. Sharp green eyes studied me, then, reassured, took me at my word.

A deepy grumble from Catcher brought us around. "Sorry," | apologized to the wolf. "Well get out of
your room."

"Hisroom?" Robin exhaed, papably relieved to be focusing on something else. Helooked around, his
gaze caught by the tumbleweeds of reddish hair peeking from beneath the bed. It then focused on the
world's largest rawhide bone against one baseboard, and abowl of water sitting on afolded towe. "Ah.
Quiteafew of thesethingsare his, aren't they?"



| took alook around myself. There was a beat-up acoustic guitar propped in one corner, apair of skisin
another. An open closet door showed hanging clothes with sneakers and a battered basketba | on the
floor. The bureau had a coating of dust, ong with ahandful of change, awallet, and, at thefar end, a
framed picture. In comparison, the glass and frame were spotless, not a gpeck of dust on them anywhere.
Two men stood on aski dope, their arms dung casudly over each other's shoulders. One was Rafferty,
his head topped with aknit hat pulled down to his ears, and his nose red as fire from the cold. The other
man, unless you looked with extreme care, looked enough like him to be histwin and not the cousin he
was. The auburn hair was haf ashade darker and the amber eyesafull shadelighter... ydlow, infact.

Turning my attention to identical yellow eyes, | sensed an agreement, animplied permisson, inthem
before they shut once more. "They'redl histhings,” | said quietly to Robin. "Every last one of them.”
Ushering Goodfellow out of the room, | |eft Catcher alone with the remnants of hisold life and the harsh
redlities of his present one.

Robin looked understandably mystified. He peered over my shoulder back into the room. "But..." At my
frown he lowered his voice, not that it would make much difference. Catcher would till hear. "He'snot a
werewolf. He doesn't have the dightest hint of otherworldliness about him at al. How can that be?"

"It'snot my story totell.” | continued to urge him down the hall. Y ou'll haveto ask Rafferty. | guessit'd
be atoss-up asto whether hed tell you or just punch you in the nose” Rafferty wasn't much on "sharing”
or aring hisfamily'slaundry, dirty or otherwise, to anyone. Still... Robin had donealot for Nik and me.
Héed risked hislife many times over for us, virtud strangers, when the smartest thing to do would've been
to run for the hills. I owed him morethan | could repay. Relenting, | murmured, "Catcher'ssick. And it's
not the kind of sick Rafferty can heal." There was more to the story than that, | sensed, much more, but
that wasal | knew.

Stopping at the bathroom door, | changed the subject. "I'm going to grab a shower." The fastidious
wrinkle of Goodfdlow's nose commented that might not be such abad idea. | snorted, half annoyed, half
amused. "Y ou're something el se, Goodfdlow. It's amost enough to make me forget you saved my ass.”

"Not just your ass," he reminded me with a haughty rise of hiseyebrows. "It was the asses of al mankind.
Infact, savior of the world wouldn't be an exaggeration. Hmmm, | wonder if | could get that on aplaque
for my officewall. A nice gold finish. Polished rosawood. My face staring nobly into the distance.”

The sad thing was that he probably would. The puck did loveto provoke. Irritating, vain, salf-absorbed,
complacent as hell, and with asexud appetite that would've had Mae West running for her mother, that
was Robin Goodfdlow dl over. But in addition to that, hewasloyd, intelligent, courageousin the heet of
battle, and defiant in the face of death. Without him we wouldn't have survived. I'd sill belostinsgde a
monster and Niko would be dead... or worse yet, unmade. It was adebt | would never forget.
"Robin..."

The sdf-satisfied expression on Goodfe low's mobile face shifted to something more rueful and true.
"Dont. Let'snot ruin my reputation. What would my fansthink?"

"Probably the samething | do. That you're one hdluvaguy,” | said with the utmost Sincerity. "'l oweyou,
Goodfellow. | won't forget that." Putting ahand on his shoulder, | squeezed it and then gave him alight
push. Smiling, | added, "After dl, you said it yoursdf on the way up here, right? Y ou're ahero. And,
Robin? Y ou redly are. Doubt anything € se you want to, but never doubt that."

He eyed mewith an uncertainty | hadn't known he was capable of. " A hero," he echoed, bemused, asif
the meaning escaped him. Although | believed it wholeheartedly, it might be awhile before Robin could
bring himsdf to.



"Doesn't mean you're not sill apain in the ass, though,” | pointed out with agrin before walking into the
bathroom and shutting the door behind me. | doubted he noticed | was gone. Through the door | heard
him repest "hero" again. Theword had awhoally different inflection to it now from the self-mocking
version hed labeed himsdf with in the car. Maybe if he said it often enough, hed findly takeit to heart. |
hoped so. He deserved to.

| undressed and examined the wound on my stomach. Rafferty did nice work. It was completely hedled,
leaving only afading purpleridge of scar tissue. Touching afinger toit, | thought of what it must have cost
Niko to do what he'd done. What it was still costing him even now. As dark and worrisome as that
thought was, something pulled my attention fromiit. Like diamondsit glittered in the corner of my eye.

Themirror.

Funny how something so innocuous and commonplace could turn so quickly into the scuttle of a
scorpion, the dither of a snake, the hand breaking through the grave. So why wasn't | laughing? Grimly, |
turned the shower on full blast. The hard-running water provided covering sound as | wrapped atowel
around my fist and shattered the mirror over the sink. Only then could I turn my back onit and climb into
the shower. Only then did | fed safe.

The shower was actually an old iron claw-foot bathtub. It'd seen better days, like most of us. The shower
curtain looped around it on ametal pole bent into aU. There wasrust on the tub's outer belly, orange
stains on the pregnant curve of awaddling hippo. But on theinside it was sparkling clean and smelled
strongly of soap. | picked up abar and sudsed it absently in my hands as the steaming water flattened my
hair and ran in rivulets down my body. It wasn't long before the soap squirted from my grip and landed
with aclunk on the tub bottom. | looked at it blankly. At that particular moment picking it up seemed. ..
pointless. And not merely mundanely so, but sensaless on acosmic scale. Likeit wasfate that the soap
should be lying there, mdting in the faling water. Since I'd gone toe-to-toe with destiny and fatefairly
recently, | decided I'd do something else thistime. Sitting down in the bathtub, | rested my head in my
hands. And then?

| cried like ababy.

Chapter Twenty-four

It was atestimony to what Niko had suffered that he was still adegp when | dragged my butt out of the
shower. The hot water had long since run out and | emerged from the bathroom shivering, with parts of
mewrinkled asaprune. With atowe dung around my hips, | returned to Catcher's room and borrowed
some of hisswests. After | dressed, | moved on to the surgery, counting that as my best bet for finding
my brother. Opening the door acrack, | saw himin one of the beds. Not my old one. | couldn't exactly
blame him there. Helay on hisside, face tranquil in repose againgt the pillow. The short hair managed to
give his nose an even more Roman presence. | smiled despite myself. It might be along time beforel
could tease Niko about that. It was difficult to even imagine giving him ahard time now. .. after al hed
donefor me. But the day would come again; it was inevitable between brothers. Until then | tucked the
image away for future ammunition.

| moved my gaze to his shoulder, theonel... the one Darkling had driven aknife through. A pinkish
dimple wasthe only evidence it had ever happened.

Safeto say wed given Rafferty aworkout he wouldn't soon forget. For nearly afull minute, | watched



Niko deep on. Hed dways dept the bare minimum, my brother. Too much deep was bad for the body,
he said, and made the soul lazy. | was definitely living proof of the second half of that statement. Niko,
though, he was dways up, ways doing. Sharpening the mind, sharpening the body, and trying invainto
accomplish both with me. The contrast now was unsettling.

Closing the door slently between us, | leaned againgt thewall besideit. What else could | expect?
Rafferty could knit the flesh, but there were things he could not do. He couldn't replace lost deep, the
same as he couldn't replace lost blood. He could speed up the production of red blood cdlls, yes, but not
manufacture them out of thin air. Healing wasn't magic. Hedling alowed your body to do what was
natural, only at amuch accderated rate. Hedling didn't erase dl Niko had put himsdlf through. Only time
and Niko himsdlf could do that. And if he proved stubborn about it, tying him to the bed for hisown
good wasn't out of the question. The four most terrifying wordsin the English language, aren't they?"'For
your own good.”

Pushing away from thewall, | headed for the kitchen. | wasn't the dightest bit hungry, but my stomach
had a different opinion on the subject. The kitchen was empty. Where Robin had gotten to was a
mystery, but | could see Rafferty in the back working on the fence. | helped mysdlf to whatever | could
find in the refrigerator, which wasn't much, before hitting the cabinets. In the end | had to settle for
canned soup and three peanut butter sandwiches. Luckily I'd never been especidly picky about my food.
Chasing it down with acarton of milk dangeroudy closeto its expiration date, | wiped my upper lip with
my deeve as| watched Rafferty through the window.

Rafferty was an acquaintance at best. Maybe if we'd known him and Catcher longer, we might have
counted them asfriends. Although considering our levels of paranoia, it wasn't dl that likely. Of course
cdling them merdy friends now would be doing them asevere injustice. Move over, Gandhi; these guys
had helped save our lives. Our lives and in my case maybe awholelot more. Dumping the cartonin the
garbage, | walked to the back door and out into the yard.

He heard me coming. Glancing over his shoulder, helooked me up and down before nodding. "Y ou're
looking good. Did you eat?"

"Everything leftinthe house" | confirmed, settling down in thefdl yelow grassand resting my amson
my knees. "Need any hep?' The fencelooked fineto me, sturdy as hell. Chain link, which sat oddly in
the pastoral setting, and now he was stringing wire aong the top. | didn't know much about that sort of
thing, but he looked to bein the process of turning the fence into an eectric one. A very large dectric
one, and | had agood ideawho it wasfor. Catcher had... spells. An old-fashioned word, but an apt
one. I'd seen only one of them and | had no desire for arepeat performance. It would be unpleasant,
damn unpleasant, if heran off in the midst of one of them.

"No. I'm dmost done." The reply was a curt and clear "Keep away" sign.

| respected the unspoken request. In his position it wasn't something | would've cared to chat about
ether. "No problem," | said eadly. "Manud labor's never been ahobby of mine anyway. Just ask Nik."

That stopped him in histracks. Setting aside histools, he turned, head tilted down toward me. "He'sfine,
you know. Hedlthy asahorse. | patched him up, but he probably could've done without me. Forget flesh
and blood. Y our brother's made of piano wire and pure grit.”

"Yeah, heis" Tough and gruff Rafferty trying to reassure me, it was one for the record books. Darkling
hadn't been far off on that one. The man didn't waste much time on bedside manner; he was more
concerned with keeping patients dive. In the dire straits he was often called into, there wasn't dwaystime
for both. Running apiece of grassthrough my fingers, | ducked my heed, then sucked it up and met his



eyes. "Sorry for al the shit we brought to your door." Even through the haze he/d used to soften the
edges of my memories, | dtill recalled the expression on hisface as I'd watched him with siver eyes.
Sheer revulson, the kind saved for something wholly unnaturd. "Not to mention what | brought insde
rre.ll

He snorted. "Don't get stuck on yoursdlf, Cdl. I've seen worse than that piece of shit. Hell, I've wiped my
asswithworse.”

Utter bullshit, every word of it, but | still appreciated the effort. "Gee, | had no ideayou were such a
badass,” | remarked blandly. His choice in bathroom hygiene | thought better |eft undiscussed.

"But | dwaysknew you were asmart one," he growled, getting back to hiswork with asnort. "Go wake
your brother up. It'stime he ate something too. After that, send him back to bed. Andif hehasa
problem with that"—I caught only aglimpse of the smile, but it was enough to make me glad | wasn't
Nik—"you cometdl me."

| could handle Niko mysdlf, but that didn't mean | wouldn't enjoy watching him at the mercy of someone
esefor achange. "Will do." Standing, | hesitated before saying softly, "Thanks, Raff. For saving my life,
keeping me sane. | don't know how to—"

Hedidn't let me go on, waving ahand at meimpatiently. "Get out of here, would ya? I'll never finish if
you keep drooling al over me."

Thanks offered and received.

| went ahead and fixed Nik'slunch. | waswilling to bet that there wasn't anything remotely acceptableto
his palaein atwenty-mile radius. Once again peanut butter sandwiches were the name of the game. |
made four and piled them on aplate. I'd finished off the milk and ended up carrying in abottle of orange
juicethat hadn't even entered the fermentation state quite yet. A red find. In the surgery | passed through
the door and made awide circle around the area of the floor where Darkling had died. Or if | wanted to
be more honest with mysdif... the areaof the floor where I had turned him into a macerated mound of
bleeding flesh. Honesty... who the hell needed it?

Putting the food on the small table beside the bed, | leaned over and laid ahand on Nik's shoulder. |
could count the times on one hand I'd woken up my brother instead of vice versa. Giving him alight
shake, | cgoled, "Up and at 'em, Cyrano." Dark blond lashes parted instantly to show agleam of irritable
gray. Following that, they just as promptly lowered, uninterested. " Okay, be that way," | drawled. "I can
adwayscal Robin in. Hewas saying something about deeping beauties and princes. | didn't catchit all,
but I'm sure held be willing to explain it. Maybe even demonsgtrateit.” So much for my resolution to lay
off theteasing for awhile. But desperate Stuations called for desperate measures.

Besdes, it worked.

The bloodshot glare was proof of that. But the glower disgppeared amost instantly as Nik's brain caught
up with therest of him. Speaking of whammies, Rafferty must've laid abig one on himto get himto deep
s0 soundly. Gripping ahandful of my sweatshirt, Niko levered himself up and wrapped an arm around
me. The embrace was quick and hard, his short hair rough against my jaw. | hugged him back just as
fiercely. For the first timein what seemed like an eternity, we were both ourselves. Not a brother bent on
an imposs ble rescue. Not amonster with nothing but murder and mayhem on histwisted mind. And not
atraumatized leftover, crawling on the floor in panic and sdlf-loathing. We were just family, separated for
what seemed like an eternity but now together again.

"Cd," hesad hoarsdly against my ear. Clearing histhroat, he released me and sat up. "Y ou're better." He



didn't say the next logicd thing, that | was myself again. Niko had never been oneto lie, even to make
things easier. He was abig believer in the theory that when things are easier in the beginning, they're
awaysworsein the end. Straightening my rumpled sweatshirt with amotherly gesture I'd kidded him
about in the past athousand times, he said pointedly, "1 know those are not for me."

Sitting on the edge of the bed, | reached over and handed him the object of hisire. "Don't be asnob. If it
was good enough for the King, it's good enough for you."

Dubioudy, he accepted the peanut butter sandwich and peeled back the top layer of bread. "No
bananas?'

"Give me abresk. It'sawastdland in there. They don't even have the stuff to make a chili dog.”

"A travesty," he commented gravely before taking abite and chewing it with adistinct lack of enthusiasm.
"Themystery meat consortiamust beupinarms.”

| watched patiently as he finished the first sandwich and began on the second before | asked diffidently,
"Want to fill mein? Goodfellow told me some and we... Darkling figured some of it out on hisown.”

He caught the misstep, but let it go and launched into a succinct summary of what had transpired whilel'd
been otherwise occupied. "Otherwise occupied,” it was a nice euphemism for what 1'd reglly been
doing—laying waste to al around me. Niko regained my attention with a sharp rap to my knee. AsRobin
had said, they'd searched high and low for me without any luck. George till refused to help. If she saw
anything, she wasn't saying, even when Niko and Robin fought off apair of werewolves at her door.
Knowing what we did now, how could we have expected anything different? No matter what sheld said,
she would be betraying someone. It was a god-awful position for anyoneto bein, but it was a specia

hell for someone like George.

"What about Samuel?" | asked soberly. It had been Samuel who had saved the day; Darkling had been
right about that. In the end the guitarist had seen the Grendels for what they were. Hed made adecison
no one should have to make and hed made it with aremarkable nobility. Hed turned to his niece and
taken the weight from her shoulders. Sheld given him our address and he'd gone to Niko with the
location of the warehouse. The plan to smuggle my brother and Goodfellow in had been concocted and
Samuel had cooperated every step of theway. Held gotten them in and fought at their Sde. Thelast
glimpse I'd had of him, the warehouse had been coming down around him as he held the Grenddl s back.
Samson at thetemple.

"He atoned." Nik wasn't areligious man by most standards, but he had amoral code that would have
had Mother Teresa's staunch approval. Samuel had committed a grievous act, but in my brother's eyes
he had more than redeemed himself.

"Do you think he madeit out?'

Niko took the third sandwich and handed me the last one. "Anything's possible,”" he answered with care.
"If nothing else over the years, we've seen that.”

Wed aso seen how few fairy-tale endings actualy materialized, how many happily-ever-afters survived
redlity. Not too damn many. My fingers pressed deep into the soft bread before | exhaled and took a
bite. "Hewas agood guy," | murmured around the mouthful. "Deep down, where it counted, hewasa

"Perhaps, | think, even agreat man." Nik discarded his sandwich unfinished. Studying mewith an
unwavering attention, he watched as| dowly worked on mine. Severa minutes of this scrutiny passed



before he spoke. It might have been unnerving to someone ese, but | was used to it. Niko had something
to say. When he was ready he would say it and not amoment sooner. When the words finally came, they
were fairly innocuous—on the surface. "How areyou, Ca?"

How was? A smple question, right? Straightforward. Direct. And as|oaded as adealer's Glock.
"Didn't we cover thisaready?' | blinked and sucked peanut butter off of my thumb. "Fine and dandy.
Right asrain. Want | should go on?' I'd known that | wasn't going to get off so eadily. | just hadn't known
it would come so soon.

"Only if you want to tell mewhat'srealy going on." Hisfinger poked mein the chest and then flicked my
head. "In here and here."

I'd dways been apathetic liar where Niko wasinvolved. Y ou would think Mom's swindler genes had
skipped a generation altogether. Not that trying to lie to my brother came up that often. Now, though, in
post-Darkling times, | felt more reticent with Nik than | had with the others. It wasn't difficult to
understand why. | had tried to kill Goodfellow and | would've made the same attempt on Rafferty if I'd
been given the opportunity. But while betrayd isbetraya, history isaso history. What 1'd doneto Nik,
who had spent hisentirelifetrying to protect me... it wasinareadm al itsown. | knew my brother like
no onedsedid, and | knew exactly what to do to hurt him the most. In an odd way | regretted the things
I'd said to him amost more than the attemptsto take hislife.

"Ca?" Nik prodded, not without empathy. At my continued silence, he locked fingers around my wrist
and squeezed lightly. "Y ou know thisisn't idle curiosity on my part. | want to know what it waslikefor
you. | want to understand.”

So he could help me. So at least one person would know exactly how it had been for me. Yeah, | knew
that. And | so knew he would suffer for the hearing of it, but that wasn't going to stop him. | had the
most bizarre urge to cover my eyeslikeachild. If you can't seeit, it'snot there. Unfortunately, every time
| closed my eyes| could seeit. No trick could changethat. "I remember everything, Cyrano,” | said
dowly. "Every sngle goddamn thing, every emotion, every sound, every sensation, like they were my
own." | looked down and took a deep breath. "1 tried to burn aman to desth, beat another one to within
aninch of hislife. I tried to kill George." Shaking my head, | swalowed and pushed on, "And when | shot
you... sabbed you..."

| stopped, rubbed my hand harshly over my face, and started to get up before Niko's hand on my arm
held me back. Fight or flight, it was a sensation 1'd spent alifetime becoming familiar with. | sat back
down and continued flatly, "When | did thosethings... | can il fed the emotions. Glee. Satisfaction. |
have that in me now. | have every damned memory and it makes me sick.” And it did. It made me
physicdly ill, but it was more than that. Much more. "It makes me sick that | spilled your blood. Thet |
hurt you. You, Nik. But you know what'sworse? Y ou know wheat redlly kicks mein the gut? It wasthe
most goddamn fun I've ever had." That time | jerked away from him and paced the room. "It wasn't me. |
know it wasn't. But Jesus, | remember it just likeit was."

Hedid out of bed and followed, stopping me with ahand on my shoulder. "Cd, listen to me. Y ou're
right. It wasn't you. Maybe that doesn't make a difference to you now, but it will. Intime, | promisg, it
will. Those memories, those fedings, will fade." Thanksto Refferty, they dready had to a certain extent.
If they hadn't, | couldn't imagine the shape | would bein. "It will get better. You just haveto giveit time.”

"Not sure | can wait that long.” | gave him awobbly smile that disappeared as quickly asit had come. |
wasn't the only one who had memories or who would have degpless nights. And | wasn't the only one
who would dread closing hiseyes. Nik had some horrifying memories of hisown... in many ways equa
to mine. Maybe worse. Hed done things he would regret until the day he died, no matter how necessary



they were. "I'm sorry, Nik. | am so damn sorry."

"| think wewill both beliving in auniversefull of sorry for along, longtime." He gave mealook so
colored with melancholy humor and undiminished affection thet | fet likeachild again, inaweof a
brother worlds away wiser than |.

Steering me back to the bed, he waved meimperioudy to asitting position. Y ou didn't do any of those
things. It was Darkling, not you. | do not want you agpologizing for something that wasn't your fault. Are
we clear?' | opened my mouth to protest, but it was futile. Niko repested with stedly authority beforel
had achance, "Arewe clear?'

| surrendered, conditionally. "If you admit there was nothing you could've done to stop Darkling from
taking me. You didn't lose me, Nik. I'm not apair of keysor ajacket. You didn't lose me. Y ou never
could. Y ou admit that and were clear.”

He stared a me for amoment, still stlanding. Findly, the tenson beside his mouth |oosened dightly and he
sat besdeme. "I'll try." The corner of hismouth curled. "You try and I'll try and well see who getsthere
firg”

"Only Darkling could stedl the Grendels thunder, and they were trying to destroy theworld,” | rasped
wryly, resting my head in my hands.

"Only," he agreed ruefully, resting awarm hand on the back of my neck.

| straightened and took a closer look at his hair. It was more chopped than sheared. | suppose that
happened when you cut your own hair. | reached over and tugged an uneven strand at the crown. ™Y ou
might want to get that evened up, Kojak."

"A new nickname, thejoy of it dl," cametheicy retort. But | could see he was pleased at the effort, no
matter how lameit was.

I'd have to be careful in the next few nightsto Come or | might wake up with ahead as smooth asa
baby's bottom. If it happened... hdll... I'd laugh. | can't imagine there was much that could happen now
that | wouldn't laugh at. Life... it was al about perspective. Considering what wed lived through, what
we'd survived, it had to be al downhill from here on out. We had our nightmares to work through, it was
true. And there was guilt we would have to banish before it chewed us hollow. It would be hard work—I
wasn't fooling mysalf about that—but not impossible. We werefighters, after al. Weary but standing.
Bowed but not beaten. Never beaten.

Chapter Twenty-five

It was sunset before we were al joined together. The backyard was buried in russet leaves that had been
torn from the trees by a howling afternoon wind. | was samping through them, enjoying the crackle and
the smdll that bloomed red and gold in my nose. Retrieving the Frisbee, | tossed it to Catcher, who
bounded nearly six feet off the ground in an impossible U shapeto snatchit out of theair. At my elbow
Robin was shivering in aborrowed denim jacket.

"I'd give anything for acoat like hisright now," he grumbled, hisbreath pluming inthe air like scattered
white feathers as he watched the wolf's acrobatics. "But not his breath. He could kill atroll at fifty feet
with that. Maybe I'll send some mintsin the mail when | get back to the city.”



"Y ou're aphilanthropist without parald.” Nik was doing kataiin the grass, dow movementsthat cut the
air with deceptive grace.

"What about you two?' Goodfellow accepted the toy from Catcher and tossed it higher intheair than |
could ever have managed with just aflick of hiswrig.

"Will you go back?' The question had aweight that belied its casua phrasing. In many ways, Robin was
aslost asNiko and | had always striven to be. How he'd become like that was bound to be atale. The
puck was smply too socid a cresture to have ended up in such a solitary fashion without a reason.
Maybe someday hed tell us.

"| think s0," | answered, blithely ignoring Niko's narrowed gaze. It was risky; there was no denying that.
The Grenddls had | eft the bar awar zone, daughtered my boss, killed Merry. Under the influence, so to
speak, 1'd burned a pawnshop to the ground and |eft a dead werewolf in my hotel room. Some of that
had to come to police attention. But on the flip sde, New Y ork wasaworld al itsown. If | changed my
looks, dyed or cut my hair, avoided any usual haunts, I'd beinvisible. Any 1D they found at the bar was
bogus. Niko and | had aways lived as ghodts. If we were to become real now, who would honestly
notice? And there was another consideration. Promise. How often did two people truly connect in our
twilight world? Here was awoman Niko wouldn't have to lie to, awoman he wouldn't have to hide things
from, awoman who would understand the life held led. It was arare opportunity and | wasn't about to
take that from him. And then there was George. ..

"Good." Robin folded hisarmswith abarely believable nonchaance and cleared histhroat. "But you'd
better start browsing the want ads. Y ou two owe me twenty grand for that car parked out front.”

Niko and | exchanged identical sidelong glances, wondering just what the hell we'd gotten ourselvesinto.
It was agood fedling, so norma and warm that | had to grin. "I don't see anyone fighting to pay my hill,"
Refferty said dourly from behind us.

Once again, Catcher brought the Frisbee back and | tossed it. Carefree as the wind, he raced after it,
legs churning until they wereablur. "Were paying you back right now," | sad smply.

Moving up beside me, Rafferty watched as his cousin ran. "He's happy.” He sounded surprised ashe
sad it, but awistfulnesswasthere aswell.

"Takeit from me, Raff." | bumped my shoulder againg his. Y ou can't choose who you are. No matter
how you struggle, some thingswill never change. And maybe they shouldn't.” They were difficult words
and it'd taken me along, long timeto truly understand them. ™Y ou might be able to return Catcher to who
he was—I don't know. But for now? Enjoy him for who heis." And allow himto enjoy it aswell, |
finished slently.

Catcher chose that moment to return, and this time the Frisbee was offered solemnly to Rafferty. Asthe
ar hung gtill, gold eyes met amber. Something passed between them, something private and as
mysterious asthe moon. | couldn't say what it was, but Rafferty reached out hesitantly and took the toy.
Heran hishand aong the rim, fingers brushing the plagtic, and then, findly, he threw it. In an ingtant
Catcher spun and was gone after it. Rafferty smiled. It was laced with sorrow, but it was a smile that had
managed to dip achain or two. Sometimes that's the best you can hopefor.

| watched Catcher cavort under a scarlet sky and marveled at the beauty of him. He might not be a
human, but neither was he amonster. The lack of one didn't necessarily equal the other. There was
something so smple about that, yet it had taken me until now to figure it out. Catcher was no monster.

And neither was|.
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