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AUTHOR'SNOTE

Chapter One

Ny

Blood leaves no stain on aWarden's grey cloak. | didn’t know that until the day |
watched Morgan, second in command of the White Council’s Wardens, lift his
sword over the kneeling form of ayoung man guilty of the practice of black magic.
The boy, sixteen years old at the most, screamed and ranted in Korean underneath
his black hood, his mouth spilling hatred and rage, convinced by his youth and
power of hisown immortality. He never knew it when the blade came down.

Which | guess was a small mercy. Microscopic, realy.

Hisblood flew in ascarlet arc. | wasn't ten feet away. | felt hot droplets strike
one cheek, and more blood covered the left side of the cloak in blotches of angry
red. The head fell to the ground, and | saw the cloth over it moving, asif the boy’s
mouth were still screaming imprecations.
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The body fell onto its side. One calf muscle twitched spasmodically and then
stopped. After maybe five seconds, the head did too.

Morgan stood over the still form for a moment, the bright silver sword of the
White Council of Wizards' justice in his hands. Besides him and me, there were a
dozen Wardens present, and two members of the Senior Council—the Merlin and
my one-time mentor, Ebenezar McCoy.

The covered head stopped its feeble movements. Morgan glanced up at the
Merlin and nodded once. The Merlin returned the nod. “May he find peace.”

“Peace,” the Wardens all replied together.

Except me. | turned my back on them, and made it two steps away before | threw
up on the warehouse floor.

| stood there shaking for amoment, until | was sure | was finished, then
straightened slowly. | felt a presence draw near me and looked up to see Ebenezar
standing there.

He was an old man, bald but for wisps of white hair, short, stocky, his face half
covered in aferocious-looking grey beard. His nose and cheeks and bald scalp were
all ruddy, except for arecent, purplish scar on his pate. Though he was centuries old
he carried himself with vibrant energy, and his eyes were aert and pensive behind
gold-rimmed spectacles. He wore the formal black robes of a meeting of the
Council, along with the deep purple stole of a member of the Senior Council.

“Harry,” hesaid quietly. “You al right?’

“After that?’ | snarled, loudly enough to make sure everyone there heard me. “No
one in this damned building should be al right.”

| felt a sudden tension in the air behind me.

“No they shouldn’t,” Ebenezar said. | saw him look back at the other wizards
there, hisjaw setting stubbornly.

The Merlin came over to us, aso in hisformal robes and stole. He looked like a
wizard should look—tall, long white hair, long white beard, piercing blue eyes, his
face seamed with age and wisdom.

WEéll. With age, anyway.

“Warden Dresden,” he said. He had the sonorous voice of atrained speaker, and
spoke English with a high-class British accent. “If you had some evidence that you
felt would prove the boy’ s innocence, you should have presented it during the trial.”

“1 didn’t have anything like that, and you know it,” | replied.

“He was proven guilty,” the Merlin said. “1 soulgazed him myself. | examined
more than two dozen mortals whose minds he had altered. Three of them might
eventually recover their sanity. He forced four others to commit suicide, and had
hidden nine corpses from the local authorities, aswell. And every one of them was a
blood relation.” The Merlin stepped toward me, and the air in the room suddenly felt
hot. His eyes flashed with azure anger and his voice rumbled with deep, unyielding



power. “The powers he had used had already broken his mind. We did what was
necessary.”

| turned and faced the Merlin. | didn’'t push out my jaw and try to stare him down.
| didn’'t put anything belligerent or challenging into my posture. | didn’t show any
anger on my face, or slur any disrespect into my tone when | spoke. The past
several months had taught me that the Merlin hadn’t gotten his job through an ad on
amatchbook. He was, quite ssimply, the strongest wizard on the planet. And he had
talent, skill, and experience to go along with that strength. If | ever came to magical
blows with him, there wouldn’t be enough left of meto fill alunch sack. | did not
want afight.

But | didn’t back down, either.

“Hewasakid,” | said. “We al have been. He made a mistake. We' ve al done
that too.”

The Merlin regarded me with an expression somewhere between irritation and
contempt. “Y ou know what the use of black magic can do to a person,” he said.
Marvelously subtle shading and emphasis over his words added in a perfectly clear,
unspoken thought: You know it because you’ ve done it. Sooner or later, you'll dlip
up, and then it will be your turn. “One use leads to another. And another.”

“That’swhat | keep hearing, Merlin,” | answered. “Just say no to black magic.
But that boy had no oneto tell him the rules, to teach him. If someone had known
about his gift and done something in time—"

He lifted a hand, and the simple gesture had such absolute authority to it that |
stopped to let him speak. “ The point you are missing, Warden Dresden,” he said,
“isthat the boy who made that foolish mistake died long before we discovered the
damage he' d done. What was left of him was nothing more nor |ess than a monster
who would have spent hislifeinflicting horror and death on anyone near him.”

“1 know that,” | said, and | couldn’t keep the anger and frustration out of my
voice. “And | know what had to be done. | know it was the only measure that could
stop him.” | thought | was going to throw up again, and | closed my eyes and leaned
on the solid oak length of my carved staff. | got my stomach under control and
opened my eyesto face the Merlin. “But it doesn’'t change the fact that we' ve just
murdered a boy who probably never knew enough to understand what was
happening to him.”

“ Accusing someone else of murder is hardly a stone you are in a position to cast,
Warden Dresden.” The Merlin arched asilver brow at me. “Did you not discharge a
firearm into the back of the head of awoman you merely believed to be the
Corpsetaker from adistance of afew feet away, fatally wounding her?’

| swallowed. | sure as hell had, last year. It had been one of the bigger coin tosses
of my life. Had | incorrectly judged that a body-transferring wizard known as the
Corpsetaker had jumped into the original body of Warden Luccio, | would have
murdered an innocent woman and alaw-enforcing member of the White Council.

| hadn’t been wrong—but I’d never... never just killed anyone before. I’ ve killed



thingsin the heat of battle, yes. I’ ve killed people by less direct means. But
Corpsetaker’s death had been intimate and coldly calculated and not at all indirect.
Just me, the gun, and the limp corpse. | could still vividly remember the decision to
shoot, the fedl of the cold metal in my hands, the stiff pull of my revolver’ strigger,
the thunder of the gun’s report, and the way the body had settled into alimp bundle
of limbs on the ground, the motion somehow too simple for the horrible significance
of the event.

I’d killed. Deliberately, rationally ended another’s life.
And it still haunted my dreams at night.

I’d had little choice. Given the smallest amount of time, the Corpse-taker could
have called up lethal magic, and the best | could have hoped for was a death curse
that killed me as | struck down the necromancer. It had been a bad day or two, and |
was pretty strung out. Even if | hadn’t been, | had afeeling that Corpsetaker could
have taken mein afair fight. So | hadn’t given Corpsetaker anything like afair fight. |
shot the necromancer in the back of the head because the Corpsetaker had to be
stopped, and I’ d had no other option.

| had executed her on suspicion.

No trial. No soulgaze. No judgment from a dispassionate arbiter. Hell, | hadn’t
even taken the chance to get in agood insult. Bang. Thump. One live wizard, one
dead bad guy.

I’d done it to prevent future harm to myself and others. It hadn’t been the best
solution—~but it had been the only solution. | hadn’t hesitated for a heartbeat. I’d
doneit, no questions, and gone on to face the further perils of that night.

Just like a Warden is supposed to do. Sorta took the wind out of my
holier-than-thou sails.

Bottomless blue eyes watched my face and he nodded slowly. “Y ou executed
her,” the Merlin said quietly. “Because it was necessary.”

“That was different,” | said.

“Indeed. Y our action required far deeper commitment. It was dark, cold, and you
were alone. The suspect was a great deal stronger than you. Had you struck and
missed, you would have died. Y et you did what had to be done.”

“Necessary isn't the same as right” | said.

“Perhaps not,” he said. “But the Laws of Magic are all that prevent wizards from
abusing their power over mortals. There isno room for compromise. You are a
Warden now, Dresden. Y ou must focus on your duty to both mortals and the
Council.”

“Which sometimes means killing children?” Thistime | didn’t hide the contempt,
but there wasn’t much lifeto it.

“Which means always enforcing the Laws,” the Merlin said, and his eyes bored
into mine, flickering with sparks of rigid anger. “It is your duty. Now more than



ever.

| broke the stare first, looking away before anything bad could happen. Ebenezar
stood a couple of steps from me, studying my expression.

“Granted that you’ ve seen much for aman your age,” the Merlin said, and there
was a dight softening in his tone. “But you haven't seen how horrible such things
can become. Not nearly. The Laws exist for areason. They must stand as written.”

| turned my head and stared at the small pool of scarlet on the warehouse floor
beside the kid’ s corpse. | hadn’t been told his name before they’ d ended his life.

“Right,” | said tiredly, and wiped a clean corner of the grey cloak over my
blood-sprinkled face. “I can see what they’ re written in.”

Chapter Two

«N»

| turned my back on them and walked out of the warehouse into Chicago’s best
impression of Miami. July in the Midwest israrely less than sultry, but this year had
been especially intense when it came to summer heat, and it had rained frequently.
The warehouse was a part of the wharves down at the lakeside, and even the chill
waters of Lake Michigan were warmer than usual. They filled the air with more than
the average water-scent of mud and mildew and eau de dead fishy.

| passed the two grey-cloaked Wardens standing watch outside and exchanged
nods with them. Both of them were younger than me, some of the most recent
additions to the White Council’ s military-sash-police organization. As | passed
them, | felt the tingling presence of aveil, a spell they were maintaining to conceal the
warehouse from any prying eyes. It wasn't much of aveil, by Warden standards, but
it was probably better than | could do, and there weren't awhole hell of alot of
Wardens to choose from since the Red Court’ s successful offensive the previous
autumn. Beggars can’'t be choosers.

| tugged off my robe and my cloak. | was wearing sneakers, khaki shorts, and a
red tank top underneath. It didn’t make me any cooler to remove the heavy
clothes—just marginally less miserable. | walked hurriedly back to my car, a battered
old Volkswagen Bestle, its windows rolled down to keep the sun from turning the
interior into an oven. It'sajumble of different colors, as my mechanic has replaced
damaged portions of the body with parts from junked Bugs, but it started off asa
shade of powder blue, and that had earned it the sobriquet of the Blue Bestle.

| heard quick, solid footsteps behind me. “Harry,” Ebenezar called.
| threw the robe and cloak into the Beetle' s backseat without a word.
The car’ sinterior had been stripped to its metal bones a couple of years back,
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and | had made hurried repairs with cheap lumber and alot of duct tape. Since then,
I’d had afriend redo the inside of the car. It wasn't standard, and it still didn’t look
pretty, but the comfortable bucket seats were alot nicer than the wooden crates|’d
been using. And | had decent seat belts again.

“Harry,” Ebenezar said again. “Damnation, boy, stop.”

| though about getting into the car and leaving, but instead stopped until the old
wizard approached and shucked off his own formal robes and stole. He wore a
white T-shirt beneath denim Levi’s overalls, and heavy leather hiking boots.
“There' s something | need to speak to you about.”

| paused and took a second to get some of my emotions under control. Those
and my stomach. | didn’t want the embarrassment of arepeat performance.

“What isit?’
He stopped afew feet behind me. “The war isn’'t going well.”

By which he meant the war of the White Council against the Red Court of
vampires. The war had been awhole lot of pussyfooting and fightsin back alleysfor
severa years, but last year the vampires had upped the ante. Their assault had been
timed to coincide with vicious activity from atraitor within the Council and with the
attack of a number of necromancers, outlaw wizards who raised the dead into angry
specters and zombies—among a number of other, less savory things.

The vampires had hit the Council. Hard. Before the battle was over, they’d killed
nearly two hundred wizards, most of them Wardens. That’s why the Wardens had
given me agrey cloak. They needed the help.

Before they’ d finished, the vampires killed nearly forty-five thousand men,
women, and children who happened to be nearby.

That’swhy I’ d taken the cloak. That wasn't the sort of thing | could ignore.

“I"veread thereports,” | said. “They say that the Venatori Umbrorum and the
Fellowship of St. Giles havereally pitched in.”

“It's more than that. If they hadn’t started up an offensive to slow the vamps
down, the Red Court would have destroyed the Council months ago.”

| blinked. “They’ re doing that much?’

The Venatori Umbrorum and the Fellowship of St. Giles were the White
Council’ s primary dliesin the war with the Red Court. The Venatori were an ancient,
secret brotherhood, joined together to fight supernatural darkness wherever they
could. Sort of like the Masons, only with more flamethrowers. By and large, they
were academic sorts, and though several of the Venatori had various forms of
military experience, their true strength lay in utilizing human legal systemsand
analyzing information brought together from widely dispersed sources.

The Fellowship, though, was a somewnhat different story. Not as many of them as

there were of the Venatori, but not many of them were merely human. Most of them,
so | took it, were those who had been half turned by the vampires. They’d been



infested with the dark powers that made the Red Court such athreat, but until they
willingly drank another’ s lifeblood, they never quite stopped being human. It could
make them stronger and faster and better able to withstand injury than regular folks,
and it granted them a drastically increased life span. Assuming they didn’t fall prey
to their constant, base desire for blood, or weren't slain in operations against their
enemiesin the Red Court.

A woman I'd once cared for very much had been taken by a Red Court vampire.
In point of fact, I’d kicked off the war when | went and took her back by the most
violent means at my disposal. | brought her back, but I didn’t save her. She'd been
touched by that darkness, and now her life was a battle—partly against the vampires
who had done it to her, and partly against the blood-thirst they’ d imposed upon her.
Now she was a part of the Fellowship, whose members included those like her and,
I’d heard, many other people and part-people with no home anywhere else. St.
Giles, patron of lepers and outcasts. His Fellowship, while not a mil-blown
powerhouse like the Council or one of the Vampire Courts, was nonethel ess proving
to beasurprisingly formidable ally.

“Our dlies can’t challenge the vampires in face-to-face confrontations,” Ebenezar
said, nodding. “But they’ re wreaking havoc on the Red Court’ s supply chains,
intelligence, and support, attacking from the mortal end of things. Red Court
infiltrators within human society are unmasked. Humans controlled by the Red Court
have been arrested, framed, or killed—or else abducted to be forcibly freed of their
addiction. The Fellowship and the Venatori continue to do all in their power to
provide information to the Council, which has enabled us to make a number of
successful raids against the vampires. The Venatori and the Fellowship haven't
appreciably weakened the vampires, but the Red Court has been slowed down.
Perhaps enough to give us afighting chance to recover.”

“How’ s the boot camp coming?’ | asked.

“Luccio is confident of her eventual success in replacing our losses,” Ebenezar
replied.

“Don’'t seewhat else | can do to help,” | said. “Unless you' re wanting someone
to go start fathering new wizards.”

He stepped closer to me and glanced around. His expression was casual, but he
was checking to seeif anyone was close enough to overhear. “ There’' s something
you don’t know. The Merlin decided it was not for general knowledge.”

| turned to face him and tilted my head.

“Y ou remember the Red Court’s attack last year,” he said. “ That they called up
Outsiders and assaulted us within the realm of Faerie itsalf.”

“Bad move, so I’ ve heard. The Faeries are going to take it out of their hides.”

“So we al thought,” the old man said. “In fact, Summer declared war upon the
Red Court and began preliminary assaults on them. But Winter hasn't
responded—and Summer hasn’t done much more than secure its borders.”



“Queen Mab didn’'t declare war?”’
“No.”

| frowned. “Never thought she’ d pass up the chance. She's all about carnage and
bloodshed.”

“It surprised us aswell,” he said. “So | want to ask afavor of you.”
| eyed him without speaking.

“Find out why,” he said. “Y ou have contacts within the Courts. Find out what’s
happening. Find out why the Sidhe haven’t gone to war.”

“What?’ | asked. “The Senior Council doesn’t know? Don’t you have an
embassy and high-level connections and official channels? Maybe a bright red
telephone?’

Ebenezar smiled without much mirth. “ The genera turbulence of the war has
stretched everyone' sintelligence-gathering abilities,” he replied. “ Even thosein the
spiritual realms. There' s another level entirely to the war in the conflict between
spiritual spies and emissaries of everyone involved. And our embassy to the Sidhe
has been...” Herolled aweathered, strong shoulder in ashrug. “Well. Y ou know
them aswell as anyone.”

“They’ ve been polite, open, spoken with complete honesty, and left you with no
iIdeawhat isgoing on,” | guessed.

“Precisely.”

“S0 the Senior Council is asking meto find out?’

He glanced around again. “Not the Senior Council. Myself. A few others.”
“What others?’ | asked.

“People | trust,” he said, and looked at me directly over the rims of his
spectacles.

| stared at him for a second and then said in awhisper, “The traitor.”

The vampires of the Red Court had been alittle too on top of the game to be
merely lucky. Somehow, they had been obtaining vital secrets about the dispositions
of the White Council’ s forces and their plans. Someone on the inside had been
feeding the vampires information, and alot of wizards had died because of
it—particularly during their heaviest attack, last year, in which they’d violated Sidhe
territory in pursuit of the fleeing Council. “Y ou think the traitor is someone on the
Senior Council.”

“1 think we can’t take any chances,” he said quietly. “Thisisn’t official business.
| can’t order you to do it, Harry. I’ll understand if you don’t want to. But there’ s no
one better for the job—and our allies cannot maintain the current pace of operations
for long. Their best weapon has always been secrecy, and their actions have forced
them to pay aterrible cost of livesto give us what aid they have.”

| folded my arms over my stomach and said, “We need to help them, sure. But



every time| look sideways at Faerie, | get into deeper trouble with them. It s the last
thing | need. If | do this, how—"

Ebenezar’ sweight shifted, gravel crunching loudly. I glanced up to see the Merlin
and Morgan emerge from the building, speaking quietly and intently.

“1 wanted to talk to you,” Ebenezar said, evidently for the benefit of anyone
listening. “Make sure Morgan and the other Wardens are treating you square.”

| went along with him. “When they talk tome at al,” | said. “About the only other
Warden | ever seeis Ramirez. Decent guy. | like him.”

“That saysalot for him.”

“That the Council’ s ticking time bomb has a good opinion of him?’ | waited for
Morgan and the Merlin to leave, but they paused alittle way off, still talking. | stared
at the gravel for along time, and then said, much more quiedy, “That could have
been mein theretoday. | could have been that kid.”

“It was along time ago,” Ebenezar said. “Y ou were barely more than a child.”
“Sowas he.”

Ebenezar’ s expression became guarded. “I’m sorry you had to see that
business.”

“Isthat why it happened here?’ | asked him. “Why come to Chicago for an
execution?’

He exhaled slowly. “It’s one of the great crossroads of the world, Harry. More air
traffic comes through here than anywhere else. It’s an enormous port city for
shipping of any kind—trucks, trains, ships. That means alot of waysin and out, a
lot of travelers passing through. It makes it difficult for any observers from the Red
Court to spot us or report our movements.” He gave me a bleak smile. “And then
there' sthe way Chicago seemsto be inimical to the health of any vampire who
comes here.”

“That’s a pretty good cover story,” | said. “What’ s the truth?”’

Ebenezar sighed and held up his hand in a conciliatory gesture. It wasn't my
idea”

| looked at him for a minute and then said, “The Merlin called the meeting here.”

Ebenezar nodded and arched a shaggy grey brow. “Which means...?’

| chewed on my lower lip and scrunched up my eyes. It never helped me think
any better, but that was no reason not to keep trying it. “He wanted to send me a
message. Kill two birds with one stone.”

Ebenezar nodded. “He wanted you stripped of your position as a Warden, but
Luccio is still the technical commander of the Wardens, though Morgan commands
in the field. She supported you and the rest of the Senior Council overruled him.”

“Bet he loved that,” | said.
Ebenezar chuckled. “I thought he was having a stroke.”



“Joy,” | said. “I didn’t want the job to begin with.”
“l know,” he said. “Y ou got rocks and hard places, boy. Not much else.”

“So the Merlin figures he' [l show me an execution and scare me into toeing the
line.” | frowned, thinking. “I take it there’ s no word on the attack last year? No one
found with mysterious sums of money dumped into their bank accounts that would
incriminate atraitor?’

“Not yet,” Ebenezar said.

“Then with the traitor running around loose, all the Merlin hasto do iswait for me
to screw something up. Then he can call it treason and squish me.”

Ebenezar nodded, and | saw the warning in his eyes—another reason to take the
job he was offering. “He genuinely believesthat you are athreat to the Council. If
your behavior confirms his belief, he'll do whatever is necessary to stop you.”

| snorted. “There was another guy like that once. Name of McCarthy. If the
Merlin wants to find atraitor, he'll find one whether or not one actually exists.”

Ebenezar scowled, a hint of a Scots burr creeping into hisvoice, asit did anytime
he was angry, and he glanced at the Merlin. “Aye. | thought you should know.”

| nodded, still without looking up at him. | hated being bullied into anything, but |
didn’t get the vibe that Ebenezar was making an effort to maneuver me into a corner.
He was asking afavor. | might well help myself by doing him the favor, but he
wasn't going to bring anything onto my head if | turned him down. It wasn’t his

style.
| met his eyes and nodded. “ Okay.”

He exhaled slowly and nodded back, silent thanks in his expression. “Oh. One
other thing,” he said, and passed me an envelope.

“What' s this?’

“l don’'t know,” he answered. “ The Gatekeeper asked meto giveit to you.” The
Gatekeeper. He was the quietest of the wizards on the Senior Council, and even the
Merlin showed him plenty of respect. He wastaller than me, which is saying
something, and he stayed out of most of the partisan politics of the Senior Council,
which says even more. He knew things he shouldn’t be able to know—more so than
most wizards, | mean—and asfar as| could tell, he’d never been anything but
straight with me.

| opened the envelope. A single piece of paper wasinside. Lettersin a precise,
flowing hand read:

Dresden,

In the past ten days there have been repeated acts of black magic in Chicago.
As the senior Warden in the region, it falls to you to investigate and find those
responsible. In my opinion, it is vital that you do so immediately. To my



knowledge, no one else is aware of the situation.
Rashid

| rubbed at my eyes. Great. More black magic in Chicago. If it wasn’'t some
raving, psychotic, black-hatted bad guy, it was probably another kid like the one
who'd died a few minutes ago. There wasn't awhole lot of in-between.

| was hoping for the murderous madman—sorry, political correction; madperson.
| could deal with those. I'd had practice.

| didn’t think | could handle the other.

| put the letter back in the envelope, thinking. This was between the Gatekeeper
and me, presumably. He hadn’t asked me publicly, or told Ebenezar what was going
on, which meant that | was free to decide how to handle this one. If the Merlin knew
about this and officially gave me the assignment, he'd make damned sure | didn’t
have much of achoicein how to handle it—and I’ d have to do the whole thing
under a microscope.

The Gatekeeper had trusted me to handle whatever was wrong. That was amost
worse. Man.

Sometimes | get tired of being the guy who is supposed to deal with
un-deal-withable situations.

| looked up to find Ebenezar squinting at me. The expression made hisface a
mass of wrinkles. “What?’ | asked.

“You get a haircut or something, Hoss?’
“Uh, nothing new. Why?’
“Youlook...” Theold wizard s voice trailed off thoughtfully. “ Different.”

My heartbeat sped up alittle. Asfar as| knew, Ebenezar was unaware of the
entity who was leasing out the unused portions of my brain, and | wanted to keep it
that way. But though he had a reputation for being something of amagical brawler,
his specialty the summoning up of primal, destructive forces, he had alot more on
the ball than most of the Council gave him credit for. It was entirely possible that he
had sensed something of the fallen angel’ s presence within me.

“Yeah, well. I’ ve been wearing the cloak of the people | spent most of my adult
life resenting,” | said. “Between that and being a cripple, I’ ve been off my sleep for
amost ayear.”

“That can do it,” Ebenezar said, nodding. “How’ sthe hand?’ | bit back my first
harsh response, that it was still maimed and scarred, and that the burns made it ook
like a badly melted piece of wax sculpture. I’ d gone up against abad guy with a
brain a couple of years back, and she’ d worked out that my defensive magic was
designed to stop kinetic energy— not heat. | found that out the hard way when a
couple of her psychotic goons sprayed improvised napalm at me. My shield had
stopped the flaming jelly, but the heat had gone right through and dry roasted the



hand I’ d held out to focus my shield. | held up my gloved left hand and waggled my
thumb and the first two fingersin jerky little motions. The other two fingers didn’t
move much unless their neighbors pulled them. “Not much feeling in them yet, but |
can hold a beer. Or the steering wheel. Doctor’ s had me playing guitar, trying to
move them and use them more.”

“Good,” Ebenezar said. “Exercise is good for the body, but music is good for
the soul.”

“Not theway | play it,” | said.

Ebenezar grinned wryly, and drew a pocket watch from the front pocket of the
overalls. He squinted at it. “Lunchtime,” he said. “Y ou hungry?’

There wasn't anything in histone to indicate it, but | could read the subtext.

Ebenezar had been amentor to me at atime I’ d badly needed it. He' d taught me
just about everything | thought was important enough to be worth knowing. He had
been unfailingly generous, patient, loyal, and kind to me.

But he had been lying to me the whole time, ignoring the principles he had been
teaching me. On the one hand, he taught me about what it meant to be awizard,
about how awizard’ s magic comes from his deepest beliefs, about how doing evil
with magic was more than ssmply a crime— it was a mockery of what magic meant,
akind of sacrilege. On the other hand, he’ d been the White Council’ s Blackstaff the
whole while—awizard with alicenseto kill, to violate the Laws of Magic, to make a
mockery of everything noble and good about the power he wielded in the name of
political necessity. And he'd done it. Many times.

| had once held the kind of trust and faith in Ebenezar that | had given no one
else. I’d built afoundation for my life on what he' d taught me about the use of
magic, about right and wrong. But he' d let me down. He'd been living alie, and it
had been brutally painful to learn about it. Two yearslater, it still twisted around in
my belly, a vague and nauseating unease.

My old teacher was offering me an olive branch, trying to set aside the things that
had come between us. | knew that | should go along with him. | knew that he was as
human, asfallible, as anyone else. | knew that | should set it aside, mend our fences,
and get on with life. It was the smart thing to do. It was the compassionate,
responsible thing to do. It was the right thing to do.

But | couldn’t.
It still hurt too much for me to think straight about it.

| looked up at him. * Death threats in the guise of formal decapitations sort of ruin
my appetite.”

He nodded at me, accepting the excuse with a patient and steady expression,
though | thought | saw regret in his eyes. Helifted ahand in a silent wave and turned
away to walk toward a beat-up old Ford truck that had been built during the Great
Depression. Second thoughts pressed in. Maybe | should say something. Maybe |
should go for a bite to eat with the old man.



My excuse hadn’t been untrue, though. There was no way | could eat. | could still
feel the droplets of hot blood hitting my face, still see the body lying unnaturally ina
pool of blood. My hands started shaking and | closed my eyes, forcing the vivid,
bloody memories out of the forefront of my thoughts. Then | got in the car and tried
to leave the memories behind me.

The Blue Beetle is no muscle car, but it flung up a respectable amount of gravel as
| left.

The streets weren't as bad as they usually were, but it was still hotter than hell, so
| rolled down the windows at the first stoplight and tried to think clearly.

Investigate the faeries. Great. That was absolutely guaranteed to get complicated
before | got any useful answers. If there was one thing faeries hated doing, it was
giving you a straight answer, about anything. Getting plain speech out of oneislike
pulling out teeth. Y our own teeth. Through your nose.

But Ebenezar was right. | was probably the only one on the Council with
acquaintances in both the Summer and Winter Courts of the Sidhe. If anyone on the
Council could find out, it was me. Yippee.

And just to keep things interesting, | needed to hunt down some kind of
unspecified black magic and put a stop to it. That was what Wardens spent all their
time doing, when they weren't fighting awar, and what I’ d done two or three times
myself, but it wasn't ever pretty. Black magic means a black practitioner of some
kind, and they tended to be the sorts of people who were both happy to kill an
interfering wizard and able to manage it.

Faeries.
Black magic.
It never rains but it pours.

Chapter Three

«N»

Between one heartbeat and the next, the passenger seat of the Blue Beetle was
suddenly occupied. | let out ayelp and nearly bounced my car off of adelivery
truck. Thetires squealed in protest and | started to dlide. | turned into it and
recovered, but if I’d had another coat of paint on my car I’d have collided with the
one next to me. My heart in my throat, | got the car moving smoothly again, and
turned to glare at the sudden passenger.

Lasciel, akathe Temptress, aka the Webweaver, apparently some kind of
photocopy of the personality of afallen angel, sat in the passenger seat. She could
look like anything she chose, but her most common form was that of atall, athletic
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blonde wearing awhite Greek-style tunic that fell almost to her knee. She sat with her
handsin her lap, staring out the front of the car, smiling very dightly.

“What the hell do you think you're doing?’ | snarled at her. “ Are you trying to get
meKkilled?’

“Don’t be such ababy,” she replied, her tone amused. “No one was harmed.”
“No thanks to you,” | growled. “Put the seat belt on.”

She gave me alevel look. “Mortal, | have no physical form. | exist nowhere
except within your mind. | am amental image. Anillusion. A hologram only you can
see. There is no reason for me to wear my seat belt.”

“It' sthe principle of thething,” | said. “My car, my brain, my rules. Put on the
damned seat belt or get lost.”

She heaved asigh. “Very well.” She twisted around like anyone would, drawing
the seat belt forward around her waist and clicking it. | knew she couldn’t have
picked up the physical seat belt and done that, so what | was seeing was only an
Illusion—~but it was a convincing one. | would have had to make a serious effort to
see that the actual seat belt hadn’t moved.

Lasciel looked at me. “ Acceptable?’

“Barely,” | said, thinking furiously. Lasciel, as she appeared to me now, was a
portion of agenuine fallen angel. The real deal was trapped inside an ancient silver
denarius, a Roman coin, which was buried under a couple of feet of concrete in my
basement. But in touching the coin, I’ d created a kind of outlet for the demon’s
personality—embodied as an entirely discrete mental entity living right in my own
head, presumably in the ninety percent of the brain that humans never use. Or in my
case, maybe ninety-five. Lasciel could appear to me, could see what | saw and sense
what | sensed, could look through my memories to some degree and, most
disturbing, could createillusions that | had to work hard to see through—just as she
was now creating theillusion of her physical presencein my car. Her extremely
attractive and wholesome-looking and entirely desirable presence. The bitch.

“1 thought we had an understanding,” | growled. “I don’t want you coming to see
me unless| call you.”

“And | have respected our agreement,” she said. “I ssimply came to remind you
that my services and resources are at your disposal, should you need them, and that
the whole of my self, currently residing beneath the floor of your laboratory, is
likewise prepared to assist you.”

“You act like | wanted you there in the first place. If | knew how to erase you
from my head without getting killed, I’d do it in a heartbeat,” | replied.

“The portion of me that shares your mind is nothing but the shadow of my true
self,” Lasciel said. “But have acare, mortal. | am. | exist. And | desire to continue to
do so.”

“Likel sad. If | could do it without getting killed,” I growled. “In the meanwhile,



unless you want me to chain you into alittle black closet in my head, get out of my
sight.”

Her mouth twitched, maybe in irritation, but nothing more than that showed on her
face. “Asyou wish,” she said, inclining her head. “But if black magic truly is once
more rising within Chicago, you may well have need of every tool at hand. And as
you must survive for me to survive, | have every reason to aid you.”

“A tiny black box,” | said. “Without holesin the lid. Smelling like my high school
locker room.”

Her mouth curled again, an expression of wary amusement. “As you wish, my
host.”

And she was gone, vanishing back into the undevel oped vaults of my mind or
wherever she went. | shivered, making sure my thoughts were contained, shielded
from her perceptions. There was nothing | could do to prevent Lasciel from seeing
and hearing everything | did, or from rummaging randomly in my memories, but |
had learned that | could at |east veil my active thoughts from her. | did so constantly,
in order to prevent her from learning too much, too quickly.

That would only help her reach her goa—that of convincing me to unearth the
ancient silver coin buried under my lab and sealed within spells and concrete. Within
the coin, the old Roman denarius—one of a collection of thirty—dwelt the whole of
thefallen angdl, Lascid.

If | choseto aly myself with her, it would get me al kinds of strength. The power
and knowledge of afalen angd could turn anyone into a deadly and virtually
immortal threat—at the low, low cost of one’'s soul. Once you signed on with one of
theliteral Hell’s Angels, you weren't the only one in the captain’s chair anymore.
The more you let them help you, the more you surrendered your will to them, and
sooner or later it' sthe fallen angel that’s calling the shots.

I’d grabbed the coin a heartbeat before a friend’ s toddler could reach down for it,
and touching its surface had transferred a portion of the personality, the intellect of
Lasciel into my head. She helped me survive several nasty days the previous autumn,
and her assistance had been invaluable. Which was the problem. | couldn’t allow
myself to continue relying on her help, because sooner or later, I'd get used to it.
And then I’d enjoy it. And at some point, digging up that coin in my basement
wouldn’t seem like such a bad idea.

All of which meant that | had to stay on my guard against the fallen angel’s
suggestions. The price may have been hidden, but it was still there. Lasciel wasn’'t
wrong, though, about how dangerous situations involving true black magic could
become. | might well find myself in need of help.

| thought about those who had fought beside me before. | thought about my
friend Michael, whose kid had been the one about to pick up the coin.

| hadn’t seen Michael since then. | hadn’t called. He' d called me a couple of
times, invited me to Thanksgiving dinner a couple of times, asked if | was all right a
couple of times. | had turned down hisinvitations and cut every phone conversation



short. Michael didn’t know that I’ d picked up one of the Blackened Denart, taken
possession of atoken that could arguably make me a member of the Knights of the
Blackened Denarius. I’ d fought some of the Denarians. I’ d killed one of them.

They were monsters of the worst sort, and Michael was a Knight of the Cross. He
was one of three people on the face of the earth who had been chosen to wield a
holy sword, an honest-to-Goodness holy sword, each of them with what was
supposed to be a nail from the Cross, capital C, worked into the blade. Michael
fought dark and evil things. He beat them. He saved children and innocentsin
danger, and he would stand up to the darkest creatures imaginable without blinking,
so strong was his faith that the Almighty would give him strength enough to defeat
the darkness before him.

He had no love for his opposites, the Denarians, power-hungry psychopaths as
determined to cause and spread pain and suffering as Michael was to contain them.

| never told him about the coin. | didn’t want him to know that | was sharing brain
space with ademon. | didn’t want him to think less of me. Michael had integrity.
Most of my adult life, the White Council at large had been sure that | was some kind
of monster just waiting for the right time to morph into its true form and start laying
waste to everything around me. But Michagl had been firmly on my side since the
first timewe d met. His unwavering support had made me feel awhole hell of alot
better about my life.

| didn’t want him to look at me the way he' d looked at the Denarianswe'd
fought. So until | got rid of Lasciel’s stupid mental sock puppet, | wasn't going to
ask him for help.

| would handle this on my own.
| was fairly sure that my day couldn’t get much worse.

No sooner had | thought it than there was a horrible crunching sound, and my
head snapped back hard against the headrest on the back of the driver’s seat. The
Beetle shuddered and jounced wildly, and | fought to keep it under control.

You'd think | would know better by now.

Chapter Four

«N»

| managed to get one wild look around, and it showed me someone in areal
battleship of an old Chrydler, dark grey, windows tinted, and then the car sslammed
into the Beetle again and nearly sent me into adeadly spin. My head snapped to one
side and hit the window, and | could amost smell the smoldering of my tires as they
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all did forward and sideways simultaneoudly. | felt the car hit the curb, and then
bounce up. | wrenched at the steering wheel and the brakes, my body responding to
things my stunned brain hadn’t caught up to yet. | think | kept it from becoming a
total disaster, because instead of spinning off into oncoming traffic or hitting the wall
at asharp angle, | managed to slam the Beetle' s passenger-side broadside into the
building beside the street. Brick grated on steel, until | cameto a halt fifty feet |later.

Stars swarmed over my vision and | tried to swat them away so that | could get a
look at the Chryder’s plates—but it was gone in a heartbeat. Or at least | think it
was. Truth be told, my head was spinning so much that the car could have been
doing interpretive dance in alilac tutu and I might not have noticed.

Sitting there seemed like areally good idea, so | sat. After awhile | got the vague
notion that | should make sure everyone was all right. | looked at me. No blood,
which was positive. | looked blearily around the car. No screaming. No corpsesin
my rearview mirror. Nothing was on fire. There was broken safety glass everywhere
from the passenger-side window, but the rear window had been replaced with a
sheet of tranglucent plastic a while back.

The Beetle, stalwart crusader against the forces of evil and alternative fuels, was
still running, though its engine had acquired an odd, moaning wheeze as opposed to
the usual surly wheeze. | tried my door. It didn’'t open. | rolled down my window
and hauled myself slowly out of the car. If | could get up the energy to slide across
the hood before | got back in, | could audition for The Dukes of Hazzard.

“Here in Hazzard County,” | drawled to myself, “we don’t much cotton to
hit-and-run automotive assaults.”

It took an unknown number of minutes for the first cop to arrive, a patrolman |
recognized named Grayson. Grayson was an older cop, abig man with abig red
nose and a comfortable gut, who looked like he could bounce angry drunks or drink
them under the table, take your pick. He got out of his car and started asking me
questions in a concerned tone of voice. | answered him as best | could, but
something between my brain and my mouth had shorted out, and | found him eyeing
me and then looking around the inside of the Beetle for open containers before he sat
me down on the ground and started routing traffic around. | got to sit down on the
curb, which suited me fine. | watched the sidewalk spin around until someone
touched my shoulder.

Karrin Murphy, head of Chicago PD’s Specia Investigations department, looked
like someone' s cute kid sister. She was maybe arose petal over five feet tall, had
blond hair, blue eyes, a pug nose, and nearly invisible freckles. She was made al of
springy muscle; agymnast’s build that did not preclude feminine curves. Shewasin
awhite cotton shirt and blue jeans that day, a Cubs ball cap on her head, reflective
sunglasses over her eyes.

“Harry?’ she asked. “Y ou okay?’

“Uncle Jesse is gonna be awful disappointed that one of Boss Hogg' s flunkies
banged up the General Lee,” | told her, waving at my car.



She stared at me for amoment and then said, “Did you know you have a bruise
on the side of your head?’

“Nah,” | said. | poked afinger at it. “Do |7
Murphy sighed and gently pushed my finger down. “Harry, serioudly. If you're so
loopy you can’t talk to me, | need to get you to a hospital.”

“Sorry, Murph,” | told her. “Been along day aready. | got my bells rung pretty
good. I'll be finein aminute.”

She exhaed, and then nodded and sat down on the curb with me. “Mind if | have
one of the EMTslook at you? Just to be careful ?’

“They’d want to take me to a hospital,” | said. “Too dangerous. | could short out
someone’ s life support. And the Reds are watching the hospital's, putting hits on our
wounded. | could draw fire onto the patients.”

“1 know that,” she said quietly. “I won’t let them take you.”

“Oh. Okay, then,” | said. An EMT checked me out. He shined alight into my
eyes, for which | kicked him lightly in the shins. He muttered at me for a minute,
poked me here and there, examined and measured and counted and so on. Then he
shook his head and stood up. “Maybe a mild concussion. He should see a doctor to
be safe, Lieutenant.”

Murphy nodded, thanked the EM T, and looked pointedly at the ambulance. He
sidled away, his expression disapproving.
Murphy sat down with me again. “All right, spill. What happened?’

“Someone in adark grey Chrysler tried to park in my backseat.” | waved a hand,
annoyed, as she opened her mouth. “And no. | didn’t get the plates. | was too busy
considering a career as a crash test dummy.”

“You'’ve got the dummy part down,” she said. “Y ou into something lately?’

“Not yet,” | complained. “I mean, Hell’s bells, Murphy. | got told half afreaking
hour ago that there’ s bad juju going down somewhere in Chicago. | haven’'t even
had time to start checking into it, and someone is already trying to make meinto a
commercial for seat beltsand air bags.”

“You sure it was deliberate?’
“Y eah. But whoever it was, he wasn't apro.”
“Why do you say that?’

“1f he had been, he’ d have spun me easy. No idea he was there until he'd hit me.
Could have bumped me into a spin before | could have straightened out. Flipped my
car afew times. Killed me pretty good.” | rubbed at the back of my neck. A nice,
all-body ache was already spreading out into my muscles. “Isn’t exactly the best
placefor it, either.”

“ Attack of opportunity,” Murphy said.
“Whassat?’



She smiled alittle. “When you weren’t expecting the shot, but you see it and take
it before the opportunity passes you by.”

“Oh. Y eah, probably one of those.”

Murphy shook her head. “L ook, maybe | should get you to a doctor anyway.”
“No,” | said. “Really. I’'m okay. But | want to get off the street soonest.”
Murphy inhaled slowly and then nodded. “I’ |l take you home.”

“Thanks.”

Grayson came ambling over to us. “Wrecker’s on the way,” he said. “What do
we got here?’

“Hit and run,” Murphy said.

Grayson lifted his eyebrows and eyed me. “Y eah? Looked to me like you got hit
acouple of times. On purpose-like.”

“For all | know it was an honest accident,” | said.

Grayson nodded. “ There’' s some clothes in your backseat. Looks like they have
blood on them.”

“Leftovers from last Halloween,” | said. “It’s costume stuff. A cloak and robes
and such, had fake blood all over them. It looked cheesy as hell.”

Grayson snorted. “Y ou’ re worse than my kid. He' s still got some of his football
jerseysin his backseat from last fall.”

“He probably hasanicer car.” | glanced up at the Beetle. It was areal mess, and |
winced. It wasn't like the Beetle was a priceless antique or anything, but it was my
car. | droveit places. | liked it. “Infact, I'm sureit’sanicer car.”

Grayson let out awry chuckle. “1 need to fill out some papers. You okay to help
mefill in the blanks?’

“Sure,” | told him.
“Thanksfor the call, Sergeant,” Murphy said.

“De nada,” Grayson replied, touching the brim of his cap with afinger. “I’ll get
those forms, Dresden, soon as the wrecker gets here.”

“Cool,” | said.

Grayson moved off, and Murphy stared at me steadily for a moment.
“What?’ | asked her quietly.

“You lied to him,” she said. “About the clothes and the blood.”

| twitched one shoulder.

“And you did it well. | mean, if | didn’t know you...” She shook her head. “It
surprises me about you. That’s all. You' ve always been aterrible liar.”

“Urn,” | said. | wasn’t sure how to take that one. “Thank you?’



She let out awry chuckle. “ So what’ s the real story?”’
“Not here,” | said. “Let’stalk in abit.”

Murphy studied my face for a second, and her frown deepened. “Harry? What's
wrong?’

The limp, headless body of that nameless young man filled my thoughts. It
brought up too many emotionswith it, and | felt my throat tighten until | knew |
wouldn’t be able to speak. So | shook my head alittle and shrugged.

She nodded. “Y ou going to be al right?’

There was a peculiar gentlenessin her voice. Murphy had been playing in what
amounted to a boys-only league in her work with CPD, and she put off a
tough-as-nails aura that made her seem almost as formidable as she actualy was.
That exterior almost never varied, at least out in the open, with other police officers
nearby. But as she looked at me, there was a quiet, definite, and unashamed
vulnerability in her voice.

We've had our differencesin the past, but Murphy was one hell of agood friend.
| gave her my best lopsided smile. “I"'m aways all right. More or less.”

She reached out and twitched a stray bit of hair from my forehead. “You're a
great big girl, Dresden. One little fender bender and you go all emotional and
pathetic.” Her eyesflickered to the Beetle again, and suddenly burned with a cold
blue fire. “Do you know who did this to you?’

“Not yet,” | growled as the wrecker arrived. “But you can bet your ass |’ m going
to find out.”

Chapter Five

«N»

By the time we got back to my place, my head was starting to run at its normal
speed, the better to inform me how much it hurt. | had a nice, deep-down body ache
to go along with the bruised skull. The light of the afternoon sun stabbed at my eyes
in acheerfully vicious fashion, and | was glad when | shambled down the steps to
my basement apartment, disarmed my magical wards, unlocked the door, and
shoved hard at it.

It didn’t open. The previous autumn, zombies had torn apart my steel security
door and wrecked my apartment. Though | was getting a modest paycheck from the
Wardens now, | till didn’t have enough money to pay for al the repairs, and | had
set out to fix the door on my own. | hadn’t framed it very well, but | try to think
positive: The new door was arguably even more secure than the old one—now you
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could barely get the damned thing open even when it wasn't locked.

While | was in home-renovation mode, | put down linoleum in the kitchen, carpet
on the living room and bedroom floors, and tile in the bathroom, and let me tell you
something.

It isn’t as easy asthose Time-Life homeowner books make it 10ok.

| had to lam my shoulder against it three or four times, but the door finally
groaned and squealed and came open.

“1 thought you were going to have a contractor fix that,” Murphy said.
“When | get the money.”
“1 thought you were getting another paycheck now.”

| sighed. “Y eah. But the rate of pay was set in 1959, and the Council hasn’t given
It a cost-of-living increase since. | think it comes up for review in afew more years.”

“Wow. That's even dlower than City Hall.”

“Always thinking positive.” | went inside, stepping onto the large wrinkle that had
somehow formed in the carpet before the door.

My apartment isn't huge. There' safairly roomy living room, with aminiature
kitchen set in an alcove opposite the door. The door to my tiny bedroom and
bathroom is on the right as you come in, with aredbrick fireplace set in the wall
beside it. Bookshelves, tapestries, and movie posters line the cold stone walls. My
origind Star Wars poster had survived the attack, though my library of paperbacks
had taken areal beating. Those darned zombies, they always dog-ear the pages and
crack the spines the minute they’ re done oozing foul goop and smashing up
furniture.

| have a couple of secondhand sofas, which aren’t hard to get cheap, so replacing
them wasn't too bad. A pair of comfortable old easy chairs by the fire, a coffee
table, and alarge mound of grey-and-black fur rounded out the furnishings. There's
no electricity, and it sadim little hole, but it'sadim, coal little hole, and it wasa
relief to get out of the broiling sun.

The small mountain of fur shook itself, and something thudded against the wall
beside it asit rose up into the shape of alarge, stocky dog covered in athick shag of
grey fur, complete with an amost |eonine mane of darker fur around his neck, throat,
chest, and upper shoulders. He went to Murphy straightaway, sitting and offering up
his right front paw.

Murphy laughed, and grabbed his paw briefly—her fingers couldn’t have
stretched around the offered limb. “Hiya, Mouse.” She scratched him behind the
ears. “When did you teach him that, Harry?’

“lI didn’'t,” | said, stooping to ruffle Mouse' s ears as | went past him to the fridge.
“Where's Thomas?’ | asked the dog.

M ouse made a chuffing sound and looked at the closed door to my bedroom. |
stopped to listen for amoment, and heard the faint gurgle of water in the pipes.



Thomas was in the shower. | got a Coke out of the fridge and glanced at Murphy.
She nodded. | got her one too, and doddered over to the couch to sit down slowly
and carefully, my aches and pains complaining at me the whole while. | opened the
Coke, drank, and settled back with my eyes closed. Mouse lumbered over to sit
down by the couch and lay his massive head on one knee. He pawed at my leg.

“I'mfing,” | told him.

He exhaled through his nose, doggie expression somehow skeptical, and |
scratched his ears, to prove it. “Thanks for the ride, Murph.”

“Sure,” she said. She brought out a plastic sack she'd carried in and tossed it on
the floor. It held my robe, stole, and cloak, all of them spattered with blood. She
walked over to the kitchen sink and started filling it with cold water. “So let’ stalk.”

| nodded and told her about the Korean kid. While | did that, she put my stolein
the sink, then started washing it briskly in the cold water.

“That kid is what wizards mean when they talk about warlocks,” | said.
“Someone who has betrayed the purpose of magic. Gone bad, right from the start.”

She waited amoment and then said, in aquiet, dangerous voice, “They killed him
here? In Chicago?’

“Yes,” | said. | felt even moretired. “Thisis one of our safer meeting places,
apparently.”

“You saw it?’

“Yes”

“You didn't stop it?’

“l couldn’'t have,” | said. “ There were heavyweights there, Murphy. And...” |
took a deep breath. “I’m not sure they were completely in the wrong.”

“Like hell they weren't,” she snarled. “1 don't give agood God damn what the
White Council does over in England or South America or wherever they want to
hang around flapping their beards. But they came here.”

“Had nothing to do with you,” | said. “Nothing to do with the law, that is. It was
internal stuff. They would have done the sameto that kid, no matter where they
were.”

Her movements became jerky for a moment, and water splashed over the rim of
the sink. Then she visibly forced herself to relax, put the stole aside, and went to
work on the robe. “Why do you think that?’ she asked.

“The kid had gonein for black magic in abig way,” | said. “Mind-control stuff.
Robbing people of their free will.”

She regarded me with cool eyes. “I’'m not sure | understand.”

“It’ sthe Fourth Law of Magic,” | said. “You aren’'t allowed to control the mind
of another human. But... hell, it's one of thefirst things alot of these stupid kids
try—the old Jedi mind trick. Sometimes they start with maybe getting homework



overlooked by ateacher or convincing their parents to buy them acar. They come
into their magic when they’ re maybe fifteen or so, and by the time they’ re seventeen
or eighteen they’ ve got afull -grown talent.”

“And that’s bad?’

“A lot of times,” | said. “Think about how men that age are. Can't go ten
seconds without thinking about sex. Sooner or later, if someone doesn’t teach them
otherwise, they’ Il put the psychic armlock on the head cheerleader to get a date. And
more than a date. And then more girls, or | guess other guysif I’m going to be PC
about it. Someone el se gets upset about losing a girlfriend or a daughter getting
pregnant and the kid triesto fix his mistakes with more magic.”

“But why does that mandate execution?’ Murphy asked.

“It...” | frowned. “ Getting into someone’ smind like that is difficult and
dangerous. And sooner or later, while you' re changing them, you start changing
yourself, too. Y ou remember Micky Malone?’

Murphy didn’t exactly shudder, but her hands stopped moving for a minute.
Micky Malone was aretired police officer. A few months after he' d gotten out of the
game, an angry and vicious spiritual entity had unleashed a psychic assault on him,
and bound him in spells of torment to boot. The attack had transformed a
grandfatherly old retired cop into a screaming maniac, totally out of control. I'd
done what | could for the poor guy, but it had been really bad.

“l remember,” Murphy said quietly.

“When a person gets into someone’s head, it inflicts all kinds of damage—sort of
like what happened to Micky Malone. But it damages the one doing it, too. It gets
easier to bend others as you get more bent. Vicious cycle. And it’s dangerous for
the victim. Not just because of what might happen as a direct result of suddenly
being forced to believe that the warlock is the god-king of the universe. It strains
their psyche, and the more uncharacteristically they’ re made to feel and act, the more
it hurts them. Most of the time, it devolvesinto atotal breakdown.”

Murphy shivered. “Like those office workers Mavradid it to? And the
Renfields?’

A flash of phantom pain went through my maimed hand at the memory. “Exactly
likethat,” | said.

“What can that kind of magic do?’ she asked, her voice more subdued.

“Too much. Thiskid had forced a bunch of people to commit suicide. A bunch
more to commit murder. He' d turned a whole gang of people, most of them his
family, into his personal daves.”

“My God,” Murphy said quietly. “That’s hideous.”

| nodded. “That’s black magic. Y ou get enough of it in you and it changes you.
Stains you.”

“lsn’t there anything else the Council can do?’



“Not when the kid isthat far gone. They’vetriedit al,” | said. “ Sometimes the
warlock seemed to get better, but they all turned back in the end.

And more people died. So unless someone on the Council takes personal
responsibility for the warlock, they just kill them.*

She thought about that for a moment. Then she asked, “Could you have done
that? Taken responsibility for him?’

| shifted uncomfortably. “ Theoretically, | guess. If | really believed he could be
salvaged.”

She pressed her lips together and stared at the sink.

“Murph,” | said, asgently as| knew how. “The law couldn’t handle someone like
that. Y ou couldn’t arrest them, contain them, without some serious magic to
neutralize their powers. If you tried to bring an angry warlock into holding down at
Sl, it would get ugly. Worse than the loup-garou.”

“There’ s got to be another way,” Murphy said.

“Once adog goes rabid, you can’t bring him back,” | said. “All youcandois
keep him from hurting others. The best solution is prevention. Find the kids
displaying serious talent and teach them better from the get-go. But the world
population has grown so much in the past century that the White Council can’t
possibly identify and reach them all. Especialy with thiswar on. Therejust aren’t
enough of us.”

Shetilted her head, staring at me. “Us? That’ sthe first time I’ ve heard you
reference the White Council with yourself included in it.”

| wasn't sure what to say to that, so | drank the rest of my Coke. Murphy went
on washing for aminute, set the robe aside, and reached for the grey cloak. She
dropped it into the sink, frowned, and then held it up. “Look at this,” she said. “The
blood came out when it hit the water All by itself.”

“It'slike that kid never died. Cool,” | said quietly.

Murphy watched me for amoment. “Maybe thisiswhat it feelslike for civilians
when they see cops doing some of the dirty work. A lot of times they don’t
understand what’ s happening. They see something they don't like and it upsets
them—because they don’t have the full story, aren’t personally facing the problem,
and don’t know how much worse the aternative could be.”

“Maybe,” | agreed.
“It sucks.”
“Sorry.”

She cast me afleeting smile, but her expression grew serious again when she
crossed the room to sit down near me. “Do you really think what they did was
necessary?’

God help me, | nodded.



“Is thiswhy the Council was so hard on you for so long? Because they thought
you were awarlock about to relapse?’

“Y eah. Except for the part where you' re using the past tense.” | leaned forward,
chewing on my lip for a second. “Murph, thisis one of those things the cops can't
get involved in. | told you there would be things like this. | don’t like what happened
anymore than you do. But please, don’t push this. It won’'t help anyone.”

“l can’t ignore a dead body.”
“There won't be one.”

She shook her head and stared at the Coke for awhile more. “All right,” she said.
“But if the body shows up or someone reportsit, | won't have any choice.”

“1 understand.” | looked around for a change of subject. “ So. There's black
magic afoot in Chicago, according to an annoyingly vague letter from the
Gatekeeper.”

“Who is he?’
“Wizard. Way mysterious.”
“You bdieve him?’

“Yeah,” | said. “ So we should be on the lookout for killings and strange incidents
and so on. The usual.”

“Right,” Murphy said. “I'll keep an eye out for corpses, weirdos, and monsters.”

The door to the bedroom opened and my half brother Thomas emerged, freshly
showered and smelling faintly of cologne. He was right around six feet in height, and
was built like the high priest of Bowflex—all lean muscle, sculpted and well formed,
not too much of a good thing. He wore a pair of black trousers and black shoes, and
was pulling a pale blue T-shirt down over his rippling abs as he came into the room.

Murphy watched him, blue eyes gleaming. Thomasis awfully pretty to look at.
He's also a vampire of the White Court. They didn’'t go in for fangs and blood so
much as pale skin and supernaturally hot sex, but just because they fed on raw life
force rather than blood didn’t make them any |less dangerous.

Thomas had worked hard to make sure that he kept his hunger under control, so
that when he fed he wouldn’t hurt anyone too badly—abut | knew it had been a
difficult struggle for him, and he carried that strain around with him. It wasvisiblein
his expression, and it made all of his movements those of alean, hungry predator.

“Monsters?’ he asked, pulling the shirt down over his head. He smiled pleasantly
and said, “Karrin, good afternoon.”

“That’s Lieutenant Murphy to you, Prettyboy,” she shot back, but her face was
Set in an appreciative smile.

He grinned back at her from under his hair, which even when wet and uncombed
was carelessly curling and attractive. “Why, thank you for the compliment,” he said.
He reached down to scratch Mouse's ears, nodded to me, and seized up hisbig,



black gym bag. “Y ou have some more business come to town, Harry?’
“That’ s the scuttlebutt,” | said. “1 haven’t had time to look into it yet.”

Hetilted his head to one side and frowned at me. “What the hell happened to
you?’

“Car trouble.”

“Uh-huh,” he said. He slung the bag’ s strap over his shoulder. “L ook, you need
some help, just let me know.” He glanced at the clock and said, “Gotta run.”

“Sure,” | said to his back. He shut the door behind him.
Murphy arched an eyebrow. “That was abrupt. Are you still getting along?’

| grimaced and nodded. “He's .. . | don’t know, Murph. He' s been very distant
lately. And gone ailmost all of the time. Day and night. He sleeps and eats here, but
mostly when I’m at work. And when | do see him, it’s always like that—in passing.
He' sin ahurry to get somewhere.”

“Where?’ she asked.
| shrugged.
“You'reworried about him,” she said.

“Yeah. He' susually alot more tense than this. Y ou know, the whole incubus
hunger thing. I'm worried that maybe he' s decided appetite control was for the
birds.”

“Do you think he's hurting anyone?’

“No,” | said at once, alittle too quickly. | forced myself to calm down and then
said, “No, not as such. | don’t know. | wish he’'d talk to me, but ever since last fall,
he' skept me at arm’s length.”

“Have you asked him?’ Murphy said.
| eyed her. “No.”

“Why not?’

“Itisn’t done that way,” | said.
“Why not?’

“Because guysdon’t do it like that.”

“Let me get this straight,” Murphy said. “Y ou want him to talk to you, but you
won't actually tell him that or ask him any questions. Y ou sit around with the silence
and tension and no one says anything.”

“That’sright,” | said.

She stared at me.

“Y ou need a prostate to understand,” | said.

She shook her head. “1 understand enough.” She rose and said, “Y ou'reidiots.



Y ou should talk to him.”
“Maybe,” | said.
“Meanwhile, I'll keep my eyes open. If | find anything odd, I’ [l get in touch.”
“Thank you.”
“What are you going to do?”’
“Wait for sundown,” | said.
“Then what?’ she asked.

| rubbed at my aching head, feeling a sudden surge of defiance for whoever had
run me off the road and whatever black-magicky jerk had decided to mess around
with my hometown. “Then | put on my wizard hat and start finding out what’ s going
on.”

Chapter Six

«N»

Murphy stayed until she was sure | wasn’t going to suddenly drop unconscious,
but made me promiseto call her in a couple of hours to be sure. Mouse escorted her
to the door when she left, and Murphy swung it shut with two hands and a grunt of
effort in order to make it close snugly into the frame. Her car started, departed.

| prodded my brain with asharp stick until it figured out my next move. My brain
pointed out that | knew the current Summer Knight of the Summer Court, and that
the guy owed me some fairly big favors. I'd saved his life when he’'d just been a
terrified changeling trying not to get swallowed up by an incipient war between
Winter and Summer. When everything settled, he was the new Summer Knight, the
mortal champion of the Summer Court. It gave him alot of influence with fully half
of the Sidhe realm, and he' d probably know more about what was going on there
than any other native of the real world. My brain thought it would be really wonderful
If maybe | could make one little phone call to Fix and get al the information | needed
about the Sidhe Courts handed to me on a silver platter.

My brain is sometimes overly optimistic, but | indulged it on the off chance that |
came up awinner in theinvestigative lottery.

| reached for the phone. It rang el even times before someone answered. “Y es?’
“Fix?" | asked.

“Mmmph,” answered a rumpled-sounding male voice. “Who isthis?’

“Harry Dresden.”
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“Harry!” His voice brightened with immediate, if somewhat sleepy, cheer, which
seemed far more appropriate to the Summer Knight of the Sidhe Courts. “Hey, how
are you? What’s up?’

“That’ s the question of the day,” | said. “I need to talk to you about Summer
business.”

The slegpiness vanished from his voice. So did the friendliness. “Oh.”
“Look, it’snothing big,” | started. “I just need to—"

“Harry,” he said, his voice sharp. Fix had never cut me off before. In fact, if
you'’ d asked my professional opinion ayear before, I’d have told you he never
interrupted anyonein hislife. “We can't talk about this. The line might not be
secure.”

“Comeon, man,” | said. “No one can monitor the phone line with a spell. It'd
burn out in a second.”

“Someone isn’t playing by the old rules anymore, Harry,” he said. “ And a phone
tap is not adifficult thing to engineer.”

| frowned. “Good point,” | allowed. “Then we need to talk.”
“When?’

“Soonest.”

“ Accorded neutral territory,” he responded.

He meant McAnally’s pub. Mac’s place has always been a hangout for the
supernatural crowd in Chicago. When the war broke out, someone managed to get it
placed on alist of neutral territories where, by the agreements known as the Unsedlie
Accords, everyone respected the neutrality of the property and was expected to
behave in acivil fashion when present. It might not have been a private rendezvous,
but it was probably the safest place in town to discuss this kind of thing. “Fine,” |
said. “When?’

“1’ve got business tonight. The soonest | can do it istomorrow. Lunch?’
“Noon,” | replied.

There was a dleepy murmur on the other end of the phone—a woman’s voice.
“Shhhhh,” Fix said. “Sure, Harry. I'll see you there.”

We hung up, and | regarded the phone with pursed lips. Fix sleeping thislate in
the day? And with agirl in bed with him, no less. And interrupting wizards without a
second thought. He' d come aways.

Of course, he'd had alot of exposure to the faeries since the last time I’ d seen
him. And if he had anything like the power that I’ d seen the champions of the Sidhe
display before, he’ d have had time to get used to his new strength. Y ou can never
tell how someone is going to handle power—not until you hand it to them and see
what they do with it. Fix had certainly changed.

| got alittle twist in my gut that told me | should employ a great deal more than



average caution when | spoke to him. | didn’t like the feeling. Before | could think
about it for too long, | made myself pick up the phone and move on with what my
brain told me was a reasonable step two— checking around to see if anyone had
heard anything about bad juju running around town.

| called several people. Billy the Werewolf, recently married. Mortimer Lindquist,
ectomancer. Waldo Butters, medical examiner and composer of the “Quasimodo
Polka,” adozen magical small-timers| knew, plus my ex’s editor at the Midwestern
Arcane. None of them had heard of anything, and | warned them all to keep an ear to
the ground. | even put in acall to the Archive, but al | got was an answering service,
and no one returned my call.

| sat and stared at the phone’ s base for a moment, the receiver buzzing adial tone
in my gloved left hand.

| hadn’t called Michael, or Father Forthill. | probably should have, working on the
basic notion that more help was better help. Then again, if the Home Office wanted
Michael on the case, he' d be there regardless of whether or not anyone called him
and how many immovabl e objects stood in the way. I’ ve seen it happen often
enough to trust that it was true.

It was a good rationalization, but it wasn’t fooling anyone. Not even me. The truth
was that | didn’t want to talk to either one of them unless| redlly, readlly, really had
to.

The dial tone turned into that annoying buzz-buzz-buzz of a no-connection signal.

| hung the phone back up, my hand unsteady. Then | got up, reached down to the
clumsily trimmed area of carpet that covered the trapdoor set in the apartment’s
floor, and pulled it open onto a wooden stepladder that folded out and led down into
my laboratory.

Thelab isin the sub-basement, which is a much better name for it than the
basement-basement. It’ s little more than a big concrete box with aladder leading up
and out of it. The walls are lined with overflowing white wire shelves, the cheap kind
you can get at Wal-Mart. In my lab, they store containers of every kind, from plastic
bags to microwave-safe plastic dinnerware to heavy wooden boxes—and even one
lead-lined, lead-sealed box where | store atiny amount of depleted uranium dust.
Other books, notebooks, envelopes, paper bags, pencils, and apparently random
objects of many kinds crowd each other for space on the shelves—all except for
one plain, homemade wooden shelf, which held only candles at either end, four
romance novels, aVictoria s Secret catalog, and a bleached human skull.

A long table ran down the middle of the room, leaving a blank section of floor at
the far end kept perfectly clear of any clutter whatsoever. A ring of plain silver was
set into the floor—my summoning circle. Underneath it lay afoot and a half or so of
concrete, and then another heavy metal box, wrapped with its own little circle of
wards and spells. Inside the box was a blackened silver coin.

My left palm, which had been so badly burned except for an outline of skinin the
shape of Lasciel's angelic symbol, suddenly itched.



| rubbed it against my leg and ignored it.

My worktable had been crowded with material for most of the time it had been
down in my lab. But that no longer was the case.

At that point | felt | owed someone an apology. When Murphy had asked me
about the money from the Council, the answer 1’ d given her was true enough.
They’ d set the pay rate for Wardens in the fifties—but even the Council wasn't quite
hidebound enough to ignore things like standard inflation, and the Warden's
paychecks had kept pace through discretionary funding in—my God, I’ m starting to
sound like part of the establishment.

Long story short. The Wardens have sneaky ways of getting paid more, and the
money | was getting from them, while not stellar, was nothing to sneeze d, either.
But | hadn’t been spending it on things like fixing up my apartment.

I’ d been spending it on what was on my worktable.
“Bob,” | said, “wake up.”

Orangish flames kindled wearily to life inside the open eye sockets of the skull.
“Oh for crying out loud,” avoice from within complained. “Can’'t you take a night
off? 1t'll be finished when it’ sfinished, Harry.”

“No rest for the wicked, Bob,” | said cheerfully. “And that means we can’'t slack
off either, or they’ll outwork us.”

The skull’ s voice took on awhiny tone. “But we' ve been tinkering with that
stupid thing every night for six months. Y ou’ re growing a cowlick and buck teeth,
by the way. Y ou keep this up and you'll have to retire to a home for magical geeks
and nerds.”

“Pisntosh,” | said.

“You can’'t say pish tosh to that,” Bob grumped. “Y ou don’'t even know what it
means.”

“Sure | do. It means spirits of air should shut up and assist their wizard before he
sends them out to patrol for fungus demons again.”

“1 get no respect,” Bob sighed. “ Okay, okay. What do you want to do now?’
| gestured at thetable. “Isit ready?’

“Ready?’ Bob said. “It isn’t ever going to be ready, Harry. Y our subject isfluid,
aways changing. Y our model must change too. If you want it to be as accurate as
possible, it’s going to be a headache keeping it up to date.”

“l do, and | know,” | told him. “So talk. Where are we? Is it ready for atest run?’
“Put meinthelake,” Bob said.

| reached up to the shelf obligingly, picked up the skull, and set it down on the
eastern edge of the table.

The skull settled down beside the model city of Chicago. I’d built it onto my
table, in as much detail as |’ d been able to afford with my new paycheck. The



skyline rose up more than afoot from the tabletop, models of each building made
from cast pewter—also expensive, given I’ d had to get each one made individually.
Streets made of real asphalt ran between the buildings, lined with streetlights and
mailboxes in exacting detail—and all inal, | had the city mapped out to almost two
miles from Burnham Harbor in every direction. Detail began to fail toward the
outskirts of the model, but asfar as|’d been ableto, | modeled every building, every
road, every waterway, every bridge, and every tree with as much accuracy as| knew
how.

I’d also spent months out on the town, collecting bits and pieces from every
feature on my map. Bark from trees, usually. Chips of asphalt from the streets. I’d
taken a hammer and knocked a chip or two off every building modeled there, and
those pieces of the originals had been worked into the structure of their modeled
counterparts.

If I’d done it correctly, the model would be of enormous value to my work. I’d
be able to use various techniques to do all kinds of things in town—track down lost
objects, listen in on conversations happening within the area depicted by the modd,
follow people through town from the relative safety of my lab—Iots of cool stuff.
The model would let me send my magic throughout Chicago with a great deal more
facility and with afar broader range of applicationsthan | could currently manage.

Of course, if | hadn't doneit correctly...

“Thismap,” Bob said, “is pretty cool. I’ d have thought you would have shown it
off to someone by now.”

“Nah,” | said. “Tiny model of the city down here in my basement laboratory. Sort
of projects more of that evil, psychotic, Lex Luthor vibethan I'd like.”

“Bah,” Bob said. “None of the evil geniuses | ever worked for could have
handled something like this.” He paused. “ Though some of the psychotics could
have, | guess.”

“If that’ s meant to be flattering, you need some practice.”

“What am | if not good for your ego, boss?’ The skull turned slowly, left to right,
candleflame eyes studying the model city—not its physical makeup, | knew, but the
miniature ley linesthat I’ d built into the surface of the table, the courses of magical
energy that flowed through the city like blood through the human body.

“It looks...” He made a sound like someone idly sucking a breath through his
teeth. “Hey, it looks not bad, Harry. You' ve got a gift for this kind of work. That
model of the museum redlly atered the flow around the stadium into something
mostly accurate, speaking thaumaturgically.”

“Isthat even area word?’ | asked.

“1t should be,” he said with a superior sniff. “Little Chicago might be able to
handle something if you want to giveit atest run.” The skull spun around to face me.
“Tell me that this doesn’t have something to do with the bruises on your face.”

“I"'m not sure it does,” | said. “I got word today that the Gatekeeper—"



Bob shivered.

“—thinks that there' s black magic afoot in town, and that | need to do something
about it.”

“And you want to try to use Little Chicago to find it?’
“Maybe,” | said. “Do you think it will work?’

“1 think that the Wright Brothers tested their new stuff at Kitty Hawk instead of
trying it over the Grand Canyon for areason,” Bob said. “ Specifically, because if
the plane folded due to flawed design, they might survive it at Kitty Hawk.”

“Or maybe they couldn’t afford to travel,” | said. “Besides, how dangerous could
it be?’

Bob stared at me for a second. Then he said, “Y ou’ ve been pouring energy into
this thing every night for six months, Harry, and right now it’s holding about three
hundred times the amount of energy that kinetic ring you wear will contain.”

| blinked. At full power, that ring could amost knock a car onto its side. Three
hundred times that kind of energy trandated to... well, something I’ d rather not
experience within the cramped confines of the lab. “It’s got that much in it?”’

“Yes, and you haven't tested it yet. If you' ve screwed up some of the harmonics,
it could blow up in your face, worst-case scenario. Best case, you only blow out the
project and set yourself back to ground zero.”

“Tosguareone,” | corrected him. “Square one is the beginning of a project.
Ground zero isthe areaimmediately under a bomb blast.”

“One may tend to resemble the other,” Bob said sourly.

“I'll just haveto live with therisk,” | said. “That’s the exciting life of a
professional wizard and his daring assistant.”

“Oh, please. Assistants get paid.”

In answer, | reached down to a paper bag out of sight below the table and
withdrew two paperback romances.

Bob let out a squeaking sound, and his skull jounced and jittered on the
blue-painted surface of the table that represented Lake Michigan. “Isthat it, is that
it?" he squeaked.

“Yes,” | said. “They’'rerated ‘Burning Hot’ by some kind of romance society.”
“Lots of sex and kink!” Bob caroled. “Gimme!”

| dropped them back into the bag and looked from Bob to Little Chicago.

The skull spun back around. “Y ou know what kind of black magic?’ he asked.
“No clue. Just black.”

“Vague, yet unhelpful,” Bob said.

“Annoyingly so.”



“Oh, the Gatekeeper didn’'t do it to annoy you,” Bob said. “He did it to prevent
any chance of paradox.”

“He...” | blinked. “He what?’
“He got this from hindsight, he had to,” Bob said.
“Hindsight,” | murmured. “Y ou mean he went to the future for this?’

“Well,” Bob hedged. “ That would break one of the Laws, so probably not. But
he might have sent himself a message from there, or maybe gotten it from some kind
of prognosticating spirit. He might even have developed some ability for that himself.
Some wizards do.”

“Meaning what?' | asked.

“Meaning that it’s possible nothing has happened, yet. But that he wanted to put
you on your guard against something that’s coming in the immediate future.”

“Why not just tell me?’ | asked.

Bob sighed. “You just don’t get this, do you?’

“l guess not.”

“Okay. Let’s say he finds out that someone is going to steal your car tomorrow.”

“Heh,” | said bitterly. “Okay, let’s say that.”

“Right. Well, he can’t just call you up and tell you to move your car.”

“Why not?’

“Because if he significantly altered what happened with his knowledge of the
futureit could cause al sorts of temporal instabilities. It could cause new parallel
realities to split off from the point of the alteration, ripple out into multiple alterations
he couldn’t predict, or kind of backlash into his consciousness and drive him

Insane.” Bob glanced at me again. “Which, you know, might not do much to deter
you, but other wizards take that kind of thing serioudly.”

“Thank you, Bab,” | said. “But | still don’t get why any of those things would
happen.”

Bob sighed. “Okay. Temporal studies 101. Let’'s say that he hears about your car
being stolen. He comes back to warn you, and as aresult, you keep your car.”

“Sounds good so far.”

“But if your car never got stolen,” Bob said, “then how did he know to come
back and warn you?’

| frowned.

“That's paradox, and it can have al kinds of nasty backlash. Theory holds that it
could even destroy our redlity if it happened in aweak enough spot. But that’ s never
been proven, and never happened. Y ou can tell, on account of how everything keeps
existing.”



“Okay,” | said. “So what’ s the point in sending the message at al, if it can’t
change anything?’

“Oh, it can,” Bob said. “If it’s done subtly enough, indirectly enough, you can
get al kinds of things changed. Like, for example, he tells you that your car is going
to be stolen. So you move it to a parking garage, where instead of getting stolen by
the junkie who was going to shoot you and take the car on the street, you get jacked
by a professiona who takes the car without hurting you—because by slightly altering
the fate of the car, he indirectly alters yours.”

| frowned. “That’'s a pretty fineline.”

“Y es, which iswhy not mucking around with timeis one of the Laws,” Bob said.
“It’ s possible to change the past—but you have to do it indirectly, and if you screw
it up you run the risk of Paradox-egeddon.”

“So what you're saying is that by sending me this warning, he' sindirectly
working some other angle completely?’

“I’m saying that the Gatekeeper isusually ahell of alot more specific about this
kind of thing,” Bob said. “All of the Senior Council take black magic serioudly.

There s got to be areason he' sthrowing it at you like this. My gut says he's
working from atemporal angle.”

“You don't have any guts,” | said sourly.
“Your jealousy of my intellect isan ugly, ugly thing, Harry,” Bob said.
| scowled. “Get to the point.”

“Right, boss,” said the skull. “The point is that black magic is very hard to find
when you look for it directly. If you try to bring up instances of black magic on your
model, like Little Chicago is some kind of evil-juju radar array, it’s probably going to
blow up in your face.”

“The Gatekeeper put me on guard against black magic,” | said. “But maybe he's
telling me that so that | can watch for something else. Something black-magic
related.”

“Which might be alot easier to find with your model,” Bob said cheerfully.

“Sure,” | said. “If | had the vaguest idea of what to look for.” | frowned,
scowling. “ So instead of looking for black magic, we look for the things that go
along with black magic.”

“Bingo,” Bob said. “And the more normal the better.”

| pulled out my stool and sat down, frowning. “ So, how about we look for
corpses? Blood. Fear. Those are pretty standard black wizardry accessories.”

“Pain, too,” Bob said. “ They’reinto pain.”

“S0’'sthe BDSM community,” | said. “In acity of eight million there are tens of
thousands like that.”

“Oh. Good point,” Bob said.



“One would almost think you should have thought of that one,” | gloated. “But
for the BDSM crowd, the pain isn’t something they fear. So you just look for the
fear instead. Real fear, not movie-theater fear. Terror. And there can’t be alot of
spilled human blood in places with no violent activity, unless someone dlips at the
hospital or something. Ditto the corpses.” | drummed the fingers of my good hand
thoughtfully on the table beside Bob. “Do you think Little Chicago could handle
that?’

He considered for along moment before he said, in a cautious tone, “Maybe one
of them. But thiswill be avery difficult, very long, and very dangerous spell for you,
Harry. Y ou're good for your years, but you still don’t have the kind of fine control
you'll get asyou age. It's going to take all of your focus. And it will take alot out of
you—assuming you can manageit at all.”

| took a deep breath and nodded slowly. “Fine. Wetreat it as afullblown ritual,
then. Cleansing, meditation, incense, the works.”

“Even if you do everything right,” Bob said, “it might not work. And if Little
Chicago turns out to be flawed, it would be very bad for you.”

| nodded slowly, staring at the model city.

There were eight million people in my town. And out of al of them, there were
maybe two or three who could stand up to black magic, who had the kind of
knowledge and power it took to stop a black wizard. Not only that, but odds were
good that | was the only one who could actively find and counter someone before he
got the murder-ball rolling. | was also, presumably, the only one who was
forewarned.

Maybe it would be better to slow this down. Wait for developments my friends
would report to me. Then | could get a better read on the threat, and how to deal
with it. | mean, was it worth as much as my life to try this spell, when patience would
get me information that was almost as good?

It might not be worth my life, but it would probably cost someone else’s. Black
magic isn’t the kind of thing that |eaves people whole behind it—and sometimes the
victimsit kills are the lucky ones. If | didn’t employ the model, I’d have to wait for
the bad guys to make the first move.

So | had to doit.
| wastired of looking at corpses and victims.

“Pull together everything you know about this kind of spell, Bob,” | told him
quietly. “I’m going to get some food and then we'll lay out theritual. I'll start
looking for fear come sundown.”

“Will do,” Bob said, and for once he was serious and didn’t sass me.
Yikes.

| started back up my ladder before | thought about it too much and changed my
mind.



Chapter Seven

«N»

Ritual magic is not my favorite thing in the whole world. It doesn’t matter what
I’m trying to accomplish; | till feel sort of silly when it comes time to bathe and then
dress myself up in awhite robe with a hood, lighting candles and incense, chanting,
and mucking around with asmall arsenal of candles, wands, rods, liquids, and other
props used in ritual magic.

Self-conscious as | might be, though, the props and the process offered an
overriding advantage when it came to working with heavy magic—they freed up my
attention from the dozens of little details that | would normally be forced to imagine
and keep firmly in mind. Most of the time | never gave the proper visuaization a
second thought. I’ d been doing it for so long that it was practically second nature.
That was fine for short-term work, where | had to hold my thoughts in perfect
balance only for afew seconds, but for alonger spell | would need an exponentialy
greater amount of focus and concentration. It took someone with alot more mental
discipline than me to cast a spell through a half-hour ritual without help, and while
there were probably experienced wizards who could manage it, few bothered to try it
when the alternative was usually simpler, safer, and more likely to work.

| rounded up the props | would need for theritual, with the elementsfirst. A silver
cup, which | would fill with wine, for water. A geode the size of my fist, itsinternal
crystals vibrant shades of purple and green, for earth. Fire would be represented by
afaerie-made candle, formed from unused beeswax, its wick braided from the hairs
of aunicorn’s mane. Air would be anchored by a pair of hawk-wing feathers
wrought from gold with impossibly fine detail and precision by aband of svartalves
whose mortal contact sold examples of their craftsmanship out of a shop in Norway.
And for the fifth element, spirit, | would use my mother’ s silver pentacle amulet.

Other props followed, to engage the senses. Incense for scent and fresh grapes
for taste. Tactile forces would depend upon a double-sided three-inch square I’ d
made from velvet on one side and sandpaper on the other. A rather large, deeply
colored opal set within asilver frame reflected back every color of the rainbow, and
would hold down the sight portion of the spell. And when | got rolling | would strike
my old tuning fork against the floor for sound.

Mind, body, and heart came last. For mind, | would use an old K-Bar military
knife as my ritua athame, as | usually did. Fresh droplets of my blood upon a clean
white cloth would symbolize my physical body. For heart, | placed several photos
of those who were dear to me inside a sack of silver-white silk. My parents, Susan,
Murphy, Thomas, Mouse and Mister (my thirty-pound grey tomcat, currently on
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walkabout), and after a brief hesitation, Michael and hisfamily.

| prepared the ritual circle on my lab floor, carefully sweeping it, mopping it,
sweeping it again, then cleansing it with captured rainwater poured from a small,
silver ewer. | brought in all the props and laid them out, ready to go.

Then | prepared myself. | lit sandalwood incense and more fagrie-candles in the
bathroom, started up the shower, then went step by step through a routine of
washing, while focusing my mind on the task at hand. The water sluicing over me
would drain away any random magical energies, acrucia step in the
spell—contaminating the spell’ s energy with other forces would cause it to fail.

| finished bathing, dried, and slipped into my white robe. Then | knelt on the floor
at the head of the stairs down to the lab, closed my eyes, and began meditating. Just
as no other energies could be allowed into the ritual, my concentration had to be of
similar purity. Random thoughts, worries, fears, and emotions would sabotage the
spell. | focused on my breathing, upon stilling my thoughts, and felt my limbs grow a
little chill as my heartbeat owed. Worries of the day, my aches and pains, my
thoughts of the future—all had to go. It took awhile to get myself in the proper
frame of mind, and by the time | was finished it had been dark for two hours and my
knees ached somewhere in the background.

| opened my eyes and everything came into a brilliantly sharp focus that
discounted the existence of anything except myself, my magic, and the ritual awaiting
me. It had been along, wearying preparation, and | hadn’t even started with the
magic yet, but if the spell could help me nail the bad guys quicker, the hours of
effort would be well worth it.

Silence and focus ruled.
| was ready.
And then the fucking phone rang about a foot from my ear.

It is possible that | made some kind of unmanly noise when | jumped. My
posture-numbed legs didn’t respond as quickly as | needed them to, and | lurched
awkwardly to one side, half falling onto the nearest couch.

“Dammit!” | screamed in sudden frustration. “Dammit, dammit, dammit!”

Mouse looked up from his lazy drowse and tilted his head to one side, ears up
and forward.

“What are you looking at?’ | snarled.
Mouse's jaw dropped open into a grin, and his tail wagged.

| rubbed my hand at my face while the phone kept on ringing. It had been awhile
since I'd done any seriously focused magic like that, and granted, | really don’t get
very many calls, but all the same | should have remembered to unplug the phone.
Four hours of preparation gone to waste.

The phone kept ringing, and my head pounded in time with it. | ached. Stupid
phone. Stupid car crash. | tried to think positive, because | read somewhere that it's



important to do that at times of stress and frustration. WWhoever wrote that was
probably selling something.

| picked up the phone and growled, “ Screw thinking positive,” into the handset.
“Urn,” said awoman’s voice. “What did you say?’
“Screw thinking positive!” | half shouted. “What the hell do you want?’

“Well. Maybe | have the wrong number. | was calling to speak to Harry
Dresden?’

| frowned, my mind taking in details despite my temper’ s bid to take over the
show. The voice was familiar to me; rich, smooth, adult—but the speaker’ s speech
patterns had an odd hesitancy to them. Her words had an odd, thick edge on them,
too. An accent?

“Speaking,” | said. “Annoyed as hell, but speaking.”
“Oh. Isthisabad time?’
| rubbed at my eyes and choked down avicious response. “Who is this?’

“Oh,” she said, asif the question surprised her. “Harry, it's Molly. Molly
Carpenter.”

“Ah,” | said. | clapped one palm to my face. My friend Michael’ s oldest
daughter. Way to role-model, Harry. Y ou sure do come off like a calm, responsible
adult. “Molly, didn’t recognize you at first.”

“I"'m sorry,” she said.

The“s’ sound was alittle bit thick. Had she been drinking? “Not your fault,” |
said. Which it hadn’t been. For that matter, the interruption might have been a stroke
of luck. If my head was still too scrambled from that afternoon’ s automobile hijinks
to remember to unplug the phone, | didn’t have any business trying to cast that spell.
Probably would have blown my own head off. “What do you need, Molly?’

“Urn,” she said, and there was nervous tension in her voice. “| need... | need you
to come bail me out.”

“Bail,” | said. “You'rebeing litera ?’

“Yes”

“You'reinjail?

“Yes,” she said.

“Ohmy God,” | said. “Mally, | don't know if | can do that. Y ou' re sixteen.”
“Seventeen,” she said, with sparks of indignation and another thick

“gn

“Whatever,” | said. “You'reajuvenile. You should call your parents.”

“No!” she said, something near panic in her voice. “Harry, please. | can't call
them.”



“Why not?’

“Because | only get the one call, and | used it to call you.”

“Actualy, | don’t think that’s exactly how it works, Molly.” | sighed.
“Infact, I'm surprised that...” | frowned, thinking. “Y ou lied about your age.”

“If | hadn’t, Mom and Dad would be here already,” she said. “Harry, please.
Look, there's... there'salot of trouble at home right now. | can’t explain it here, but
if you'll come get me, | swear, I'll tell you al about it.”

| sighed again. “I don’'t know, Mally...”

“Please?’ shesaid. “It'sjust thisonce, and I'll pay you back, and I’ll never ask
something like this of you again, | promise.”

Molly had long since earned her PhD in wheedling. She managed to sound
vulnerable and hopeful and sad and desperate and sweet all at the sametime. I'm
pretty sure she wouldn’t need half that much effort to wrap her father around a
finger. Her mother, Charity, was probably a different story, though.

| sighed. “Why me?’ | asked.

| hadn’t been talking to Mally, but she answered. “I couldn’t think who elseto
call,” shesaid. “I need your help.”

“I'll call your dad. I'll come down with him.”

“Please, no,” she said quietly, and | didn’t think she was feigning the quiet
desperation in her voice. “Please.”

Why fight the inevitable? I’ ve always been a sucker for ye olde damsdl in distress.
Maybe not as big a sucker now as | had been in the past, but the insanity did not
seem much less potent than it had always been.

“All right,” | said. “Where?’
She gave me the location of one of the precincts not too far from my apartment.

“I"'m coming,” | told her. “And thisisthe dedl: I'll listen to what you have to say.
If | don’t likeit, I’'m going to your parents.”

“But you don’ t—"

“Molly,” | said, and | felt my voice harden. “Y ou're already asking me for alot
more than | feel comfortable with. I’'ll come down there to get you. Y ou tell me
what’ s up. After that, | make the call, and you abide by it.”

13 But_”
“Thisisn't anegotiation,” | said. “Do you want my help or not?’

There was along pause, and she made afrustrated little sound. “All right,” she
said. After abeat she hurried to add, “And thank you.”

“Yeah,” | said, and eyed the candles and incense, and thought about all the time
I’d thrown away. “1’ll be along within the hour.”



| would have to call acab. It wasn’t the most heroic way to ride to the rescue, but
walkers can’t be choosers. | got up to dress and told Mouse, “I’m a sucker for a
pretty face.”

When | came out of the bedroom in clean clothes, Mouse was sitting hopefully by
the door. He batted a paw at his leash, which hung over the doorknob.

| snorted and said, “You ain’t pretty, furface.” But | clipped the leash to his
collar, and called for a cab.

Chapter Eight

«N»

The cabby drove me to the Eighteenth District of the CPD, on Larrabee. The
neighborhood around it has seen a couple of better days and thousands of worse
ones. The once-infamous Cabrini Green isn’t far away, but urban renewa and the
efforts of local neighborhood watches, community groups, church congregations
from severa faiths, and cooperation with the local police department had changed
some of Chicago’s nastier streets into something resembling actual civilization.

The nasty hadn’t left the city, of course—but it had been driven away from what
had once been a stronghold of decay and despair. What was left behind wasn't the
prettiest section of town, but it bore the quiet, steady signs of a place that had a
passing acquaintance with law and order.

Of course, the cynical would point out that Cabrini Green was only a short walk
from the Gold Coast, one of the richest areas of the city, and that it was no
coincidence that funds had been sent that way by the powers that be through various
municipal programs. The cynical would be right, but it didn’t change the fact that the
people of the area had worked and fought to reclaim their homes from fear, crime,
and chaos. On a good day, the neighborhood made you feel like there was hope for
us, as a species; that we could drive back the darkness with enough will and faith
and help.

That kind of thinking had taken on whole new dimensions for me in the past year
or two.

The police station wasn't new, but it was free of graffiti, litter, and shady
characters of any kind—at least until | showed up, in jeans and ared T-shirt, bruised
and unshaven. | got aweird look from the cabby, who probably didn’t get al that
many sandalwood-scented fares to drop off there. Mouse presented his head to the
cabby while | paid through the driver’ s window, and got a smile and a polite
scratching of the earsin reply.

Mouse has better people skills than me.
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| turned to walk up to the station, stubbornly putting my money back in my wallet
with my stiff left hand as | walked, and Mouse walked beside me. The hair on the
back of my neck suddenly crawled, and | looked up at the reflection in the glass
doors as | approached them.

A car had pulled up on the far side of the street behind me, and was stopped
directly under a No Parking sign. | saw a vague shadow inside the car, a white sedan
| did not recognize and which certainly wasn't the dark grey car that had run me off
the road earlier. But my instinctstold me | was being tailed by someone. Y ou don’t
park illegally like that, in front of a police station no less, just because you’ re bored.

Mouse let out alow rumble of agrowl, which made me grow a shade more wary.
Mouse rarely made noise at all. When he did, | had begun to think it was because
there was some kind of dark presence around—evil magic, hungry vampires, and
deadly necromancers had all earned snarls of warning. But he never made a peep
when the mailman came by.

So adding it up, someone from the nasty end of my side of the supernatural street
was following me around town. Good grief; at least | usually know who I’m pissing
off, and why. By the time an investigation gets to the point where I’ m being
followed, there' s usually been at least one crime scene and maybe even a corpse or
two.

Mouse growled another warning.

“l seehim,” | told Mouse quietly. “Easy. Just keep walking.”
Hefell silent again, and we never broke stride up to the door.
Molly Carpenter appeared and opened the door for us.

Thelast time |’ d seen Molly, she' d been an awkward adolescent, all skinny legs,
bright-eyed interest, and hesitation of movement offset by an appealing persona
confidence and frequent smiles and laughter. But that had been years ago.

Since then, Molly had gotten all growed up.

She strongly favored her mother, Charity. Both of them were tall for women, only
an inch or two under six feet, both of them blond, fair, blue-eyed, and both of them
built like the proverbial brick house, somehow managing to combine strength, grace,
and beauty that showed as much in their bearing, expression, and movement asit did
In their appearance. Charity was arose wrought of stainless steel. Molly could have
been her younger self.

Of course, | doubted Charity had ever worn an outfit like Molly’s.

Molly stood facing me in along, gauzy black skirt, shredded artistically in several
places. She wore fishnet tights beneath it, showing more leg and hip than any mother
would prefer. Thetights, too, were artfully torn in patches to display pale, smooth
skin of thigh and calf. She had army-surplus combat boots on her feet, laced up with
neon pink and blue laces. She wore atight tank top, its fabric white, thin, and
strained by the curves of her breasts, and a short black bolero jacket bearing a huge,
gaudy button printed with the logo “SPLATTERCON!!!" in dripping red | etters.



Black leather gloves covered her hands.
But wait, that’ s not all.

Her blond hair had been dyed, parti-colored, one half of her head bubblegum
pink, the other sky blue, and it had been cut at a uniform length that ended just below
her chin and left most of her face covered by aclose vell of hair. She wore alot of
makeup; way too much eye liner and mascara, and black lipstick colored her mouth.
Bright rings of gold gleamed in both nostrils, her lower lip, and her right eyebrow,
and there was a bead of gold in that little dent just under her lower lip. There were
miniature barbell-shaped bulges at the tips of her breasts, where the thin fabric
emphasized rather than concealed them.

| didn’t want to know what else had been pierced. | know | didn’t, because | told
myself that very sternly. | didn’t want to know, even if it was, hell, alittle intriguing.

But wait, that’s still not all.

She had a tattoo on the left side of her neck in the shape of a dlithering serpent,
and | could see the barbs and curves of some kind of tribal design flickering out
from the neckline of her tank top. Another design, whirling loops and spirals,
covered the back of her right hand and vanished up under the sleeve of the jacket.

She watched me with one eyebrow arched, waiting for me to react. Her posture
and expression both made the effort to say that she was way too cool to care what |
thought, but | could practically taste the uncertainty she was working to hide, and her

anxiety.
“Longtime, no see,” | said, finally.

“Hello, Harry,” shereplied. The words came out alittle thick, and | saw more
gold flash near the tip of her tongue.

Of course.
“It'sodd,” | said. “From here, it doesn’'t look likeyou'reinjail at all.”

“1 know,” she said. She managed to keep her voice mostly steady, but her face
and throat colored pink in aguilty flush. She shifted her weight restlessly, and an
odd clicking sound came from her mouth. Good grief. She'd picked up atic of
rattling her tongue piercing against her teeth when she was nervous. “Urn. | should
apologize, | guess. Uh...”

She floundered. | let her. A long silence made her look more flustered, but | had
no intention of politely helping her out of it.

Mouse sat down between me and Molly, watching her intently.
Molly smiled at the dog and reached down to pet him.

Mouse tensed up, and alow rumbling came from his chest. Molly moved her
hand toward him again, and my dog’ s chest suddenly rumbled with a deep and
warning growl.

The last time Mouse had growled at anything—for that matter, made much noise



at all—it had been a crazed sorcerer who made fair headway toward eviscerating me,
and summoned a twenty-foot-long demon cobrato kill my dog. Mouse killed it
instead. Then, at my command, Mouse killed the sorcerer, too.

And now hewas growling at Molly.
“Bepolite,” | told him firmly. “She'safriend.”

Mouse gave me alook and then fell quiet again. He sat calmly as Moally let him
sniff her hand and scratch at his ears, but his wary body language didn’t change.

“When did you get adog?’ Molly asked.

M ouse was spooked, though not the way he was when serious bad guys were
around. Interesting. | kept my tone neutral. “Couple years ago. His name is Mouse.”

“What breed is he?’
“He'saWest Highlands Dogasaurus,” | said.
“He s huge.”

| said nothing, and the girl floundered some more. “I’'m sorry,” she said, finaly.
“| lied to you to get you to come down here.”

“Redly?’

She grimaced. “I'm sorry. | just... | really need your help. | just thought that if |
could talk to you in person about it, you might be... | mean...”

| sighed. Regardless of how intriguingly rounded her tight shirt was, she was still a
kid. “Call a spade a spade, Molly,” | said. “Y ou figured if you could get me to come
al the way down here, you' d have a chance to flutter your eyelashes and get me to
do whatever it is you really want me to do.”

She glanced aside. “It isn't like that.”
“It'sjust like that.”
“No,” she began. “I didn’t want this to be a bad thing...”

“Y ou manipulated me. Y ou took advantage of my friendship. How isthat not a
bad thing?” My headache started rising up again. “ Give me one reason | shouldn’t
turn and walk away right now.”

“Because my friend isin trouble,” she said. “I can’'t help him, but you can.”
“What friend?’

“Hisnameis Nelson.”

“Injal?

“Hedidn’t do it,” she assured me.

They never did. “He' syour age?’ | asked.

“Almost.”

| arched an eyebrow.



“Two years older,” she amended.
“Then tell legal-adult Nelson he should call abail bondsman.”
“Wetried that. They can’t get to him before tomorrow.”

“Then tell him to bite the bullet and spend anight in the lockup or elseto call his
parents.” | turned to go.

Molly caught my wrist. “He can’t,” she said, desperation in her voice. “There's
no one for him to call. He' s an orphan, Harry.”

| stopped walking.
Wadll, dammit.

I’d been an orphan, too. It hadn’t been fun. | could tell you some stories, but |
make it a personal policy not to review them often. They amount to a nightmare that
started with my father’ s death, followed by years and years of feeling acutely,
perpetualy alone. Sure, there' s a system in place to care for orphans, but it’s far
from perfect and it is, after all, asystem. It isn’t a person looking out for you. It's
forms and carbon copies and people with names you quickly forget. The lucky kids
more or less randomly get tapped by foster parents who genuinely care. But for all
the puppies at the pound who don’t get chosen, life turnsinto one big lesson on
how to look out for yourself—because there’ s no one in this world who cares
enough to do it for you.

It'sahorrible feeling. | don’'t care to experience even the faded memory of
it—Dbut if | just hear the word “orphan” aoud, that empty fear and quiet pain come
rushing back from the darker corners of my mind. For along time I’ d been stupid
enough to assume that | could handle everything on my own. That’s vanity, though.
Nobody can handle everything by themselves. Sometimes, you need someone’'s
help—even if that help isonly giving you alittle of their time and attention.

Or bailing you out of jail.
“What' s your friend Nelson in for?’

“Reckless endangerment and aggravated assault.” She took a breath and said,
“It'skind of along story. But he's a sweet guy, Harry. Thereisn't aviolent bone in
his body.”

Which emphasized to me just how young Molly really was. There are violent
bonesin everyone' s body, if you look deep enough. About two hundred and six of
them. “What about your dad? He saves people all thetime.”

Molly hesitated for a second, and her cheeks turned pink. “Urn. My parents don’t
like Nelson very much. Especially my dad.”

“Ah,” | said. “Nelson’s that kind of friend.” Things started adding up. | asked
the loaded question. “Why isit so important for him to get out tonight?’

Wait for it.
Molly let go of my wrist. “Because he might be in danger. The weird kind of



danger. He needs your help.”
And thereit was.
Sometimesit’s almost as though I’ m psychic.

Chapter Nine

«N»

Boyfriend Nelson had been arraigned two hours before. His bail had been set at
enough money to make me glad that over the past year | had made it a habit to keep
achunk of cash around, just in case | needed it in ahurry. | got the fisheye from a
hard-faced office matron as | counted it out in twenties. She counted it, too.

“Thank you,” | said. “It's awonderful feeling to be trusted.”

She did not look amused. She pushed some papers at me. “ Sign here, please.
And here.”

| signed, while Molly hovered nervoudly in the background holding Mouse's
leash. Then we sat down and waited. Molly fidgeted until they brought her
honey-bunny out to sign the last couple of papers before being released.

Boyfriend Nelson wasn’t what I’ d expected. He was an inch or two taller than
Molly. He had along, narrow face, and | would have hesitated to touch his
cheekbones for fear of dlicing my fingers on them. He was thin, but it was that kind
of lean, whipcord thinness rather than anything that would denote frailty. He moved
well, and | pegged him as afencer or amartial artist of some other kind. Dark hair
fell around his head in an even mop. He wore square-shaped, silver-rimmed
spectacles, chinos, and a black T-shirt with another SPLATTERCON!!! logo on it.
He looked tired and needed a shave.

The second he was free, he hurried over to Molly and they hugged, speaking
quietly to one another. | didn’t listenin. It didn’t seem right to invade their privacy.
Besides, body language told me enough. The hug went on a second or two longer
than Molly wanted it to. Then, when Nelson bent his head down to kiss her, she gave
him a sweet smile, turning her cheek to meet hislips. After that, he got the point. He
bit his lower lip alittle and stepped back from her, rubbing his hands on his pants as
If unsure what else to do with them.

“Save me from awkward relationship melodrama,” | muttered to Mouse under my
breath, and got onto a pay phone to call acab. Being alearned wizardly type | had,
of course, discovered the cure for tangling up an otherwise orderly life with
relationship issues: Don't have arelationship. It was better that way.

If | repeated it to myself often enough, | amost believed it.
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Molly and boyfriend Nelson walked over to me aminute later. Nelson didn’t look
up at me when he offered me his hand. “Uh. | guess, thank you.”

| shook his hand and squeezed hard enough to hurt alittle. Me annoyed alpha
male, ungh. “How could | refuse such a polite and straightforward request for help?’
| took Mouse's leash from Molly, who looked away, turning pink again.

“1 don’t want to seem ungrateful,” Nelson said, “but | have to get moving now.”
“No, you don't,” | said.

Hisweight had already shifted to move into hisfirst step, and he blinked at me.
“Excuse me?’

“1 just got you out of acage. Now comes the part where you tell me what
happened to you. Then you can go.”

His eyes narrowed and his weight shifted again, centering his balance. Definitely a
student of martial arts. “ Are you threatening me?’

“I’m telling you how it’ s going to be, kid. So talk.”

“Andif | don't?’ he demanded.

| shrugged. “If you don’t, maybe I’ Il knock your block off.”
“I"d liketo seeyou try,” he said, more anger in hisvoice.

“Suit yoursdlf,” | said. “But we'rein sight of the cop at the entry desk. He
probably won'’t see who threw the first punch. You just got out on bail. You'll go
back, probably for assault, committed within two minutes of being freed. Thereisn't
ajudge in town who would grant you bail again.”

| saw him think about it furiously, which impressed me. A lot of men his age,
when angry, wouldn’t bother with actual thought. Then he shook his head. “You're
bluffing. You' d be arrested too.”

“Hell’s bells, kid,” | said. “When did you fall off the turnip truck? They’ll
interview me. I'll tell them you threw the first punch. Who do you think they’re going
to believe? I'll be out in an hour.”

Nelson’ s knuckles popped as he clenched hisfists. He stared at me, and then at
the building behind him.,

“Nelson,” Molly urged quietly. “He strying to help you.”
“He' s got ahell of away of showingit,” Nelson spat.

“Just balancing the scales a bit,” | said, glancing at Molly. Then | sighed. Nelson
was holding on to his pride. He didn’t want to back down in front of Molly.

Insecurity, thy name is teenager.

It wouldn't kill me to help Nelson save face. “Come on, kid. Give me five minutes
totalk to you and I’'ll pay your fare back to wherever you' re heading. I'll throw in
some fast food.”

Nelson’s stomach made a gurgling sound and he licked hislips, glancing aside at



Molly. The wary focus slid out of his posture and he nodded, brushing his hand
back through his hair. He let out along exhale and said, “ Sorry. Just... been abad

day.”
“1 had one of those once,” | said. “So talk. How’d you wind up in jail ?’

He shook his head. “I’m not sure what actually happened. | wasin the
bathroom—"

| held up my hand, interrupting him with the gesture. Eat your heart out, Merlin.
“What bathroom? Where?’

“At the convention,” he said.
“Convention?’ | asked.

“SplatterCon,” Molly offered. She waved a hand at her button and at Nelson’s
shirt. “It’s a horror movie convention.”

“There' s aconvention for that?’

“There’' s a convention for everything,” Nelson said. “This one screens horror
movies, invitesin directors, special-effects guys, actors. Authors, too. There are
discussion panels. Costume contests. Vendors. Fans show up to the convention to
get together and meet the industry guests, that kind of thing.”

“Uh-huh. You're afan, then?’
“Staff,” he said. “I’m supposed to be in charge of security.”
“Okay,” | said. “Get back to the bathroom.”

“Right,” he said. “Well. I'd had alot of coffee and potato chips and pretzels and
stuff, so | wasjust sitting in there with the stall door closed.”

“What happened?’

“1 heard someone comein,” Nelson said. “The door was really squeaky.” He
licked his lips nervoudly. “And then he started screaming.”

| arched an eyebrow. “Who?’

“Clark Pell,” he said. “He owns the old movie theater next to the hotel. We rented
it out for the weekend so we could play our favorites on the big screen. Nice old
guy. Always supports the convention.”

“Why was he screaming?’

Nelson hesitated for a second, clearly uncomfortable. “He... you have to
understand that | didn’t actually see anything.”

“Sure,” | said.

“1t sounded like afight. Scuffling sounds. | heard him let out anoise, right? Like
someone had startled him.” He shook his head. “ That’ s when he started screaming.”

“What happened?’
“1 jJumped up to help him, but...” His cheeks turned red. “Y ou know. | was kind



of in the middle of something. It took me a second to get out of the stall.”
“And?’

“And Mr. Pell wasthere,” he said. “He was unconscious and bleeding. Not real
bad. But he looked like he' d taken areal pounding. Broken nose. Maybe hisjaw,
too. They took him to the hospital.”

| frowned. “ Could someone have slipped in or out?’

“No,” Nelson said, and his voice was confident on that point. “ That damned
door all but screams every time it swings.”

“Could someone have comein at the sametime as Pell 7’ | asked.
“Maybe,” he said. “On the same opening of the door. But—"

“1 know,” | said. “But they would have had to open the door to leave.” | rubbed
at my chin. “Could someone have held the door open?’

“The hall was crowded. Y ou could hear the people when the door was open,”
Nelson said. “And there was a cop standing right outside. He was the first onein, in
fact.”

| grunted. “And with no other obvious suspects, they blamed you.”
Nelson nodded. “Yes.”
| mused for a moment and then said, “What do you think happened?”’

He shook his head, several times, and very firmly. “I don’t know. Someone must
have gotten in and out somehow. Maybe there’ san air vent or something.”

“Yeah,” | said. “Maybe that’sit.”

Nelson checked his watch, and swallowed. “Oh, God, I’ ve got to get to the
airport. I’'m supposed to meet Darby in thirty minutes and take him to the hotel.”

“Darby?’ | asked.

“Darby Crane,” Molly supplied. “Producer and director of horror films. Guest of
honor at SplatterCon.”

“He do any work | might have seen?’ | asked.

Molly nodded. “Maybe. Did you ever see Harvest? The one with the
Scarecrow?’

“Uh,” | said, thinking. “Where it smashes through the wall of the convent and eats
the nuns? And the librarian sets it on fire and it burns down the library and himself
with it?’

“That’s the one.”

“Heh,” | said. “Not bad. But I'll take a Corman flick any day.”

“Excuse me,” Nelson said, “but | really need to get moving.”

As he spoke, the cab I'd called pulled up to the curb. | checked, and found my
shadowy tail still outside, patient and motionless.



Mouse let out another almost subaudible growl.

My shadow wasn't exactly going out of hisway not to be noticed, which meant
that he almost certainly wasn’t ahit man. A hired gun would do everything he could
to stay invisible, preferably until several hours after | was cold and dead. Of course,
he could be trying reverse psychology, | supposed. But that kind of circular
reasoning could trigger a paranoia-gasm and drive me loopy fast.

Odds were good he was just supposed to keep an eye on me, whoever he was.
Better, then, to keep him in sight, rather than trying to shake him. | was happier
knowing where he was than worrying about him being out of sight. I'd play it
cool—give him awhile to seeif | could figure out what he was up to. | nodded to
myself, and strode out to the curb, Mouse at my side.

“Okay, kids,” | called over my shoulder. “Get in the cab.”

Mouse and | took the backseat. Molly didn’t give Nelson a chance to choose.
She got into the passenger seat in front, and boyfriend Nelson settled into the
backseat beside me.

“Which?’ | asked him.
“O'Hare”

| told the driver, and we took off for the airport. | watched my shadow in vague
reflections in the windows. The car’ s lights came on and followed us all the way out
to O'Hare. We got Nelson there in time to meet his B-movie mogul, and he al but
leapt from the car. Molly opened her door to follow him.

“Wait,” | said. “Not you.”
She shot me a glance over her shoulder, frowning. “What?’

“Nelson’s out of jail and he's talked to me about what happened, and he’sin time
to meet Darby Crane. | think | pretty much lived up to what | said | would do.”

She frowned prettily. “Yes. S0?
“So now it’syour turn. Close the door.”

She shook her head. “Harry, don’t you see that he's in some kind of trouble?
And he doesn’t believein...” She glanced at the cabby and back to me. “Y ou
know.”

“Maybe heis,” | said. “Maybe not. I’m going to get over to the convention
tonight and see if there' s anything supernatural about the assault on Mr. Pell. Right
after we get done talking to your parents.”

Molly blanched. “What?’
“Wehad aded,” | said. “And in my judgment, Molly, we need to go see them.”

“But...” she sputtered. “It isn't as though | need them to bail me out or
anything.”

“Y ou should have thought about that before you made the deal,” | said.



“1’m not going there,” she said, and folded her arms. “1 don’t want to.”

| felt cold stone flow into the features of my face, into the timbre of my voice.
“Miss Carpenter. Isthere any doubt in your mind—any at all— that | could take you
there regardless of what you want to do?’

The change in tone hit her hard. She blinked at me in surprise for a second, lips
parted but empty of sound.

“1’m taking you to see them,” | said. “Because it’ s the smart thing to do. The
legal thing to do. The right thing to do. Y ou agreed to do it, and by the stars and
stones, if you try to weasel out on me | will wrap you in duct tape, box you up, and
send you UPS.”

She stared at me in utter shock.

“I’m not your mom or your dad, Molly. And these days |’ m not avery nice
person. Y ou’' ve already abused my friendship tonight, and diverted my attention
from work that could have saved lives. People who really need my help might get
hurt or die because of this stupid stunt.” | leaned closer, staring coldly, and she
leaned away, declining to make eye contact. “Now buckle the fuck up.”

She did.

| gave the cabby the address and closed my eyes. | hadn’'t seen Michael in...
nearly two years. | regretted that. Of course, not seeing Michael meant not seeing
Charity either, which | did not regret. And now | was going to drive up in acab with
their daughter. Charity was going to like that almost as much as| like cleaning up
after Mouse on our walks. In her eyes, my mere presence near her daughter would
make me guilty of uncounted (if imaginary) transgressions.

The angelic sigil on my left palm burned and itched furioudly. | poked at it
through the leather glove, but it didn’t help. I'd have to keep the glove on. If Michael
saw the sigil, or if he somehow sensed the shadow of Lasciel running around in my
head, he might react in amanner similar to hiswife' s—and that didn’t take into
consideration afather’s desire to protect his... physically matured daughter from
any would-be, ah, invaders.

| predicted fireworks of one kind or another. Fun, fun, fun.

Should I survive the conversation, | would then be off to a horror convention,
where a supernatural assault might or might not have happened, with a mysterious
stranger following me while an unknown would-be n ran around loose
somewhere, probably practicing his offensive driving skills so that he could polish
me off the next time he saw me.

L et the good timesroll.



Chapter Ten

«N»

| told the cabby to keep the meter running and headed for the Carpenters’ front
door. Molly remained cool, distant, and untouchably silent al the way over the small
lawn. She walked calmly up the steps to the porch. She faced the door calmly—and
then broke out into a sweat the moment | rang the bell.

Nice to know | wasn't the only one. | wasn't looking forward to speaking with
Michael. Aslong as | kept the conversation brief and didn’t get too close to him, he
might not sense the presence of the demon inside me. Things might work out.

My aready sore head twinged alittle more.

Beside me, Molly rolled her shouldersin afew jerky motions and pushed at her
hair in fitful little gestures. She tugged at her well-tattered skirts, and grimaced at her
boots. “ Can you see if there’ s any mud on them?”’

| paused to consider her for asecond. Then | said, “Y ou have two tattoos
showing right now, and you probably used afake ID to get them. Y our piercings
would set off any metal detector worth the name, and you' re featuring them in parts
of your anatomy your parents wish you didn’t yet realize you had. Y ou' re dressed
like Frankenhooker, and your hair has been dyed colors | previously thought existed
only in cotton candy.” | turned to face the door again. “I wouldn’t waste time
worrying about alittle mud on the boots.”

In the corner of my eye, Molly swallowed nervoudly, staring at me until the door
opened.

“Moally!” shrieked alittle girl’s voice. There was a blur of pink cotton pagjamas, a
happy squeal, and then Molly caught one of her little sistersin her armsin a mutual
hug.

“Hiya, hobbit,” Molly said, catching the girl by an ankle and dangling her in the
air. This elicited screams of delight from the girl. Molly swung her upright again.
“How have you been?’

“Daniel isthe boss kid now, but heisn’'t as good as you,” the girl said. “He yells
lots more. Why isyour hair blue?’

“Hey,” | said. “It’s pink, too.”

The girl, a golden-haired moppet of six or seven, noticed me for the first time and
promptly buried her face against Molly’s neck.

“Y ou remember Hope,” Molly said. “ Say hello to Mister Dresden.”

“My nameis Hobbit!” thelittle girl declared boldly—then lowered her face into
the curve of Molly’s neck and hid from me. Meanwhile, the house erupted with
thudding feet and more shouts. Lights started flicking on upstairs, and the stairwell
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shuddered as brothers and sisters pounded down it and ran for the front door.

Another pair of girls made it there first, both of them older than Hope. They both
assaulted Molly with shrieks and flying hugs. “Bill,” the smaller of the pair greeted
me, afterward. “Y ou came back to visit.”

“My nameisHarry, actualy,” | said. “And | remember you. Amanda, right?’

“I’'m Amanda,” she alowed cautioudly. “But we already have aHarry. That's
why you're Bill.*

“AndthisisAlicia,” Molly said of the other, a child as gawky and skinny as Moally
had been when | first met her. Her hair was darker than the others, trimmed short,
and she wore black-rimmed glasses over a serious expression. “ She' s the next
oldest girl. Y ou remember Mister Dresden, don’t you, Leech?’

“Don’t call me Leech,” she said in the patient tone of someone who has said
something a million times and plans on saying it amillion times more. “Hello, sir,”
she told me.

“Alicia,” | said, nodding.
Evidently the use of her actual name constituted a gesture of partisanship. She
gave me a somewhat relieved and conspiratoria smile.

A pair of boys showed up. The oldest might have been almost ready to take a
driver’ stest. The next was balanced precariously between grade school and
pimples. Both had Michael’ s dark hair and solid, sober expression. The younger
boy almost threw himself at Molly upon seeing her, but restrained himself to ahello
and ahug. The older boy only folded his arms and frowned.

“My brother Matthew,” Molly said of the younger. | nodded at him.

“Where have you been?’ the oldest boy said. He stood there frowning at Molly
for a moment.

“Niceto see you too, Daniel,” shereplied. “Y ou know Mister Dresden.”

He gave me anod, said to Molly, “I’'m not kidding. Y ou just took off. Do you
have any idea of how much it messed things up here?’

Molly’s mouth firmed into aline. “You didn’t think | was going to just hang
around forever did you?’

“Isit Halloween wherever it isyou live?’ Daniel demanded. “Look at you. Mom
Isgoing to freak out.”

Molly stepped forward and half tossed Hope into Daniel’ s chest. “When does
she do anything else? Shouldn’t these two be in bed?”

Daniel grimaced as he caught Hope and said, “That’swhat | wastrying to do
before someone interrupted bedtime.” He took Amanda’s hand, and over
half-hearted protests took the two youngest girls back into the house.

There was a creak from the upstairs of the house and Aliciathumped Matthew
firmly with her elbow. The two vanished as heavy steps descended from the second



floor.

Michael Carpenter was almost as tall as me and packed alot more muscle. He had
the kind of face that told anyone who looked that he was a man of honesty and
kindness who nonetheless could probably kick the crap out of you if you offered
him violence. | wasn't sure how he managed that. Something about the strength of
his jawline, maybe, bespoke the steady power of both body and mind. But as for the
kindness, that went all the way down to his soul. Y ou could seeit in the warmth of
his grey eyes.

He wore khaki pants and alight blue T-shirt. A hard-cased plastic cylinder,
doubtless the one he used to transport his sword, hung from a strap over one
shoulder. An overnight bag hung over the other, and his hair was damp from the
shower. He came down the stairs at the pace of a man with places to be—until he
looked up and saw Molly and me standing in the doorway.

He froze in place, asmile of surprised delight illuminating his face as he saw
Molly. The overnight bag thumped to the floor as he strode forward and crushed his
oldest daughter to his chest in a hug.

“Daddy,” she protested. “Hush,” hetold her. “Let me hug you.”

Her eyesflickered to the case still held against one shoulder, and her expression
became tainted with a sudden worry. “When are you going?’

“You just caught me,” he said. “I’'m glad.”
She hugged her father back, and closed her eyes. “It’sjust avisit,” she said.

He rose from the hug a moment later, studying her face, worry in his eyes. Then
he nodded, smiled, and said, “I’'m glad anyway.” He jerked his head back a moment
later, as if the rest of her appearance had only then registered on him, and his eyes
widened. “Margaret Katherine Amanda Carpenter,” he said, his voice hushed.

“God' s blood, what have you done to your...” He looked her up and down, gentle
dismay on hisface. “... your...”

“Self,” | suggested. “Yourself.”

“Yourself,” Michael sighed. He looked Molly up and down again. She was doing
that thing where she tried to display how much she didn’t care what her daddy
thought of her look, and it was almost painfully obvious that she cared agreat deal.
“Tattoos. The hair wasn’t so bad, but...” He shook his head and offered me his
hand. “Tell me, Harry. Am | just too old?’

| didn’t want to shake Michadl’ s hand. Lasciel’ s presencein me, even if it wasn't
the full-blown version, wasn't something he would miss—not if he made actual
physical contact with me. For a couple of years | had been avoiding him with every
excuse | had, hoping I could take care of my little demon issue without bothering
him about it.

More accurately, | supposed, | had been too ashamed to let him see what had
happened. Michael was probably the most honest, decent human being | had ever
had the privilege to know. He had always thought well of me. It had been something



that had given me comfort in alow spot or two, and | hated the thought of losing his
trust and friendship. Lasciel’ s presence, the collaboration of aliteral fallen ange,
would destroy that.

But friendship isn't aone-way street. | had brought his daughter back because |
had thought it was the right thing to do—and because | thought he’ d do the same for
someone elsein asimilar circumstance. | respected him enough to do that. And |
respected him too much to lie to him. | had avoided the confrontation long enough.

| shook his hand.

And nothing in his manner or expression changed. Not an ounce.
He hadn’t sensed Lasciel’ s presence or mark.

“Well?’ he asked, smiling.

“If you think she looks silly, you'retoo old,” | said after amoment. “I’'m
moderately ancient by the standards of the younger generation, and | think she only
looks alittle over the top.”

Molly rolled her eyes at us both, her cheeks pink.

“1 suppose agood Christian should be willing to turn the other cheek when it
comes to matters of fashion,” Michael said.

“Let he who hath never stonewashed his jeans cast the first stone,” | said,
nodding.

Michael laughed and gripped my shoulder briefly. “It’s good to see you, Harry.”

“And you,” | said, trying asmile. | glanced at the plastic case on his shoulder.
“Businesstrip?’

“Yes,” hesaid.
“Where to?’
He smiled. “I’ll know when | get there.”

| shook my head. Michael was entrusted to wield one of the blades of the Knights
of the Cross. He was one of only two men in the world who were entrusted with
such potent weapons against dark powers. As such, he had alot of planet to cover.
| wasn't clear exactly how hisitinerary was established, but he was often called away
from his home and family, apparently summoned to where his strength was most
needed.

| don’t goin big for religion—but | believe in the Almighty. | had seen avast
power at work supporting Michael’ s actions. Coincidence seemed to go to insane
lengths, at times, to make sure he was where he needed to be to help someonein
trouble. | had seen that power strike down seriously twisted foes without Michael so
much as raising his voice. That power, that faith, had carried him through dangers
and battles he had no business surviving, much less winning.

But | hadn’t ever thought too much about how hard it must be for him to leave his
home when the Archangels or God or Whoever sent up aflare and called him off to



acrisis.
| glanced aside at Molly. She was smiling, but | could see the strain and worry
beneath the surface.

Hard on hisfamily, too.

“Haven’'t you left?’” called awoman’s voice from upstairs. The house creaked
again and Michael’ swife appeared at the top of the stairway, saying, “You'll be—"

Her voice cut off suddenly. | hadn’t ever seen Charity in ared silk kimono before.
Like Michael, her hair was damp from the shower. Even wet, it still looked blond.
Charity had nice legs, clearly defined musclesin her calves shifting as she stepped to
the head of the stairs, and what | could see of the rest of her looked much the
same—strong, fit, healthy. She bore a deeping child on one hip—my namesake,
Harry, the youngest of the bunch. His arms and legs splayed in perfect relaxation,
and his head was pillowed on her shoulder. His cheeks were pink with that look very
young children get while deeping.

Blue eyes widened in utter surprise and for just amoment she froze, staring at
Molly. She opened her mouth for a second, words hesitating on her tongue. Then
her eyes shifted to me and surprise fell to recognition, which was followed by a
melange of anger, worry, and fear. She clutched her kimono alittle more tightly to
her, her mouth working for a second more, then said, “Excuse me for amoment.”

She vanished and reappeared a moment later, sans little Harry, this time covered
in along terrycloth bathrobe, her feet inside fuzzy dippers.

“Molly,” she said quietly, and came down the stairs.
The girl averted her eyes. “Mother.”

“And thewizard,” she said, her mouth hardening into aline. “Of course he's
here.” She titled her head to one side, her expression hardening further. “Is thiswho
you' ve been with, Molly?’

The air pressure in the room quadrupled, and Molly’ s face darkened from pink to
scarlet. “So what if it is?” she demanded, defiance making the wordsring. “That's
no business of yours.”

| opened my mouth to assure Charity that | had nothing to do with anything (not
that it would actually alter the nature of the conversation), but Michael glanced at me
and shook his head. | zipped my lips and awaited developments.

“Wrong,” Charity said, her stance belligerent and unyielding. “Y ou are a child and
| am your mother. It is precisely my business.”

“Butit'smy life’” Mally replied.

“Which you clearly lack the discipline and intelligence to manage.”

“Here we go again,” Molly said. “Go go gadget control freak.”

“Do not take that tone of voice with me, young lady.”

“Young lady,” Molly singsonged back in a nasal impersonation of her mother’s



voice, her fists now on her hips. “What’ s the point? Stupid of meto think that you
might actually be willing to talk with me instead of telling me how to live every
second of my life.”

“| fail to seethe error in that when you clearly have no idea what you' re doing,
young lady. Look at you. You look like... like asavage.”

My mouth went off on reflex. “ Ah, yes, a savage. Of the famous
Chro-motonsorial Cahokian Goth tribe.”

Michagl winced.

The look Charity turned on me could have withered the life from small animals
and turned potted flowers black. “Excuse me, Mister Dresden,” she said, words
clipped. “1 do not recall speaking to you.”

“Beg pardon,” | said, and gave her my sweetest smile. “Don’t mind me. Just
thinking out loud.”

Molly turned to glare at me, too, but hers was a pale imitation of her mother’s. “I
do not need you to defend me.”

Charity’ s attention shifted back to her daughter. “Y ou will not speak to an adult in
that tone of voice so long as you are in this house, young lady.”

“Not aproblem,” Molly shot back, and then she whirled on her heel and opened
the door.

Michael put his hand out, not with any particular effort, and the door slammed
shut again with a sharp, booming impact.

Sudden silence fell over the Carpenter household. Both Molly and Charity stared
at Michael with expressions of utter shock.

Michael took adeep breath and then said, “Ladies. | try not to involve mysalf in
these discussions. But obviously your conversation this evening is unlikely to resolve
the differences you' ve had.” He looked at them in turn, and his voice, while still
gentle, became something more immovable than a mountain’s bones. “1 don’'t have
any feeling that my trip will be an extended one,” he said, “but we never know what
He has planned for us. Or how much time isleft to any of us. This house has been
upset long enough. The strife is hurting everyone. Find away to resolve your
troubles before | return.”

“But...” Molly began.

“Molly,” Michael said, histone of voice inexorable. “She is your mother. She
deserves your respect and courtesy. You will give them to her for the length of a
conversation.”

Molly set her jaw, but looked away from her father. He stared at her for a
moment, until she gave him a brief nod.

“Thank you,” he said. “1 want you both to make an effort to set the anger aside,
and talk. By God, ladies, | will not go forth to answer the call only to come home to
more conflict and strife. | get enough of that while I’'m gone.”



Charity stared at him for a second longer, and then said, “But Michadl ... surely
you aren’'t going to leave now. Not when...” She gestured vaguely at me. “There will
be trouble.”

Michael stepped over to hiswife and kissed her gently. Then he said, “Faith, my
love.

She closed her eyes and looked away from him after the kiss. “ Are you sure?’

“I’'m needed,” he said with quiet certainty. He touched her face with one hand and
said, “Harry, would you walk meto the car?’

| did. “Thank you,” | said, once we were outside. “I’m glad to get out of there.
Tension, knife.”

Michael nodded. “It’'s been along year.”
“What happened to them?’ | asked.

Michael tossed his case and his bag into the back of his white pickup truck.
“Molly was arrested. Possession.”

| blinked at him. “ She was possessed?’

He sighed and looked at me. “Possession. Marijuana and Ecstasy. Shewas at a
party and the police raided it. She was caught holding them.”

“Wow,” | said, my voice subdued. “What happened?’

“Community service,” he said. “We talked about it. She was clearly repentant. |
thought that the humiliation and the sentence of the law were enough to settle
matters, but Charity thought we were being too gentle. She tried to restrict which
people Molly was allowed to spend time with.”

| winced. “Ah. | think | can see how this played out.”

Michael nodded, got into histruck, and leaned on the open window, looking up at
me. “Yes. Both of them are proud and stubborn. Friction rose until it exploded this
spring. Molly left home, dropped out of schooal. It's been... difficult.”

“l can seethat,” | said, and sighed. “Maybe you should pitch in with Charity.
Maybe the two of you could sit on her until she gets back on the straight and
narrow.”

Michael smiled alittle. “She' s Charity’ s daughter. A hundred parents sitting on
her couldn’t make her surrender.” He shook his head. “A parent’ s authority can only
go so far. Molly has to start thinking and choosing for herself. At this point, twisting
her arm until she cries uncle isn’'t going to help her do that.”

“Doesn’t seem like Charity agrees with you,” | said.

Michael nodded. “ She loves Molly very much. She’ s terrified of the kinds of
things that could happen to her little girl.” He glanced at the house. “Which brings
me to a question for you.”
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“Is there some kind of dangerous situation developing?’

| chewed on my lip and then nodded. “It seems probable, but | don’t have
anything specific yet.”

“Ismy daughter involved in it?’

“Not to my knowledge,” | told him. “Her boyfriend got arrested tonight. She
talked me into bailing him out.”

Michael’ s eyes narrowed alittle, but then he caught himself, and | saw him force
the angry expression from hisface. “I see. How in the world did you get her to
come here?’

“It waswhat | charged for my help,” | said. “ She tried to back out, but |
convinced her not to.”

Michael grunted. “Y ou threatened her?’
“Politely,” | said. “I’d never hurt her.”

“1 know that,” Michael said, histone gently reproving. Behind us, the front door
opened. Molly stepped out onto the porch, hugging herself with her arms. She stood
that way for amoment, ignoring us. A few seconds later, alight on the second floor
came on. Charity, presumably, had gone back upstairs.

Michael watched his daughter for amoment, pain in his eyes. Then he took a
deep breath and said, “May | ask afavor of you?’
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“Talk to her,” Michael said. “She likes you. Respects you. A few words from
you might do more than anything I could tell her right now.”

“Whoa,” | said. “l don’t know.”

“You don't have to negotiate atreaty,” Michael said, smiling. “Just ask her to talk
to her mother. To bewilling to give alittle.”

“Compromise has to work both ways,” | said. “What about Charity?’
“She’'ll come around.”

“Am | the only one who has noticed that Charity really doesn’t regard me with
what most of the world thinks of as fairness? Or fondness? | am the last personin
the world likely to get her to sit down for areconciliation talk.”

Hesmiled. “Have alittle faith.”

“Oh, please.” | sighed, but there wasn’t any real feeling behind it.
“Will you try to help?’ Michael asked.

| scowled at him. “Yes.”

He smiled at me, mostly in his eyes. “ Thank you. I’m sorry you walked into the
cross fire tonight.”

“Molly told me there had been trouble at home. Bringing her here seemed like the



right thing to do.”

“1 appreciate it.” Michael frowned, his eyes distant for amoment, then said, “I’ve
got to get moving.”

“Sure,” | said.

He met my eyes and said, “If something arises, will you keep an eye on them for
me? It would make me feel alot better to know you were watching over them until |
return.”

| glanced back at his house. “What happened to having faith?’

He smiled. “ Seems a bit lazy to expect the Lord to do all the work, doesn’t it?’
His expression grew serious again. “Besides. | do have faith, Harry. In Him—and in
you.”

Demon-infested me writhed in uncomfortable guilt on theinside. “I’ll keep an eye
on them, of course.”

“Thank you,” Michael said, and put the truck in gear. “When | get back, | need to
talk business with you, if you have the time.”

| nodded. “ Sure. Good hunting.”

“God be with you,” he replied with a deep nod, and then he pulled out and | eft.
Have sword, will travel. Hi-yo, Silver, awvay.

Get Molly and Charity to sit down and talk things out. Right. | had about as much
chanceto do that as | did of backpacking my car to the top of Mount Rushmore. |
was gloomily certain that even if | did manage to get them together, it would only
make things go more spectacularly wrong once they were there. The whole house
would probably go up in an explosion when mother met antimother.

No good could come of this one. Why in the world had | agreed to it?

Because Michagl was my friend, and because | was in general too stupid to turn
down people in need. And maybe because of something more. Michael’ s house had
always been fulll of hectic life, but it had been a place, in general, of talk and warmth
and laughter and good food. The ugly shouts and snarls of Molly and Charity’s
quarrel had stained the place. They didn’'t belong there.

| had never had a home like that, growing up. Even now that Thomas and | had
found one another, when | thought of afamily, | thought of the Carpenter household.
| had never had that kind of intimacy, closeness. Those who have such afamily
seldom realize how rare and preciousit is. It was something worth preserving. |
wanted to help.

And Michael had apoint. | might have a chance to get through to Molly. That was
only half the battle, so to speak, but it was probably more than he could manage
from his own position.

But whatever higher power arranged these things had a demented sense of timing,
given how much | had on my plate already. Hell’ s bells.



Molly came over to me after Michael’ s truck had vanished. She stood beside me
in the quiet summer evening, silent.

“1 guess you need aride back to your place,” | said.
“1 don’t have any money,” shereplied quietly.
“Okay,” | said. “Where do you need to go?’

“The convention,” shereplied. “I have friends there. A room for the weekend.”
She glanced over her shoulder at the house.

“The rug rats seemed glad to see you,” | observed.

She smiled fleetingly and her voice warmed. “I didn’t realize how much | missed
them. Dumb little Jawas.”

| thought about nudging her toward her mother for a second, and decided against
it. She might decideto do it if she wasn't pressured, but the second she thought |
was trying to force her into something, she'd dig in her heels. So al | said was,
“They’'re cute kids.”

“Yes,” shereplied quietly.

“1I"m heading for the convention anyway,” | told her. “Get in the cab.”
“Thank you,” she said.

“You'rewelcome,” | said.

Chapter Eleven

«N»

When people say the word “convention,” they are usually referring to large
gatherings of the employees of companies and corporations who attend a mass
assembly, usualy in a big hotel somewhere, for the purpose of pretending to learn
stuff when they are in fact enjoying afree trip somewhere, time off work, and the
opportunity to flirt with strangers, drink, and otherwise indulge themselves.

Thefirst magor difference between a business convention and afan-dom
convention is that fandom doesn’t bother with the pretenses. They're just there to
have a good time. The second difference is the dress code— the ensembles at afan
convention tend to be considerably more novel.

SplatterCon!!! (apparently the name of the con was misspelled if the three
exclamation points were |eft out) had populated the hotel with all kinds of costumed
fans, unless maybe the costumes were actually clothing trends. Oncein awhile, it
gets hard to tell make-believe and avant-garde fashion apart. The hotel had an entry
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atrium, which in turn branched off into a pair of long, wide hallways leading to
combination ball- and dining rooms, the ones with those long, folding partitions that
can be used to break the larger rooms up into smaller halls for seminars and talk
panels and so on. There were a couple hundred peoplein sight, and | could see
more entering and leaving various panel rooms.

“1 kind of expected afew more people to be here,” | said to Molly. | had stopped
at my apartment to grab my stuff and drop off Mouse.

“It's Thursday night,” she said, as if that should be significant. “And it’s getting
late, at least for aweeknight. We have more than three thousand people aready
registered.”

“Isthat alot?”’

“For afirst-year convention? It's a Mongol horde.” There was pride in her voice
as she spoke. “And we have areally young staff, to boot. But old hands at putting
conventions together.” She went on like that for afew moments, naming names and
citing their experience as though she expected me to whip out alicensing manual or
something to make sure the convention was up to code.

Two girls, both too young for me to think adult thoughts about, sidled by in
black-and-purple clothing and makeup that |eft alot of skin bare, their faces painted
pale, trickles of fake blood at the corners of their mouths. One of them smiled at me,
and she had fangs.

| had my hand on my staff and the harsh, clear scent of wood smoke filled my
nose before | stopped myself from unleashing an instant, violent, and noisily
pyrotechnic assault upon the vampire five feet from me. A second’ s study showed
irregular lumps and finger marks on the teeth—the girls had probably made them
with their own fingers from craft plastic. | let out my breath in asteady exhaation
and relaxed again, releasing the power I’ d begun to channel through my staff.

Relax, Harry. Hell’ s bells, that would be a great story for the papers. Professional
Wizard Incinerates Amateur Vampire. News at ten.

The two girls went on by, none the wiser, and even Molly only frowned at them
and then back at me for a second, her face tilted into an expression of silent inquiry.

| shook my head. “ Sorry, sorry. Been along day aready. Look, | need to get a
look at the bathroom where this theater owner was attacked.”

“All right,” Molly said. “But first we'll get you a name tag at registration.”
“Wewill?" | asked. “Why?’

“Because you' re not supposed to have access to the convention if you haven't
registered for it,” she said. “Con security and hotel security might get confused. It
would be inconvenient for you.”

“Right,” | said. “Good thinking. I’'m not sure how I’ d react to inconvenience.”

| followed her over to a set of tables set up to receive dozens or hundreds of
people at once, each designated with white paper signs marked with “A-D,” “E-J,”



and so on down the alphabet. A tired-looking, brown-haired woman of early middle
age sat behind the first table, doing some kind of paperwork.

“Molly,” she said, and her voice warmed with tired but genuine pleasure. “Who is
your friend?’

“Harry Dresden,” Molly said. “Thisis Sandra Marling. She's the convention
chair.”

“You'reahorror fan?’ SandraMarling asked me.
“My lifeisall about horror, these days.”

“You should find plenty here to entertain you,” she assured me. “We' re showing
movies in several rooms as well asin the theater, and there’ s the vendors' room, and
some autograph signings tomorrow, and of course there are severa parties active
already, and the costume contests are always fun to watch.”

“lsn’t that something,” | said, and tried not to drown in my enthusiasm.
“Sandy,” Molly said, stepping in, “1 want to use my freebie for Harry, here.”

Sandra nodded. “Oh, Rosanna was looking for you a few minutes ago. Have you
spoken to her yet?’

“Not since this afternoon,” Molly said, and fretted at her lower lip. “Did she
remember to take her vitamins?’

“Rest easy, girl. | reminded her for you.”
Molly looked visibly relieved. “Thank you.”

Sandra, meanwhile, had me filling out aregistration form, which | scribbled
through fairly quickly. At the end, she passed me a plastic badge folded around a
card that said, SPLATTERCON!!! HI, I'm... She gave me a black ink marker to go
with it and said, “ Sorry, the printer’ s been off-line all day. Just write your namein.”

| promptly wrote the words An Innocent Bystander onto the name tag before
folding it up in the plastic badge and pinning it to my shirt.

“1 hope you enjoy SplatterCon, Harry,” Sandra said.

| picked up a schedule and glanced at it. “Make Y our Own Blood and Custom
Fangs’ at ten A.M., to be followed by “How to Scream Like aPro.”

“] don’t see how | can avoid being entertained.”

Molly gave me alevel look aswe walked away. “Y ou don’t have to make fun of
it.”

“Actualy | do,” | said. “I make fun of almost everything.”

“It'smean,” she said. “ Sandra has poured her whole life into this convention for
ayear, and | don’t want to see her feelings hurt.”

“Where do you know her from?’ | asked. “Not church, | guess.”
Molly looked at me obliquely for a second and then said, “ She's a part-time



volunteer at one of the shelters where I’ m doing community service.
She helped Nelson out when he was younger. Rosie too, and her boyfriend.”
| lifted ahand in acquiescence. “Fine, fine. I'll play nice.”
“Thank you,” she said, her voice still prim. “It’s very adult of you.”

| started to get annoyed, but was struck by the disturbing thought that if | did, |
would be coming down on the same side of the situation as Charity, which might be
one of the signs of the apocalypse.

Molly led me down to the end of one of the long conference room hallways,
where there were the usual restroom doors. One of them had been marked over with
three bars of police tape, shutting it, and a uniformed cop sat in achair beside the
door.

The cop was alarge black man, grey in his hair at the temples, and he sat with the
chair leaned on its rear two legs so that his head rested back against the wall. He had
on his uniform, but had added on a SplatterCon!!! name tag. He had filled in the
name on the card with a marker, too, though his blocky script under the HI, I'm
read An Authority Figure. The uniform name stripe on his shirt read RAWLINS.

“Well now,” the cop said as | walked over to him. He opened his mostly closed
eyes and gave me awary smile. He read my name tag and snorted. “It’ s the
consultant guy. Thinks he’sawizard.”

“Rawlins,” | said, smiling, and offered him my hand. He took it, hisgrip lazily
strong.

“S0 you' re one of those horror movie fans, huh?’ he rumbled.
“Um, yes,” | said.

He snorted again.

“1 was sort of hoping I could get into the bathroom there.”

Rawlins pursed hislips. “ There’ s two more on this floor. One' s back near the
front desk, and there' s another at the end of the other conference hall.”

“I likethisong,” | said.

Rawlins squinted at me and said, “Maybe you can’t read so good. Y ou see that
tape there, says crime scene and such?’

“The bright yellow and black stuff?’ | asked.

“That's it exactly.”

“Yep.”

“Well, that’ s what we police use when we have a crime scene and we don’t want

nosy private investigators stomping all over it in their big boots and contaminating
everything,” he drawled.

“What if | promiseto walk on tippy toe?’



“Then | promise | will stop bouncing you off wallsjust as soon as | think you're
not resisting arrest,” he said in a cheerful tone. The smile faded alittle and his eyes
hardened. “It’s a crime scene. No.”

“Molly,” | said quietly. “Would you mind if | talked to the officer alone?’

“Sure,” she said. “There are things | need to handle anyway. Excuse me.” She
walked away without looking back.

“Do you mind talking about it?’ | asked Rawlins.

“Naw,” he said. “Look, you seem okay, Dresden. I'll talk. But I'm not letting you
in there.”

“Why not?’ | asked.
“Because it might make things harder on the kid we took in for it.”
| frowned and tilted my head. “Y eah?’

Rawlins nodded. “Kid didn't do it,” he said. “But hotel security cameras show
him going in there, then the victim, and no one else. And | was sitting right herein
this spot the whole time. I’ m sure no one el'se went in or out.”

“So how do you know the kid didn’t attack the old man?’ | asked.

Rawlins gave an easy shrug. “Didn’t fit him. He wasn't breathing hard, and giving
a beating runs you out of breath quick. No damage to his hands or knuckles. No
blood on him.”

“Sowhy’d you arrest him?’ | asked.

“Because the record shows that there' s no one else who could have done it,”
Rawlins said. “ And because the old man was too out of it to talk and clear him. Kid
didn’t beat on the old man, but that doesn’t mean that he wasn't in with whoever
did. | figured maybe he knows how the attacker got in and out unseen, so | took him
down and booked him. | figured if he was an accomplice, he’'d spill rather than take
the wholefall himself.” Rawlins grimaced. “But he didn’t spill. Didn’t know adamn
thing.”

“Then why’ d he get put away?’ | asked.

“Didn’t know he had arecord until the paperwork was already going. Repeat
offender got areal steep hill to climb as a suspect. Makes it look bad for him. He
might take the fall on this even if he’'sinnocent.”

| shook my head. “Y ou’ re sure no one could have gonein or out?’

“1 wasright here,” he said. “ Anyone went past me without me noticing, they were
aJedi Knight or something.”

“Or something,” | muttered, glancing at the door.

“The girlfriend,” Rawlins said, nodding after the departed Molly. “ She get you
involved in this?’

“Daughter of afriend,” | said, nodding. “Bailed him out.”



Rawlins grunted. “ Damn shame for that kid. | played it by the book, but...” He
shook his head. “ Sometimes the book don’t do enough.”

“The girl thinks he’ sinnocent,” | said.

“The girl always thinks they’ re innocent, Dresden,” Rawlins said, without malice.
“Problem is that there' s pretty good evidence that says he ain’t. Good enough to
send arepeat offender upstate, unless the lab guys find something in there or on the
old man to clear him. Which brings us back to why you ain’t going in.”

| nodded, frowning. “What if | told you it might be something weird?’
He shrugged. “What if you did?’

“Might be something that | could recognize, if | could just get alook at the room.
| might be ableto help the kid.”

He squinted at me. “Y ou think there’ s spooky afoot?’
“I told the girl I’d look into it.”
Rawlins frowned, but then shook his head. “Can’t let you in there.”

“Could I just look?’ | asked. “Y ou open the door, and | don’t even go in. | just
look. That couldn’t hurt anything, could it? And you’ ve already been in there, the
EMTSs, maybe adetective. Am | right? | couldn’t contaminate it all that much just
from looking in the door.”

Rawlins gave me along, level stare and then sighed. He grunted, and the front legs
of his chair thunked down to the floor. He rose and said, “All right. Not one step
insgde.”

“You're an officer and a gentleman,” | told him. | used my elbow to nudge the
restroom door open. It squealed ferocioudly. | leaned my head in, my chin just over
the level of the top strip of tape, and looked around the bathroom.

Standard stuff. A bathroom. Whitetile. Stalls, urinals, sinks, along mirror.
The blood wasn’t standard, of course.

There was alarge splotch of it on the floor, and it had been smeared around when
it had been making thetile al dippery. There were a couple of different footmarks on
the floor, outlined in blood, and more smears of it on one of the sinks, where the
victim had apparently tried to pull himself up off the floor. It looked fairly gruesome,
which wasn't really a surprise. There wasn't as much blood as there would have
been at, say, amurder, but there was plenty al the same. Someone had laid into
Clark Pell, the victim, with awill. | picked out small blood splatter on the mirror,
high on the wall, and in a spot on the ceiling.

“Jesus,” | muttered. “It was an unarmed assault? No knives or anything?’

Rawlins grunted. “Old man had broken ribs, bruises, gashes from being slammed
around. No cuts or stabs, though.”

“Nokid did this,” | said.
“Wasn't aprofessional, either. Crowded spot like this. Witness in the bathroom.



Cop twenty feet away. Dumbest thug in Chicago wouldn’t open up that big a can of
whoopass where he' d be seen and caught.”

“Someone strong,” | muttered. “And really, really vicious. He had to have hit the
old guy afew times after he went down.”

Rawlins grunted again. “ Sound like anyone you know?’

| shook my head. | stared at the room for a second and then chewed on my lower
lip for a second, coming to adecision. | closed my eyes, clearing my thoughts.

“That’s enough,” Rawlins said. “ Shut the door before people start to stare.”

“One second,” | murmured. Then with an effort of focus and will, and afaint
sense of illusory pressure on my forehead, | opened my wizard's Sight.

The Sight is something anyone born with enough talent has. It’s an extra sense,
though when using it almost everyone experiencesit as akind of augmented vision.
It shows you the primal nature of things, the true and emotional core of what they
are. It also shows you the presence of magical energies that course through pretty
much everything on the planet, showing you how that energy flowed and pulsed and
swirled through the world. The Sight was especially useful for looking for any active
magical constructs— that’s spells, for the newbie—and for cutting through illusions
and spells meant to obfuscate what was true.

| opened my Sight and it showed me what my physical eyes could not see about
the room. It showed me something that, with as many bad things as| had seenin my
life, still made me clench my fists and fight to keep from losing control of my
stomach.

The site of the attack, the blood, the brutality and pain inflicted upon the victim,
had not been a simple matter of desire, conflict, and violence.

It had been adeliberate, gleeful work of art.

| could see patterns in the bloodstain, patterns that showed me the terrified face
of an old man, pounded into a lumpy, unrecognizable mass by sledgehammer fists,
each one aminiature portrait painted in the medium of terror and pain. When |
looked at the smears on the sink, | could hear a short series of grunts meant to be
desperate cries for help. And then the old man was hurled back down for another
round of splatter portraits of pain.

And just for asecond, | saw a shadow on the wall—a brief glimpse, aform, a
shape, something that left an outline of itself on the wall where it had absorbed the
agonized energy of the old man’s suffering.

| fought to push the Sight away from my perceptions again, and staggered. That
was the drawback to using the Sight. The Sight could show you alot of things, but
everything you saw with it was there to stay. It wrote everything you perceived with
it upon your memory in indelible ink, and those memories were always there, fresh
and harsh when you went back to them, never blurring with the passage of time,
never growing easier to endure. The little demonic diorama of bad vibes painted over
the white tiles of that bathroom was going to make some appearances in my darker



dreams.

It looked like I’ d found the black magic the Gatekeeper warned me about. Just as
well that | hadn’t tried the dangerous spell with Little Chicago.

| took a couple of steps away, shaking away the flickers of color and sparkles of
light on my vision that remained for atime when the Sight was gone once more.
Rawlins had a hand under one of my elbows.

“You al right, man?’ he rumbled a moment later, his voice very quiet.

“Yeah,” | said. “Yeah. Thanks.”

He looked from me to the closed door and back. “What did you see in there?’
“I"m not sure yet,” | said. My voice sounded shaky. “ Something bad.”
Almost too quietly to be heard, he said, “Thiswasn't just some thug, was it.”

My stomach twisted again. In my mind’' s eye, | could see amalicious smile
reflected in the eyes of the old man, the memory absolutely crystalline. “Maybe not,”
I mumbled. “It could have been a person, | think. Someone really sick. Or... maybe
not. | don’t know.” More words struggled to bubble out of my mouth and |
clamped my lips resolutely shut until I'd gotten my thoughts back under control.

| looked around me and realized that the hairs on the back of my neck were not
crawling around at the memory of the energy I’ d just brushed.

They were reacting to more of it drifting through the air. Now. Nearby.
“Rawlins,” | said. “How many other cops are here?’

“Just me now,” he said quietly. He took alook at my face and then peered
around, his heavy-lidded eyes deceptively aert, his hand on his gun. “We got
trouble?’

“We got trouble,” | said quietly, shifting my staff into my right hand.

The lights went out, all of them at once, plunging the hotel into pure blackness.

And the screaming started.

Chapter Twelve

«N»

No more than two or three seconds went by before Rawlins had his flashlight out
and he flicked it on. The light flashed white and clean for maybe half a second, and
then it dimmed down, as though some kind of greasy soot had coated it, until the
light, though still bright, was so vague and veiled that it accomplished little more than
to cast afaint glow to maybe an arm’ s length from Rawlins.
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“What the hell,” he said, and shook the light afew times. He had his hand on his
gun, the restraining strap off, but he hadn’t drawn it yet. Good man. He knew as well
as| did that the hotel was going to have far more panicked attendees than potential
threats.

“We'll try mine,” | said, and got the silver pentacle on its chain from around my
neck. A gentle whisper and an effort of will and the amulet began to emit a pure,
silver-blue light that reached into the darkness around us, burning it away as swiftly
asit pressed in, until we could see for maybe fifteen feet around us. Beyond that was
just amurky vagueness— not so much acloud or amist asasimple lack of light.

| gripped my staff in my right hand, and more of my will thrummed through it,
setting the winding spirals of runes and sigils aong its length to burning with agentle,
ember orange light.

Rawlins stared at me for a second and then said, “What the hell is going on?’

There were running footsteps and shouts and cries in the gloom. All of them
sounded choked, muffled somehow. One of the two teenaged “vampires’ stumbled
into the circle of my azure wizard’ s light, sobbing. Several young men blundered
along amoment later, blindly, and al but trampled her. Rawlins grabbed the girl with
agrunt of, “Excuse me, miss.” and hauled her from their path. He lifted her more or
less by main strength and pushed her gently against the wall. He forced her to ook at
him and said, “Follow the wall that way to the door. Stay close to the wall until you
get out.”

She nodded, tears making her makeup run in a mascara mudslide, and stumbled
off, following Rawlins directions.

“Fire?” Rawlins blurted, turning back to me. “Is this smoke?’
“No,” | said. “Believe me. | know burning buildings.”

He gave me an odd look, grabbed an older woman who was passing blindly, and
sent her off to follow the wall to the door out. He shivered then, and when he
exhaled his breath came out in along, frosty plume. The temperature had dropped
maybe forty degreesin the space of a minute.

| struggled to ignore the sounds of frightened people in the dark and focused on
my magical senses. | reached out to the cold and the gloom, and found it a vaguely
familiar kind of spellworking, though | couldn’t remember precisely wherel’'d
encountered it before.

| spuninaslow circle with my eyes closed, and felt the murk grow deeper, darker
as | faced back down the hall to the hotel’ s front desk. | took a step that way, and
the murk thickened marginally. The spell’ s source had to be that way. | gritted my
teeth and started forward.

“Hey,” Rawlins said. “Where are you going?’

“Our bad guy isthisway,” | said. “Or something is. Maybe you’ d better stay
here, help get these people outside safely.”



“Maybe you ought to shut your fool mouth,” Rawlins replied, his tone one of
forced cheer. He looked scared, but he drew his gun and kept the barrel down, close
to hisside, and held his mostly useless flashlight in his other hand. “1’ll cover you.”

| nodded once at him, turned, and plunged into the darkness, Rawlins at my back.
Screams erupted around us, sometimes accompanied by the sight of stumbling,
terrified people. Rawlins nudged them toward the walls, barked at them in atone of
pure paternal authority to stay near them, to move carefully for the exits. The gloom
began to pressin closer to me, and it became an effort of will to hold up thelight in
my amulet against it. A few steps more and the air grew even colder. Walking
forward became an effort, like wading through waist-deep water. | had to lean
against it, and | heard a grunt of effort come out of my mouth.

“What'swrong?’ Rawlins asked, his voice tight.

We passed under one of the hotel’ s emergency light fixtures, its floodlights only
dim orange rings in the murk until my amulet’ s light burned the shadows away.
“Dark magic,” | growled through clenched teeth. “A kind of ward. Trying to keep
me from moving ahead.”

He huffed out a breath and muttered, “Christ. Magic. That isn’t real.”

| stopped and gave him a steady ook over my shoulder. “ Are you with me or
not?’

He swallowed, staring up at the dim circles of light that were al he could see of
another set of emergency lights. “Crap,” he muttered, wiping a sudden beading of
sweat from his brow despite the cold air. “Y ou need me to push you or something?’

| let out abark of tense laughter, and forced my power harder against the gloomy
ward, hacking at it with the machete of my will until | began to chop a path through
the dark working, picking up speed. As| did, the sense of the spell became more
clear to me. “It’s coming from up ahead of us,” | said. “The first conference room
inthishall.”

“They got it set up for movies,” Rawlins said. He seized a sobbing and terrified
man in his middle years and deflected him bodily to the wall, snapping the same
ordersto him. “God, it was packed in there. If the crowd panicked—"

He didn’t finish the sentence, and he didn’t need to. Chicago has seen more than
afew deaths due to a sudden panic in amovie theater. | redoubled my efforts and
broke into a heavy, labored jog that led usto a pair of doors leading into the first
conference room. One of the doors was shut, and the other had been slammed open
so hard that it had wrenched its way clear of one of the hinges.

From inside the room came a sudden burst of terrified screams—not the canned
screams you get in horror movies. Real screams. Screams of such base, feral
intensity that you could hardly tell they had come from a human throat. Screams you
only really hear when there are terrible things happening.

Rawlins knew what they meant. He spat out alow curse, lifting his gun to aready
position, and we rushed forward to the room side by side.



The murk began to do more than ssmply drag at me when | hit the doorway. The
air amost seemed to congeal into akind of gelatin, and it suddenly became afight to
keep my legs moving forward. | snarled in sudden frustration, and transformed it
into more will that | sent coursing down through my silver pentacle amulet. The soft
radiance emanating from the symbol became a white-and-cobalt floodlight, driving
back the gloom, burning it from my path. It |eft the large room still coated in
shadow, but it was no longer the total occlusion of the magical murk.

It was along room, about sixty feet, maybe half that wide. At the far end of the
room was avery large projection screen. Chairsfaced it in two columns. At one
point in the aisle between them, a projector sat, running at such afrantic speed that
smoke was rising from the reels of celluloid. The projected movie still appeared
clearly on the screen, in afrantic fast-motion blur of faces and images from aclassic
horror film from the early eighties. The soundtrack could only be heard asasingle,
long, piercing howl.

There were still about twenty people in the room. Immediately beside the door
was an old woman, curled on her side on the ground, sobbing in pain. Nearby a
wheelchair lay overturned, and a man with braces of some kind on hislegs and hips
had fallen into an awkward, painful-looking sprawl from which he could not arise.
One of hisarmswas visibly broken, bone pushing at skin. Other people cringed
against the walls and beneath chairs. When my wizard light flooded the place, they
got up and started staggering away, still screaming in horror.

Straight ahead of me were bodies and blood.

| couldn’t see much of them. Three people were down. There was alot of blood
around. A fourth person, ayoung woman, crawled toward the door making frantic
mewling sounds.

A man stood over her. He was nearly seven feet tall and so thick with slabs of
muscle that he almost seemed deformed—not pretty bodybuilder muscle, either, but
the thick, dull slabs that come from endless physical labor. He wore overalls, a blue
shirt, and a hockey mask, and there was along, curved sickle in hisright hand. As |
watched, he took a pair of long steps forward, seized the whimpering girl by her hair,
and jerked her body into a backward bow. He raised the sickle in his right hand.

Rawlins didn’t bother to offer him a chance to surrender. He took a stance not
ten feet away, aimed, and put three shots into the masked maniac’s head.

The man jerked, twisting a bit, and released the girl’ s hair abruptly, tossing her
aside with aterrible, casual strength. She hit arow of chairsand let out a cry of pain.

Then the maniac turned toward Rawlins and, even though the mask hid his
features, thetilt of his head and the tension of his posture showed that he was
furious. He went toward Rawlins. The cop shot him four more times, flashes of
bright white burning the image of the maniac and the room onto my eyes.

He brought the sickle down on Rawlins. The cop managed to catch the force of it
upon hislong flashlight. Sparks flew from the steel case, but the light held. The
maniac twisted the sickle, so that the tip plowed afurrow across Rawlins s forearm.



The cop snarled. The flashlight spun to the ground. The maniac raised the sickle
again.
| braced myself, raised my staff and my will, and cried, “ Forzare!”

Unseen power lashed from my staff, pure kinetic energy that ripped through the
air and hit the maniac like awrecking ball. The blow drove him back down the aisle,
through the air. He hit the projector on its stand. It shattered. He went through it
without slowing down. He kept going, the flight of his passage tearing through the
large projection screen, and hit the back wall with athunderous impact.

| sagged in sudden exhaustion, the effort of the spell an enormous drain on me,
and had to plant my staff on the ground to keep from falling over. My headache
flared up with avengeance, and the light of my amulet and staff both faded.

There were afew more screams, the quick, light sound of frightened feet, and |
whirled. | saw someone flee the room from the corner of my eye, but | didn’t get
much of alook at them. A second later, the room returned to normal, the lights back,
the broken projector still spinning one reel at reduced speed, aloose tongue of film
slap-sap-sapping the broken casing.

Rawlins advanced, gun still out, his eyes very wide, down to the far end of the
room. He went past the screen and looked behind it, gunin firing position. He
looked around for a second, then back at me, his expression baffled.

“He' snot here,” Rawlins said. “Did you see him go that way?’

| just didn’t have enough left in me to speak right at that moment. | shook my
head.

“There’sadent in thewall,” he reported. “Coveredin... | dunno what. Some
kind of dime.”

“He'sgone,” | grunted. Then | started forward, toward the downed people. Two
of them were young men, the third a young woman. “Help me.”

Rawlins holstered his weapon and did. One of the young men was dead. There
was a crescent-shaped cut in his thigh that had opened an artery. Another lay
mercifully unconscious, a bruise on his head, several hideous inches of bloody
innards protruding from a slash across his belly. | was afraid that if we moved him,
his guts might come popping out. The girl was alive, but the sickle' stip had drawn a
pair of long lines down her back along the spine, and the cuts had been vicious and
deep. Bits of bone showed and she lay on her belly, her eyes open and blinking but
utterly unfocused, either unwilling or unable to move.

We did what we could for them, which wasn’t much more than jerking the
tablecloths off the water tables in the corner and improvising soft pads out of them
to apply to open wounds. The second girl lay on her side nearby, sobbing
hysterically | checked on the old woman, who had just had the wind knocked out of
her. | hauled the guy who' d fallen from hiswheelchair into adightly more
comfortable position and he nodded thanks at me.

“See to the other victim,” Rawlins said. He held the pad against the boy’ s opened



abdomen, putting gentle pressure on it as he jerked out his radio. It squealed with
feedback and static when he used it, but he managed to get emergency help headed
our way.

| went to the sobbing girl, atiny little brunette wearing much the same clothes as
Molly had been. She’ d been bruised up pretty well, and from the way she lay on the
floor she could evidently not move without feeling agony. | went to her and felt over
her left shoulder gently. “Be still,” | told her quietly. “1t’ s your collarbone, | think. |
know it hurtslike hell, but you' re going to be al right.”

“It hurts, it hurts, hurts, hurts, hurts,” she panted.

| found her hand with mine and squeezed tight. She returned it with a desperate
pressure. “You'll be al right,” | told her.

“Don’'t leave me,” she whimpered. Her hand was all but crushing mine. “Don’t
leave.”

“It'sdl right,” | said. “I’mright here.”

“What the hell isthis?’ Rawlins said, panting. He looked around him, at the
corpse, at the movie screen, at the dent in the wall beyond. “That was the Reaper,
the freaking Reaper. From the Suburban Sasher films. What kind of psycho
dresses up as the Reaper and starts...” His face twisted in sudden nausea. “What
the hell isthis?’

“Rawlins,” | said, in asharp voice, to get his attention.
His frightened eyes darted to me.
“Call Murphy,” 1 told him.

He stared at me blankly for a second, then said, “My captain is the one who has
to make the call on that one. He'll decide.”

“Uptoyou,” | said. “But Murphy and her boys might actually be able to do
something with this. Y our captain can't.” | nodded at the corpse. “And we aren’t
playing for pennies here.”

Rawlins looked at me. Then at the dead boy. Then he nodded once and picked
up hisradio again.

“Hurts,” the girl whimpered, breathless with pain. “Hurts, hurts, hurts.”

| held her hand. | patted it awkwardly with my gloved left hand while we heard
sirens approach.

“My God,” Rawlins said again. He shook his head. “My God, Dresden. What
happened here?’

| stared at the enormous rip in the movie screen and at the Reaper-shaped dent in
the wooden panels of the wall behind it. Clear gelatin, the physical form of
ectoplasm, the matter of the spirit world, gleamed there against the broken wood. In
minutes it would evaporate, and there would be nothing left behind.

“My God,” Rawlins whispered again, his voice still stunned. “What happened



here?’
Y eah.
Good question.

Chapter Thirteen

«N»

The authorities arrived and replaced crisis with aftermath. The EMTs rushed the
more badly injured girl and the eviscerated young man to an emergency room, while
police officers who arrived on the scene did what they could to take care of the
other injured attendees until more medical teams could show up. | stayed with the
injured girl, holding her hand. One of the EMTs had examined her briefly, saw that
though in considerable pain she was not in immediate danger, and ordered me to
stay with her and keep anyone from moving her until the next team could arrive.

That suited me fine. The thought of standing up again was daunting.

| sat with the girl as more police arrived. She had become quiet and listless as her
fear faded and her body produced endorphins to dull the pain. | heard a gasp and
the sudden sound of pounding feet. | looked up to see Molly dlip by a patrolman
and fling herself down beside the girl.

“Rosie!” she cried, her face very pale. “Oh my God!”

“Easy, easy,” | told her, putting a hand against Molly’ s shoulder to prevent her
from embracing the wounded girl. “Don’'t jostle her.”

“She’'shurt,” Molly protested. “Why haven’t they put her in an ambulance?’

“She’s not in immediate danger,” | said. “ Two other people were. The ambulance
took them first. She goes on the next one.”

“What happened?’ Molly asked.
| shook my head. “I’m not sure yet. | didn’t see much of it. They were attacked.”
The girl on the floor suddenly stirred and opened her eyes. “Molly?’ she said.

“I’'m here, Rosie,” Molly said. She touched the injured girl’ s cheek. “I’m right
here.”

“My God,” the girl said. Tearswelled from her eyes. “He killed them. He killed
them.” Her breathing began to come faster, building toward panic.

“Shhhhhhh,” Molly said, and stroked Rosi€’ s hair back from her forehead as one
might a frightened child. “Y ou're safe now. It's al right.”

“The baby,” Rosie said. She dlid her hand from mine and laid it over her belly.
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“Isthe baby al right?’
Molly bit her lip and looked at me.
“She’s pregnant?’ | asked.
“Three months,” Molly confirmed. “She just found out.”
“The baby,” Rosie said. “Will the baby be al right?’

“They’ re going to do everything possible to make sure that you' re both al right,”
| said immediately. “Try not to worry about it too much.”

Rose closed her eyes, tears still streaming. “All right.”
“Rosie,” Molly asked. “Can you tell me what happened?’

“I"m not sure,” she whispered. “| was sitting with Ken and Drea. We' d aready
seen our favorite scene in the movie and we decided to go. | was bending over to get
my purse and Drea was checking her makeup and then the lights went out and she
started screaming... And then when | could see again, he was there.” She
shuddered. “He was there.”

“Who?’ Molly pressed.

Ros €' s eyes opened too wide, showing white all around. Her voice dropped to a
whisper. “The Reaper.”

Molly frowned. “Like in the movie? Someone in a costume.”

“It couldn’t be,” Rosie said, her trembling growing more pronounced. “It was
him. It was redly him.”

The next medical team arrived and headed right for us. Rosie seemed to be on the
verge of another panic attack when she saw them, and started thrashing around.
Molly leaned in close, whispering to her and continually touching her head, until the
EMTs could get to work.

| stepped back. They got Rosie loaded onto a stretcher. When they laid her arm
down by her side, | could see several small, round marks, irregular bruises, and
damaged capillaries just under the surface of the skin at the bend of her arm.

Molly stared at me for a second, her eyes wide. Then she helped the EMTs throw
ablanket over Rosie and her track marks. The EMTs counted to three and lifted the
stretcher, flicked out the wheels underneath, and rolled her toward the doors. The
girl stirred and thrashed weakly as they did this, letting out whimpering little cries.

“She’sfrightened,” Mally told the EMTs. “Let me ride with her, help keep her
cam.”

The men traded alook and then one of them nodded. Molly let out a breath of
relief, nodded to them, and went to walk by the head of the stretcher, where Rosie
could see her.

“Don’'t worry,” said the other EMT “We'll be right back for you, sir.”
“What, this?’ | asked, and waved vaguely at my head. “Nah, | didn’t get hurt



here. Thisisfrom earlier. I’'m good.”

The man’s expression was dubious. “Y ou sure?’

13 Yﬁ.”

They took the girl out. | dragged myself to the wall and propped my back up
againgt it. A minute later, aman in atweed suit came in and walked directly to
Rawlins. He spoke to the officer for amoment, glancing over at me once as they
talked, then turned and walked over to me. Of only average height, the man wasin
his late forties, thirty pounds overweight, balding, and had watery blue eyes. He

nodded at me, grabbed a chair, and settled down into it, looking down at me.
“You're Dresden?’

“Most days,” | said.
“My name is Detective Sergeant Greene. I’ m with homicide.”
“Toughjob,” | said.

“Most days,” he agreed. “Now, Rawlins back there tells me you were an
eyewitness to what happened. |s that correct.”

“Mostly,” | said. “I only saw what happened at the very end in here.”

“Uh-huh,” he said. He blinked his watery eyes and absently removed apen and a
small notebook from his pocket. Behind him, cops were surrounding the area where
the victims had lain with acircle of chairs and stringing crime scene tape between
them. “Can you tell me what happened?’

“Thelightswent out,” | said. “People panicked. We heard screams. Rawlins went
to help and | went with him.”

“Why?" he asked.
“What?’

“Why,” Greene said, histone mild. “You'reacivilian, Mr. Dresden. It's
Rawlins'sjob to help people in emergencies. Why didn’t you just head for the
door?’

“It was an emergency,” | said. “I helped.”

“You'reahero,” Greene said. “Isthat it?’

| shrugged. “1 was there. People needed help. | tried to.”

“Sure, sure,” Greene said, blinking his eyes. “ So what were you doing to help?’
“Holding the light,” | said.

“Didn’t Rawlins have his own flashlight?’

“Can’t have too many flashlights,” | replied.

“Sure,” Greene said, writing things. “ So you held the light for Rawlins. What
then?’

“We heard screamsin here. We camein. | saw the attacker over that girl they just



took out.”
“Can you describe him?’ Greene asked.

“Almost seven feet tall,” | said. “Built like a battleship, maybe three hundred,
three twenty-five. Hockey mask. Sickle.”

Greene nodded. “What happened.”

“He attacked the girl. There were other people behind him, already down. He was
about to cut her throat with the sickle. Rawlins shot him.”

“Shot at him?’ Greene asked. “ Since we don’'t have a dead bad guy on the
floor?’

“Shot at him,” | amended. “1 don’t know if he hit him. The bad guy dropped the
girl and swung that sickle at Rawlins. Rawlins blocked it with his flashlight.”

“Then what?”’
“Then | hit the guy,” | said.
“Hit him how?’ Greene asked.

“1 used magic. Blew him thirty feet down the aisle and through the projector and
the movie screen.”

Greene slapped his pen down onto the notebook and gave me aflat look.
“Hey,” | said. “You asked.”

“Or maybe he turned to run,” Greene said. “Knocked the projector over and
jumped through the screen to get to the back of the room.”

“If that makes you feel better,” | said.

He gave me another hard look and said, “And then what?’
“And then hewas gone,” | said.

“He ran out the door?”’

“No,” | said. “We were pretty much right next to the door. He went through the
screen, hit the wall behind it, and poof. Gone. | don’t know how.”

Greene wrote that down. “Do you know where Nelson Lenhardt is?’
| blinked. “No. Why would 1?7’

“He apparently attacked someone else at this convention today and beat him
savagely. Y ou bailed him out of jail. Maybe you' re friends with him.”

“Not really,” | said.

“Seems alittle odd, then, that you dropped two thousand dollars to bail out this
guy you're not friends with.”

“Yeah.”
“Why did you do it?’



| got annoyed. “I had personal reasons.”
“Which are?’
“Personal,” | said.

Greene regarded me with his watery blue eyes, silent for along minute. Then he
said, patiently and politely, “I’'m not sure | understand all of this. I’d appreciate it if
you could help me out. Could you tell me again what happened? Starting with when
the lights went out?’

| sighed.
We started over.
Four more times.

Greene was never so much as impolite to me, and his mild voice and watery eyes
made him seem more like an apol ogetic clerk than a detective, but | had a gut instinct
that there was a steely and dangerous man underneath the tweed camouflage, and
that he had me pegged as an accomplice, or at least as someone who knew more
than he was saying.

Which, | suppose, was true. But going on about black magic and ectoplasm and
boogeymen that disappeared at will wasn't going to make him like me any better.
That was par for the course, when it came to cops. Some of them, guys like
Rawlins, had run into something nasty at some point in their careers. They never
talked much about it with anyone— other cops tend to worry about it when one of
their partners starts talking about seeing monsters, and all kinds of well-intentioned
counseling and psychological evaluations were sure to follow.

So if acop found himself face-to-face with avampire or aghoul (and survived it),
its only existence tended to be in the landscape of memory. Time has away of
wearing the sharpest edges away from that kind of thing, and it’s easy to avoid
thinking about terrifying monsters, and even more terrifying implications, and get
back to the daily routine. If enough time went by, alot of cops could even convince
themselves that what happened had been exaggerated in their heads, bad memories
amplified by darkness and fear, and that since everyone around them knew monsters
didn’'t exist, they must therefore have seen something normal, something explainable.

But when the heat was on, those same cops changed. Somewhere deep down,
they know that it’ s for real, and when something supernatural went down again, they
were willing, at least for the duration, to forget about anything but doing whatever
they could to survive it and protect lives, even if in retrospect it seemed insane.
Rawlins would poke fun at me for “pretending” to be awizard when there was afan
convention in progress. But when everything had hit the proverbial fan, he’d been
willing to work with me.

Then there was the other kind of cop—guys like Greene, who hadn’t ever seen
anything remotely supernatural, who went home to their house and 2.3 kids and dog
and mowed their lawn on Saturdays, who watch Nova and the Science Channel and
subscribe to National Geographic, and keep every issue stored neatly and in order



in the basement.

Guys like that were dead certain that everything was logical, everything was
explainable, and that nothing existed outside the purview of reason and logic. Guys
like that also tend to make pretty good detectives. Greene was a guy like that.

“All right, Mr. Dresden,” Greene said. “I’m still kind of unclear on afew points.
Now, when the lights went out, what did you do?’

| rubbed at my eyes. My head ached. | wanted to sleep. “I’ ve aready told you
this. Five times.”

“1 know, | know,” Greene said, and offered me asmall smile. “But sometimes
repeating things can jiggle forgotten little details loose. So, if you don’t mind, can
you tell me about when it went dark?’

| closed my eyes and fought a sudden and overwhelming temptation to levitate
Greeneto the celling and leave him there for awhile.

Someone touched my shoulder, and | opened my eyes to find Murphy standing
over me, offering me awhite Styrofoam cup. “Evening Harry.”

“Oh, thank God,” | muttered, and took the cup. Coffee. | sipped some. Hot and
sweet. | groaned in pleasure. “Angel of mercy, Murph.”

“That'sme,” she agreed. She was wearing jeans, a T-shirt, and avery light cotton
blazer. She had circles under her eyes and her blond hair was messy. Someone must
have gotten her out of bed for this one. “Detective Greene,” she said.

“Lieutenant,” Greenereplied, al courtesy on the surface. “I didn't realizel’d
called Special Investigations for help. Maybe someone bumped the speed dial on my
phone.” He reached into a pocket and took out a cell.

He regarded it gravely for amoment and then said, “ Oh, wait. My mistake. You
aren’t on my speed dial. | must have dlipped into some kind of fugue state when |
wasn't looking.”

“Don’t worry, Sergeant,” Murphy said, smiling sweetly “1f | find out whodunit,
I’ll tell you so you can get the collar.”

Greene shook his head. “Thisis messy enough already,” he said. “ Some clown in
a horror movie costume cuts a bunch of horror fans to ribbons. The pressis going
to make piranhas ook like goldfish.”

“Yep,” Murphy said. “ Seems to me you should take all the help you can get.
Don’t want to screw it up in front of all those cameras.”

He gave her another flat look and then shook hishead. “Y ou aren’t exactly
famous for your friendly spirit of cooperation with your fellow officers, Lieutenant.”

“1 get the job done,” Murphy said easily. “I can help you. Or | can seeto it that
the press knows that you’ re refusing assistance in finding a murderer because of
departmental rivary. Your cal.”

Greene stared at her for another long minute, then said, “Does calling someone an



overbearing, egotistical bitch congtitute sexual harassment?’
Murphy’s smile grew sunnier. “Come to the gym sometime and we' Il discussiit.”

Greene grunted and rose, stuffing his pad and pen into his pocket. “ Dresden,
don’t leave town. | might need to speak to you again.”

“Won't that be nice,” | mumbled, and sipped more coffee.

Greene handed Murphy acard. “My cell number ison it. In case you actually do
want to cooperate.”

Murphy traded him for one of hers. “Ditto.”

Greene shook his head, gave her abarely polite nod, and walked off to speak to
the officers near the taped-off section of floor.

“1 think he likesyou,” | told Murphy.
Murphy snorted. “He' s had you running in acircle, huh?’
“For an hour.” | tried not to sound too disgusted.

“It' sannoying,” she said. “But it really does work. Greene' s probably the best
homicide detective in the state. If he had a personality he’ d have made captain by
now.”

“1 don't think he’s going to be much help on this one.”

Murphy nodded, and sat down in the chair Greene had vacated. “ So. Y ou want
to give me the rundown here?’

“1 haven't even finished my coffee,” | complained. But | told her, starting with
bailing Nelson out of jail and skipping over the details of the visit to Michadl’s
house. | told her about the attack, and how Rawlins and | had presumably cut it
short.

She exhaled dowly. “So this thing must have been from the spirit world, right? If
it got shot full of bullets, didn’t die, then dissolved into goo?

“That’ s areasonable conclusion,” | said, “but | didn’'t exactly have time to make
athorough analysis. It could have been anything.”

“Any chance you killed it?’
“I didn’t hit it al that hard. Must have had some kind of self-destruct.”

“Dammit,” Murphy said, missing the reference. No one loves the classics
anymore. “Will it come back?’

“Your guessisasgood asmine,” | sad.

“That’ s not good enough.”

| sighed and nodded. “I’ [l seewhat | can figure out. How’ s Rawlins?’
“Hospital,” she reported. “He'll need a bunch of stitches for that cut he took.”

| grunted and rose. It was an effort, and | wobbled alittle, but as soon as | got
my balance | walked over to the remains of the projector on its stand. | bent down



and picked up alarge round tin, the one the movie reel had comein. | flipped it over
and read the label.

“Hunh,” | said.

Murphy came over and frowned at the tin. “ Suburban Sasher 17’

| nodded. “This means something.”

“Other than the death of classic cinema?’

“Moviefascist,” | said. “The guy that jumped them looked like the Reaper.”
Murphy gave me a blank |ook.

“The Reaper,” | told her. “Come on, don’t tell me you haven't ever seen the
Reaper. The killer from the Suburban Sasher films. He can’t be dain, brings death
to the wicked—which includes anyone who is having sex or drinking, apparently If
that’ s not classic cinema, | don’'t know what is.”

“l guess | missed that one,” Murphy said.
“There have been eleven films featuring the Reaper so far,” | replied.

“1 guess | missed those eleven,” Murphy amended. “Y ou think this was someone
trying to look like the Reaper character?’

“Someone,” | murmured with exaggerated menace. “ Or some thing.”
She gave me alevel look. “How long have you been waiting to use that one?’
“Years,” | said. “The opportunity doesn’t come up as often as you'd think.”

Murphy smiled, but it was forced, and we both knew it. The jokes didn’t change
the facts. Something had killed one young man only afew feet from where we sat,
and the lives of at least two of the wounded hung on the skills of the doctors
attending them.

“Murph,” | said. “ There’' s atheater right down the street. Run by a guy named
Clark Pell. Could you find out what movie was showing there this afternoon?’

Murphy flipped to an earlier page of her notebook and said, “| already did.
Something called Hammer hands.”

“Oldie but agoodie,” | said. “Ruffians push this farmer out onto train tracks and
the train cuts his hands off at the wrist. They leave him for dead. But he survives,
Insane, straps sledgehammer heads to the stumps, and hunts them down one at a
time.”

“And Clark Pell was the victim beaten here earlier today,” Murphy said. “Badly
beaten with some kind of blunt instrument.”

“Maybeit’sacoincidence,” | said.

She frowned. “ Can someone do that? Bring movie monstersto life?’
“Sorta looks that way,” | said.

“How do we stop them?’ she asked.



| dragged the con schedule out of my pocket and paged through it. “ The real
guestion is, how do we stop them before tomorrow night?’

“What' s tomorrow night?’

“Moviefest,” | said, and held up the film schedule. “Haifa dozen films showing
here. Another half adozen in Pell’ stheater. And most of their monsters aren’t nearly
as friendly as Hammerhand and the Reaper.”

“God amighty,” Murphy breathed. “ Any chance this could be regular folks
playing dress up?’

“1 doubt it. But it's possible.”

She nodded. “We'll let Greene cover that angle, then. Consider yourself to be on
the clock for the department, Harry. What’ s our next move?’

“Wetalk to the surviving victims,” | said. “And | try to figure out how many ways
there are for someone to do something this crazy.”

She nodded, and then frowned at me. “First, you get some sleep. You look like
hell.”

“Thanks,” | said. “Fed like I’'m about to fall down.”

She nodded. “I'll seeif | can talk to Pell, if he's even awake. | doubt we'll get to
the others before morning. Assuming they survive.”

“Right,” | said. “I’ll need to get back here and do some snooping tomorrow.
With any luck, we can track down our bad guy before something else jumps off the
movie screen.”

Murphy nodded and rose. She offered me a hand. | took it and she hauled me up.
Murphy isalot stronger than she looks.

“Give me aride home?’ | asked.
She already had her keysin her hand. “Do | look like your driver?’
“Thanks, Murph.”

We headed for the door. Usually | have to shorten my steps to match Murphy’s,
but tonight | was so tired that she was waiting for me.

“Harry,” she said. “What if we can’t find out who isdoing it in time?’
“We'll find them,” | said.

“But if wedon't?’

“Then we fight monsters.”

Murphy took a deep breath and nodded as we stepped out into the summer night.
“Damn right we do.”



Chapter Fourteen

«N»

Murphy drove me home and parked in the gravel lot next to the century-old
converted boardinghouse. She killed the engine in the car, and it made those clicking
noises they do. We sat there with the windows rolled down for a second. A cool
breeze coming off the lake whispered through the car, soothing after the unrelenting
heat of the day.

Murphy checked her rearview mirror and then scanned the street. “Who were you
watching for?’

“What?’ | said. “What do you mean?’

“Y ou rubbernecked so much on the way here, I’'m surprised your shoulders
aren’t bruising your ears.”

| grimaced. “Oh, that. Someone was tailing me tonight.”
“And you’ rejust now telling me about it?’

| shrugged. “No sense worrying you over nothing. Whoever heis, he’'s not there
now.” | described the shadowy man and his car.

“ Same one who ran you off the road, do you think?’ she asked.

“Something tellsme no,” | said. “He wasn’t making any effort to avoid being
gpotted. For al | know, he could just be a Pl gathering information on me for the
lawsuit.”

“Christ,” Murphy said. “Isn’t that thing over with?’

| grimaced. “For atalk show host, Larry Fowler can really hold agrudge. He
keeps doing one thing after another.”

“Maybe you shouldn’t have burned down his studio and shot up his car, then.”
“That wasn't my fault!”

“That’s for acourt to decide,” Murphy said in apious tone. “Y ou got an
attorney?’

“1 helped a guy find his daughter’ slost dog five or six years ago. He's an
attorney. He' s giving me a hand with the legal process, enough so it hasn’t actually
bankrupted me. But it just keeps going and going.”

Neither of us got out of the car.

| closed my eyes and listened to the summer night. Music played somewhere. |
could hear the occasional racing engine.

“Harry?’ Murph asked after awhile. “Areyou al right?’
“Hungry. Littletired.”
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“You look like you're hurting,” she said.

“Maybe alittle achy,” | said.

“Not that kind of hurt.”

| opened my eyes and looked at her, and then away. “Oh. That.”
“That,” she agreed. “You look like you' re bleeding, somehow.”
“Ill get over it,” | told her.

“Isthis about last Halloween?’

| shrugged a shoulder.

She was quiet for amoment. Then she said, “Therewas alot of confusion in the
blackout and right after. But they found a corpse in the Field Museum that had been
savaged by an animal. Lab guessed it was alarge dog. They found three different
blood types on the floor, too.”

“Did they?" | asked.

“And at Kent College. They found eight dead bodies there. Six of them had no
discernable means of death. One had its head half severed by a surgically sharp
blade. The other had taken a .44 round to the back of the head.”

| nodded.

She stared at me for awhile, frowning and waiting for me to continue. Then she
said, in aquiet, certain voice, “You killed them.”

My memory played some bad clipsin my head. My stomach twisted. “1 didn’t do
the headless guy.”

Her cool, blue eyes stayed steady and she nodded. “Y ou killed them. It’ s eating
at you.”

“It shouldn’t. I've killed alot of things.”

“True,” Murphy said. “But they weren't faeries or vampires or monsters this time.
They were people. And you weren't in the heat of battle when they died. Y ou made
the choice cold.”

| couldn’t lift my eyes for some reason. But | nodded and whispered, “More or
less.”

She waited for meto say more, but | didn’t. “Harry,” she said. “You're tearing
yourself up over it. You've got to talk to someone. It doesn’t have to be me or here,
but you' ve got to do it. There’'s no shame in feeling bad about killing someone, not
for any reason.”

| let out ashort little laugh. It tasted bitter. “Y ou’re the last person I’ d expect to
tell me not to feel bad about committing murder.”

She shifted uncomfortably. “ Sort of surprised myself,” she said. “But dammit,
Harry. Y ou remember when | shot Agent Denton?”



“Yeah.”

“Took me some time to deal with it, too. | mean, | know he'd lost it. And he was
going to kill you if | didn’t do it. But it made mefedl...” She squinted out at the
Chicago night. “Stained. To take alife.” She swallowed. “ And those poor people
the vampires had controlled at the shelter. That was even worse.”

“All of those people were trying to kill you, Murph. You hadto do it. You didn’t
have an option. Y ou thought about it. Y ou knew that when you pulled the trigger.”

“Do you think you had an option?’ she asked.

| shrugged and said, “Maybe. Maybe not.” | swallowed. “The point isthat | never
bothered to consider it. Never hesitated. | just wanted them dead.”

She was quiet for along time.

“What if the Council isright about me?’ | asked Murphy quietly. “What if | grow
into some kind of monster? One who takes life without consideration for anything
but his own will. Who cares more about end than means. More about might than
right. What if thisisthefirst step?’

“Do you think it is?” Murphy asked.
“l don’'t—"

“Because if you think so, Harry, then it probably is. And if you decide that it
isn't, it probably isn't.”

“The power of positive thinking?’ | asked.

“No. Freewill,” she said. “You can’t change what has already happened. But you

choose what to do next. Which means that you only cross over to the dark side if
you choose to do it.”

“What makes you think that | won't?’ | asked.

Murphy snorted, and reached over to touch my chin lightly with the fingers of one
hand. “Because I'm not an idiot. Unlike some other peoplein this car.”

| reached up and gripped her fingers with my right hand, squeezing gently. Her
hand was steady and warm. “Careful. That was almost a compliment.”

“You're adecent man,” Murphy said, lowering her hand without removing it from
my fingers. “Painfully oblivious, sometimes. But you’ ve got a good heart. It'swhy
you're so hard on yourself. You’'retired, hungry, and hurting, and you saw the bad
guys do something you couldn’t stop. Your moraleislow. That'sall.”

Her words were simple, frank, and direct. There was no sense of false comfort to
her tone, not atrace of indulgent pity. I’ ve known Murphy for awhile. | knew that
she meant every single word. Knowing that | had her support, even in the face of
violation of the laws she worked to preserve, was a sudden and vast comfort.

I’ve said it before, and I'll say it again.

Murphy is good people.



“Maybeyou'reright,” | said. “Hell’s bells, I’ ve got to stop feeling sorry for
myself and get to work.”

“ Start with food and rest,” she said. “If you don’t hear from me, assume I’ll pick
you up in the morning.”

“Right,” | said.
We sat there holding hands for aminute. “Karrin?’ | asked.

She looked up at me. Her eyeslooked very large, very blue. | couldn’t stare at
them too long. “Have you ever thought about... you know. Us?’

“Sometimes,” she said.

“Metoo,” | said. “But... the timing always seems to be off, somehow.”
She smiled alittle. “I noticed.”

“Doyou think it'll ever beright?’

She sgueezed my hand gently, and then withdrew hers from mine. “I don’t know.
Maybe sometime.” She frowned at her hand, and then said, “I1t would change a lot of
things.”

“It would,” | said.

“You'remy friend, Harry,” Murphy said. “No matter what happens. Sometimes
inthe past... | haven't really done right by you.”

“Like when you handcuffed mein my office,” | said.

“Right.”

“And when you chipped one of my teeth arresting me.”

Murphy blinked. “I chipped atooth?’

“And when—"

“Yes, dl right,” she said. She gave me amild glare, her cheeks pink.

“The point isthat | should have seen that you were one of the good guys alot
sooner than | did. And...”

| blinked at her ingenuously, and waited for her to say it.
“And I’'m sorry,” she growled. “Jerk.”

That had cost her something. Murphy has more pride than is good for her. And
yes, | am aware of the proverb about glass houses and stones. So | didn’t give her
any more of a hard time than | already had. “Don’t go all romantic on me now,
Murph.”

She smiled alittle and rolled her eyes. “If we ever did get together, I’ d kill you
inside aweek. Now, go get somerest. You're uselessto melike this.”

| nodded and swung out of the car. “In the morning, then.”
“Around eight,” she said, and pulled out and back onto the street. She called to



me, “Be careful!”

| looked after the car and sighed. My feelings about Murphy were still in a
hopelessly complicated tangle. Maybe | should have said something to her sooner.
Shared my feelings with her sooner. Acted more swiftly, taken the initiative.

Be careful, she said.
Why did | fedl like I’ d been too careful aready?

Chapter Fifteen

«N»

My Mickey Mouse alarm clock went off at seven, and buzzed stubbornly at me
until 1 kicked off the covers, sat up, and shut it off. | ached all over, felt tiff al over,
but that sense of overwhelming exhaustion had faded, and since | was aready
vertical, | got moving.

| got into the shower, and tried not to jump too much when the first shock of
freezing water hit me. I’ ve had some practice at it. I’ ve never had awater heater |ast
me more than aweek without some kind of technical problem coming up—and that
was the kind of thing you just did not want to take chances on when you have agas
heater. So my showers were always either cold or colder. Given my dating life, and
the inhuman charms available to some of the beings who occasionally faced off with
me, it was probably just as well.

But, especially when | had bumps and bruises and sore muscles, | wished | could
have a skin-blistering hot shower like everyone else in the country.

And suddenly the water shifted from ice-cold to piping hot. It was a shock, and |
actually let out alittle yelp and danced around in the shower until | could redirect the
shower head so that it wasn't scalding my bits and pieces. After theinitial shock of
the temperature change, | leaned my aching head and neck into the spray for a
second, and let out along groan. Then | said, “Dammit, | told you to stop that.”

Lasciel’s voice murmured in a quiet laugh under the sound of the water. The
sensation of phantom fingertips dug into the wire-tight muscles at the base of my
neck, easing soreness away. “Y ou should use the technique | taught you last autumn
to block out the discomfort.”

“l don’t need to,” | said, and tried for grouchy. But the heated water and
massaging fingers, illusory though they were, were smply delicious. “I’ll befine.”

“Y our discomfort is my discomfort, my host,” she said, and sighed. “Literally, as
al my perceptions can come only through your own.”
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“Thisisn'treal,” | said quietly. “ The water isn't really hot. No oneis actually
massaging my neck. It'san illusion you' re laying over my senses.”

“Doesit not feel soothing?’ her disembodied voice asked. “Does it not ease the
tenson?’

“Yes,” | sighed.
“What matter, then? It isrea enough.”

| waved a hand as though trying to brush off an annoying fly from my neck, and
the sensation of those strong, steady fingers retreated. “Go on,” | said. “Hands off.
| don’t want to start my day with a psychic cage match, but if you push metoit, |
will.”

“Asyou wish,” her voice said, and the sense of presence retreated. Then paused.
“My host, | note that you made no mention of the hot water.”

| grunted and mumbled something under my breath, ducked my head under the
seemingly scalding water for afew seconds, and then said, “Did you pick up on
what happened last night?’

“Indeed,” the fallen angdl replied.
“What was your read, then?’

There was a moment of thoughtful silence, and then Lasciel responded, “ That
Karrin feels a certain distance between the pair of you is a professional necessity, but
that she is considering that time and circumstance might someday render it
irrdevant.”

| sighed. “No,” | said. “Not that. Stars and stones, | don’t want dating advice
from afreaking helltart. | meant the things that attacked people at the convention.”

“Ah,” Lasciel said, with no trace of offensein her tone. “It was obviously the
attack of a spiritual predator.”

Takes one to know one, | thought. | rolled a stiff shoulder under the hot water. “If
that’ s true, then the attacks weren’t about violence,” | said thoughtfully. “Which
explainswhat | saw in that bathroom, where the old man had been attacked.
Whatever did it was intent on causing fear. Causing pain. Then devouring the...
what? The psychic energy it generated in the victims?’

“That is a somewhat simplistic description,” she said, “but one that is as close as
| expect amortal can come to understanding.”

“What, you' re amortality bigot now?’

“Now and always,” shereplied. “I mean no insult by it, but you should know that
your ability to comprehend your environment is very strongly defined by your belief
inanumber of illusions. Time. Truth. Love. That kind of thing. It isn’t your fault, of
course—but it does impose limits upon your ability to perceive and understand
some matters.”

“I"'m only human,” | said. “ So enlighten me.”



“To do so, you would have to release your hold on mortality.”
| blinked and said, “I’d have to die?’

She sighed. “Again, you have only apartial understanding. But in the interest of
expediency, yes. Y ou would have to cease living.”

“Then don’t bother enlightening me,” | said. “1 have plenty of would-be teachers
already.” | rinsed and repeated my shampoo and made myself smell like Irish Spring.
“The survivors of the attacks, then. They’re going to have taken a spiritual mauling.”

“If the theory is correct,” Lasciel’ s voice responded. “If they are indeed
wounded in spirit, it would seem conclusive.”

| shuddered. That kind of damage showed itself in a number of ways, and none
of them were pretty. I’ d seen men driven to agonies of madness by spiritual attacks.
Murphy had been subjected to such an assault and spent years learning to cope with
the night terrors it had spawned, until the spiritual and psychological wounds had
finaly healed. I'd seen some who had been subjected to a psychic sandblasting by
vampires of the Black Court who had become nearly mindless bodies, obeying
orders, and others of the same ilk who had turned into psychotic killing machinesin
service to their masters.

The worst part of it al was that almost the only way for me to see something like
that was to open my Sight. Which meant that every horribly mangled psyche I’ d
come across remained fresh and bright in my memory. Always.

The top shelf of my mental trophy case was getting crowded with hideous
keepsakes.

The not-truly-hot water coursed over me, asmall but suddenly significant
comfort. “Go away,” | told Lasciel. Then | added, “L eave me the hot water. Just
thisonce.”

“Asyou wish,” the fallen angel’ s voice replied, polite satisfaction in her tone. The
sense of her presence vanished entirely.

| stayed in the shower until my fingers shriveled up. Or, more accurately, | stayed
there until the fingers of my right hand shriveled up. The skin of my burned left hand
always looked withered and shriveled, these days. The second | turned the water off,
the full sensation of icy cold returned, and | shivered violently as | toweled off and
got dressed.

| took care of Mouse and Mister’ s various needs, ate several leftover biscuits
from the fridge for breakfast, and opened a can of Coke. After a moment’ s thought,
| headed down to my lab and grabbed Bob’ s skull from the shelf.

Faint orange lights flickered in the sockets. “Hey,” Bob mumbled in a
seep-slurred voice. “Where are we going?’

“Investigating,” | said. | went back upstairs with the skull and dropped it into my
nylon backpack. “1 might need you today. But there are going to be straights around,
so keep your mouth shut unless | open the pack.”



“ ‘Kay,” Bob said with ayawn, and the lights in the skull’ s eye sockets winked
out again.

| strapped on the magical arsenal—my shield bracelet, the energy ring, and my
silver pentacle amulet. | dlipped my newly carved blasting rod into a side pocket of
the pack, leaving the handle out where | could reach up behind my right ear and whip
it out inahurry. | picked up my staff and eyed my leather duster, hanging on its
hook by the door. | had layered spells over the duster in an effort to provide myself
with ameasure of protection against various fangs and claws and bullets and such,
and as aresult the coat had effectively become a suit of armor.

But, like most suits of armor, it lacked its own air-conditioning system—and if |
wore it around in the blazing summer heat, I’ d probably die of heat prostration
before anyone had the chance to bite, dlice, or shoot me. Hell, even the blue jeans |
was wearing would feel too heavy long before noon. The duster stayed on its hook.

That rattled me alittle. I'm used to the duster, and the spells on its leather had
saved my life before. It made me feel alittle vulnerable to think of getting into some
kind of supernatural conflict without it. So | grabbed Mouse' s lead, much to the
dog’ s tail-wagging approval, and clipped it onto his collar. “Y ou’ re with me today,”
| told him. “1 need someone to watch my back. Maybe to help me eat a hot dog
later.”

Mouse' s tail wagged even more at the mention of hot dogs. He chuffed out a
breath, nudged my hip with the side of his head in afond gesture, and we went
outside to wait for Murphy.

She pulled up and eyed Mouse warily as | opened the back door and he jumped
up onto the backseat. The car rocked back and forth with his weight and sank a
little.

“He' s car-broken, right?’

Mouse wagged histail and gave Murphy an enthusiastic, vacant doggie grin, tilting
his head back and forth quizzically. It was easy for my imagination to subtitle the
look: Car-broken? What is that?

“Wiseass,” | muttered at the dog, and got in the passenger side. “Don’t worry,
Murph. We did an insane amount of work on the whole bodily function issue as
soon as | realized how big he was going to get. He'll be good.” | glared at the
backseat. “Won't you?’

Mouse gave me that same grin and puzzled tilting of his head. | frowned at him
more deeply. He leaned forward to nuzzle my shoulder with his heavy muzzle, and
settled down in the backsest.

Murphy sighed. “If it was any other dog, I'd make him ride in the trunk.”
“That'sright,” | said. “Y ou have dog issues.”

“Big dog issues,” Murphy corrected me. “Just big dogs.”

“Mouseisn’t big. He's compactly challenged.”



She gave me an arch look as she pulled out and said, “Y ou’' d fit in the trunk, too,
Harry.” Then she frowned at me and said, “Y our lips are blue.”

“Long shower,” | said.

She gave me a sudden, swift grin. “Wanted to keep your mind on business? |
think I'll interpret that as a compliment to my sexual appeal.”

| snorted and buckled in. “Y ou heard anything from the hospital ?’

Murphy’s smile faded and she kept her eyes on the road. She nodded without
looking at me, her face impossible to read.

“Bad, huh?’ | asked.

“The young man the paramedics carried off died. The girl who was aready down
when you came in is going to make it, but she’sin some kind of shock. Catatonic.
Doesn’t focus her eyes or anything. Just lies there.”

“Yeah,” | said quietly. “I was sort of expecting that. What about the other girl?
Rosie?’

“Her injuries were painful but not life-threatening. They closed the cuts and set the
bones, but when they heard she was pregnant they kept her at the hospital for
observation. It looks like she'll come through without losing the child. She's awake
and talking.”

“That’s something,” | said. “And Pell?’

“Still in ICU. He' san old man, and hisinjuries were severe. They think he'll be all
right aslong as there aren’t any complications. He' s groggy, but he’'s conscious.”

“ICU,” | said. “Any chance we could talk to him somewhere else?’

“Those doctors can be real funny about not wanting peoplein critical condition
to nip out for awalk to the vending machines,” she said.

| grunted. “Y ou might have to solo him, then. | don’t dare go walking in there
with al the medical equipment around.”

“Evenif it wasjust for afew minutes?’ she asked.

| shrugged. “I don’t have any control over when things break down.” | paused
and said, “Well, not exactly. | could blow out the whole floor in afew seconds, if |
was trying to do it, but there’s not much | can do to keep things from breaking
down. Odds are good that if | was only in there for afew minutes, nothing bad
would happen. But sometimes things go haywire the second | walk by them. | can’'t
take any chances when there are people on life support.”

Murphy arched a brow at me, and then nodded in understanding. “Maybe we can
get you on a speaker phone or something.”

“Or something.” | rubbed at my eyes. “| think thisis gonna be along day.”



Chapter Sixteen

«N»

When you get right down to it, al hospitals tend to look pretty much the same,
but Mercy Hospital, where the victims in the attack had been taken, somehow
managed to avoid the worst of the sterile, disinfected, quietly desperate quality of
many others. The oldest hospital in Chicago, the Sisters of Mercy had founded the
place, and it remained a Catholic institution. Thought ridiculoudy large when it was
first built, the famous Chicago fires of the late nineteenth century filled Mercy to
capacity. Doctors were able to handle six or seven times as many patients as any
other hospital during the emergency, and everyone stopped complaining about how
uselessly big the place was.

There was a cop on guard in the hallway outside the victims' rooms, in case the
whacko costumed killer came after them again. He might also be there to discourage
the press, whenever they inevitably smelled the blood in the water and showed up for
the frenzy. It did not surprise me much at all to see that the cop on guard was
Rawlins. He was unshaven and still had his SplatterCon!!! name tag on. One of his
forearms was bound up in neatly taped white bandages, but other than that he looked
surprisingly alert for someone who had been injured and then worked all through the
night. Or maybe his weathered features just took such thingsin stride.

“Dresden,” Rawlins said from his seat. He' d dragged achair to the hall’s
Intersection. He was dedicated, not insane. “Y ou look better. * Cept for those
bruises.”

“The best ones always show up the day after,” | said.
“God’ s truth,” he agreed.

Murphy looked back and forth between us. “I guess you'll work with anybody,
Harry.”

“Shoot,” Rawlins drawled, smiling. “Isthat little Karrie Murphy | hear down
there? | didn’t bring my opera glasses to work today.”

She grinned back. “What are you doing down here? Couldn’t they find areal cop
to watch the hall?’

He snorted, stuck hislegs out, and crossed his ankles. | noted that for all of his
indolent posture, his holstered weapon was clear and near hisright hand. He
regarded Mouse with pursed lips and said, “Don’t think dogs are allowed in here.”

“He'sapolicedog,” | told him.

Rawlins casually offered Mouse the back of one hand. Mouse sniffed it politely
and histail thumped against my legs. “Hmmm,” Rawlins drawled. “Don’t think I've
seen him around the station.”

“The dog’swith me,” | said.
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“The wizard’ swith me,” Murphy said.

“Makes him apolice dog, al right,” Rawlins agreed. He jerked his head down the
hall. “Miss Marcellais down that way. They got Pell and Miss Becton in ICU. The
boy they brought in didn’t make it.”

Murphy grimaced. “Thanks, Rawlins.”

“You' rewelcome, little girl,” Rawlins said, his deep voice grandfatherly.

Murphy gave him abrief glare, and we went down the hall to visit thefirst of the
victims,

It was a single-bed room. Molly was there, in achair beside the bed, where she
had evidently been aslegp while mostly sitting up. By thetime | got in the room and

shut the door, she was looking around blearily and mopping at the corner of her
mouth with her deeve. In the bed beside her was Rosie, small and pale.

Molly touched the girl’s arm and gently roused her. Rosie looked up at us and
blinked afew times.

“Good morning,” Murphy said. “I hope you were able to get some rest.”

“A I-little,” the girl said, her voice raspy. She looked around, but Molly was
already passing her a glass of water with astraw in it. Rosie sipped and then laid her
head tiredly back, then murmured athank you to Molly. “A little,” she said again, her
voice stronger. “Who are you?”’

“My nameis Karrin Murphy. I’m a detective for the Chicago Police Department.”
She gestured at me, and took a pen and a small notebook from her hip pocket. “This
is Harry Dresden. He' s working with us on the case. Do you mind if he' s here?’

Rosie licked her lips and shook her head. Her uninjured hand moved fitfully,
stroking over the bandages on the opposite forearm in nervous motions. Murphy
engaged the girl in quiet conversation.

“What are you doing here?” Molly asked mein ahalf whisper.

“Looking into things,” | replied as quietly. “ There' s something spooky going on.”
Molly chewed on her lip. “You're sure?’

“Definitely,” | said. “Don’t worry. I'll find whatever hurt your friend.”

“Friends,” Molly said, emphasizing the plural. “Have you heard anything about
Ken? Rosi€e' s boyfriend? No one will tell us anything.”

“He the kid that they took from the scene?”’
Molly nodded anxiously. “Yes.”
| glanced at Murphy’s back and didn’t say anything.

Molly got it. Her face went white and she whispered, “Oh, God. She'll be so...”
She folded her arms and shook her head several times. Then she said, “I’ ve got
to...” Shelooked around, and in alouder voice said, “I’'m dying for coffee. Anyone
else need some?”’



Nobody did. Molly picked up her purse and turned around to walk for the door.
In doing so, she brushed within afoot or two of Mouse. Instead of growling,
though, Mouse leaned his head affectionately against her leg as she went by, and
cadged afew ear scratches from the girl before she left.

| frowned at Mouse after Molly had gone. “Are you going bipolar on me?’

He settled down again immediately. Murphy went on asking Rosie fairly
predictable questions about the attack.

The clock was running. | pushed the question about Mouse's odd behavior aside
for the moment, and let Mouse watch the door while | reached for my Sight.

It was adlight effort of concentration to push away the concerns of the material
world, like aches and pains and bruises and why my dog was growling at Molly, and
then the mere light and shadow and color of the everyday world dissolved into the
riot of flowing energy and currents of light and power that lay beneath the surface.

Murphy looked like Murphy had always |ooked beneath my Sight. She appeared
amost as herself, but clearer, somehow, her eyes flashing, and she was garbed in a
quasi angelic tunic of white, stained in places with the blood and mud of battle. A
short, straight sword, its blade made of ailmost viciously bright white light, hung
beneath her left arm, where | knew her light cotton blazer hid her gun in its shoulder
rig. She looked at me and | could see her physical face as a vague shadow beneath
the surface of the aspect | saw now. She smiled at me, a sunny light in it, though her
body’ s face remained a neutral mask. | was seeing the life, the emotion behind her
face, now.

| shied away from staring at her lest | make eye contact for too long— but that
smile, at least, was something | wouldn’t mind remembering. Rosie was another
story.

The physical Rosie was asmall, dight, pale young woman with thin, frail features.
The Rosie my Sight revealed to me was entirely different. Pale skin became a pallid,
dirty, leathery coating. Large dark eyes|ooked even bigger, and flicked around with
darting, avian jerks. They were furtive eyes, giving her the dangerous aspect of a
stray dog or maybe some kind of rat—the eyes of a craven, desperate survivor.

Winding veins of some kind of green-black energy pulsed beneath her skin,
particularly around the inside bend of her left arm. The writhing strings of energy
ended at the surface of her skin, in dozens of tiny, mindlessly opening and closing
little mouths—the needle tracks I’ d seen the night before. Her right hand kept darting
back and forth over the other arm asiif trying to scratch a persistent itch. But her
fingers couldn’t touch. There was a kind of sheath of sparkling motes around her
hands, aimost like mittens, and she couldn’t actually touch those mindlessly hungry
mouths. Worse, there were what 1ooked almost like burn marks on her temples—
small, black, neat holes, asif someone had bored a hot needle through the skin and
skull beneath. There was a kind of phantom blood around the injuries, but her eyes
were wide and vague, asif she didn’t even notice them. What the hell? | had seen the
victims of spiritual attacks before, and they’ d never been pretty. Usually they looked



like the victim of a shark attack, or someone who had been mauled by a bear. |
hadn’t ever seen someone with damage like Rosi€’s. It looked almost like some kind
of demented surgeon had gone after her with alaser scalpel. That pushed the
weirdometer a couple of clicks beyond the previous record.

My head started pounding and | pushed the Sight away. | leaned my hip against
thewall for a second and rubbed at my temples until the throbbing subsided and |
was sure that my normal vision had returned.

“Rosie,” | said, cutting into the middle of one of Murphy’s questions. “When
was your last fix?’

Murphy glanced over her shoulder at me, frowning. Behind her, the girl gave me a
guilty look, her eyes shifting to one side. “What do you mean?’ Rosie asked.

“I figureit’sheroin,” | said. | kept my voice pitched to the barest level needed to
be audible. “I saw the tracks on you last night.”

“I"'m diab—" she began.

“Oh please,” | said, and let the annoyance show in my voice. “You think I’ m that
stupid?’

“Harry,” Murphy began. There was awarning note in her voice, but my head hurt
too much to let it stop me.

“Miss Marcella, I’'m trying to help you. Just answer the question.”
She was silent for along moment. Then she said, “Two weeks.”
Murphy arched a brow, and her gaze went back to the girl.

“1 quit,” shesaid. “Redlly. | mean, once | heard that | was pregnant... | can’'t do
that anymore.”

“Really? | asked.

She looked up and her eyes were direct, though nothing like confident. “Yes. I'm
donewithit. | don’t even missit. The baby’s more important than that.”

| pursed my lips and then nodded. “All right.”
“Miss Marcella,” Murphy said, “thank you for your time.”

“Wait,” she said, as Murphy turned away. “Please. No one will tell us anything
about Ken. Do you know how he's doing? What room he’'sin?’

“Ken'syour boyfriend?” Murphy asked in a careful tone.

“Yes. | saw them load him in the ambulance last night. | know he’'s here...” Rosie
stared at Murphy for a second, and then her face grew even more pale. “Oh, no. Oh,
no, no, no.”

| was glad I’ d gotten a gotten alook at her before she found out about her
boyfriend. My imagination provided me with a nice image of watching the emotional
wounds open up as though an invisible sword had begun dlicing into her, but at |east
| didn’t have to see it with my Sight, too.



“I’'m very sorry,” Murphy said quietly. Her voice was steady, her eyes
compassionate.

Molly picked that moment to return with a cup of coffee. She took one look at
Rosie, put the coffee down, and then hurried to her. Rosie broke down in choking
sobs. Molly immediately sat on the bed beside her, and hugged her while she wept.

“We'll beintouch,” Murphy said quietly. “Come on, Harry.”

Mouse stared at Rosie with amournful expression, and | had to tug on hisleash a
couple of timesto get him moving. We departed and headed for the nearest stairwell.
Murphy headed for |CU, which was in the neighboring building.

“1 didn’t see the track marks on her last night,” she said after aminute. “Y ou
pushed her pretty hard.”

“Yes”
“Why?’

“Because it might mean something. | don’t know what, yet. But we didn’t have
time to waste listening to her denia.”

“She wasn't straight with you,” Murphy said. “No one kicks heroin that fast. Two
weeks. She should still be feeling some of the withdrawal.”

“Yeah,” | said. We went outside to go to the other building. Bright morning
sunlight made my head hurt even more, and the sidewalk began revolving. | stopped
to wait for my eyesto adjust to the light.

“You al right?” Murphy asked.

“It’ s hard. Seeing someone like that,” | said quietly. “And she's probably the
least mangled of the three.”

She frowned. “What did you see?’

| tried to tell her what Rosie had looked like. It sounded surreal and garbled, even
tome. | didn't think | had conveyed it very well.

“You look terrible,” she said when | finished.

“It’ll pass. Just got this damned headache.” | shook my head and focused on
taking steady breaths until | could force the pain to recede. “Okay. I’m good.”

“Did you learn what you were hoping for?” Murphy asked.

“Not yet,” | said. “I’ll need to look at the others, too. Seeif the injuries on them
give me some kind of pattern.”

“They’'rein ICU.”

“Yeah. | need to find away to them without getting too close to someone on life
support. | can’t stay around to talk. I’ [l need maybe a minute, ninety seconds to look
at them both. Then I'll get out. Let you talk.”

Murphy took a deep breath and said, “Y ou sure you should do this?’



“No,” | told her. “But | can’t help you if | don’'t get to look at them. | can’t do
that any other way. If | can stay calm and relaxed, it shouldn’t hurt anything for me
to be there for a minute or two.”

“But you can't be sure.”
“When can |17

She frowned at me, but nodded. “Let me go ahead of you,” she said. “Wait
here.”

| found a chair, and took it down the hall and sat down with Mouse and Rawlins.
We shared a companionable silence. | leaned my head back against the wall and
closed my eyes.

My headache finally began to fade away just as Murphy returned. “All right,” she
said quietly. “We need to go down afloor and then use the back stairs. A nurseis
going to let usin. You won't have to walk past any of the other rooms before you
get to our witnesses.”

“Okay,” | said, and stood up. “Let’s get this over with.”

Chapter Seventeen

«N»

| wasted no time. We went up the stairs, and | was aready preparing my Sight. A
nurse opened the door to the stairway, and | simply stepped into the first door on
my left—the catatonic girl’s, Miss Becton's. | stepped into the doorway and raised
my Sight.

Shewas ayoung girl, sill in her late teens, nervoudly thin, her hair a shocking
color of red that for some reason did not strike me as adye job. She lay on her
front, her head turned to the side, muddy brown eyes open and blank. Her back had
been covered in bandages.

As my Sight focused on her, | saw more. The girl’s psyche had been savagely
mauled, and as | watched her, phantom bruises darkened a few patches of skin that
remained, and blood and watery fluids oozed from the rest of her torn flesh. Her
mouth was set in a continual, silent wail, and beneath the real-world glaze, her eyes
were wide with terror. If there' d been enough left of her behind those eyes, Miss
Becton would have been screaming.

My stomach rolled and | barely spotted a trash can in time to throw up into it.

Murphy crouched down at my side, her hand on my back. “Harry? Are you
okay?’
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Anger and empathy and grief warred for first place in my thoughts. Across the
room, | was dimly conscious of aclock radio warbling to life and dying in a puff of
smoke. The room’ s fluorescent lights began to flicker as the violent emotions played
hell with the aura of magic around me.

“No,” | said inavicious, half-strangled growl. “I’m not okay.”
Murphy stared at me for a second, and then looked at the girl. “Is she...”
“Sheisn’'t coming back,” | said.

| spat afew timesinto the trash can and stood up. My headache started to return.
The girl’ sterrified eyes stayed bright and clear in my imagination. She’ d been out for
afuntime. A favorite movie. Maybe coffee or dinner with friends afterward. She
sure as hell hadn’t woken up yesterday morning and wondered if today would be the
day some kind of nightmarish thing would rip away her sanity.

“Harry,” Murphy said again, her voice very gentle. “Y ou didn’'t do thisto her.”

“Dammit,” | said. | sounded bitter. She found my right hand with hersand |
closed my fingers around hers with akind of quiet desperation. “ Dammit, Murph.
I’m going to find thisthing and kill it.”

Her hand was steady and strong, like her voice. “I'll help.”

| nodded and held tight to her hand for a minute. There wasn't any tension in that
contact, no quivering sensation of excitement. Murphy was human and alive. She
held my hand to remind me that | was too. | somehow managed to push the sense of
visceral horror I'd seen filling the girl from my immediate thoughts, until | felt
steadier. | squeezed her hand once and released it.

“Comeon,” | said, my voice rough. “Pell.”
“Areyou sure you don’'t need a minute?’

“Itwon’t help,” | said. | gestured at the radio and the lights. “1 need to get this
over with and leave.”

She chewed on her lip but nodded at me, and led me to the door across the hall. |
didn’t want to do it, but | hauled up my Sight again and braced myself as| followed
on Murphy’s heelsand Looked at Clark Pell.

Pell was a sour-looking old cuss made out of shoe leather and gristle. One arm
and both legs were in casts, and he was in traction. One side of his face was swollen
with bruising. A plastic tube for oxygen ran beneath his nose. Bandages swathed his
head, though bits of coarse grey hair stuck out. One eye was swollen mostly shut.
The other was open, dark, and glittering.

Beyond the physical surface, his wounds were very nearly as dire as those the girl
had suffered. He had been brutally beaten. Phantom bruises slid around his wrinkled
skin, and the shapes of distorted bones poked disquietingly at the surface. And |
saw something about the old man, too. Beneath the shoe leather and gristle, there
were more shoe leather and gristle. And iron. The old man had been badly beaten,
but it wasn’t the first such he had endured—yphysically or spiritually. Hewas a



fighter, asurvivor. He was afraid, but he was also angry and defiant.

Whatever had done this to him hadn’t gotten what it wanted—not like it had with
the girl. It had to settle for aphysical beating when its attack hadn’t élicited the terror
and anguish it had expected. The old man had faced it, and he didn’t have any
power of hisown, beyond alifetime of stubborn will. If he'd done it, as painful and
asfrightening asit must have been, | could steel myself against Looking at the
aftermath.

| released my Sight slowly and took a deep breath. Murphy, poised beside me as
If she expected me to abruptly collapse, tilted her head and peered at me.

“I'm dl right,” | told her quietly.

Pell made aweak but rude sound. “Whiner. Not even a cast.”
| faced the old man and said, “Who did thisto you.”

He shook his head, afeeble motion. “Crazy.”

Murphy started to say something but | raised my hand and shook my head at her,
and shefdl silent, waiting.

“Sir,” | said to Pell. “I swear to you. I’'m not a cop. I'm not a doctor. | think you
saw something strange.”

He stared at me, his one eye narrowed.

“Didn’'t you?’ | asked quietly.

“Ha... H-h—" hetried to say, but the word broke into awracking, quiet cough.
| held up my hand and waited for him to recover. Then | said, “Hammerhands.”

Pell’slip lifted, afaint little sneer. His good hand moved weakly, and | stepped
over closer to him.

“You told Greene it was someone dressed like Hammerhands,” | guessed.
Pell closed his eyetiredly. “Pretty much.”

| nodded. “But it wasn't just a costume,” | said quietly. “ This was something
more.”

Pell gave a slow shudder, before opening his eye again, dull with fatigue. “It was
him” the old man whispered. “Don’t know how. Don’t make no sense. But... you
could fedl it.”

“l believeyou,” | told him.

He watched me for a second and then nodded, closing hiseye. “Thing is. That
was the only damn movie ever scared me. Wasn't even al that good.” He gave a
weak shake of his head and said, “Buzz off.”

“Thank you,” | told him quietly. Then | turned and walked toward the door.

Murphy followed at my side, and we headed back down the stairs. “Harry?’ she
asked. “What was that?’



“Pell,” | said. “He gave us what we needed.”
“Hedid?

“Yeah,” | said. “I think he did. This thing has got to be some kind of
phobophage.”

“A what?’

“It' saspiritual entity that feeds on fear. It attacks in order to scare people, and
feeds on the emotion.”

“It didn’t give Pell those broken bones by shouting ‘boo!’ ” Murphy said.

“Yeah. It's got to manifest a physical body in order to come to the real world.
Pretty standard for all those demon types.”

“How do we beat it?”’

| shook my head. “I don’t know yet. First | have to find out what kind of
phobophageit is. But I’ ve got a place to pick up atrail now. There are only going to
be so many beings who could have crossed over to Chicago from the Nevernever to
do what thisthing did.”

We emerged into the sunshine and | stopped for a minute, lifting my face up to
thelight.

The horror and misery I’ d seen on the victims remained in place, a clear and
terrible image, but the sunlight and the equally sharp memory of old Pell’ s defiance
took the edge off.

“You going to be al right?” Murphy asked.
“1 think so,” | said quietly.

“Can you tell me what you saw?’

| did, in asfew words as | could.

She listened, and then nodded slowly. “It hardly seems like what happened to
them happened to Rosie.”

“Maybe Rawlinsand | got thereintime,” | said. “Maybe it hadn’t had time to do
more than alittle foreplay”

“Or maybe there’ s another reason,” Murphy said.

“Remind me to lecture you about the interest rate on borrowed trouble,” | said.
“Simplest explanation is the one to go with until we find out something to the
contrary.”

Murphy nodded. “If this creature hit the convention twice, it will probably do it
again. Seems to me that maybe we should advise them to close it down. No
convention, no attacks, right?’

“Too late for that,” | said.
She tilted her head. “What do you mean?’



“The creature feeds on fear. It's attracted to it,” | said. “If they shut down the
convention, it will scare alot of people.”

“News reports will do that, too.”

“Not the same way,” | said. “A news report might unsettle some folks. But the
people at the convention here, the ones who knew the victims, who were in the same
buildings—it will hit them harder. It will make what happened here something
dangerous. Something real.”

“If the attacker is that dangerous, they should be afraid,” Murphy said.

“Except that intense fear will attract the attacker again,” | said. “In fact, enough of
it would attract more predators of the same nature.”

“More?” Murphy said, her voice sharp.

“Like blood in the water drawsin sharks,” | said. “Only instead of being at the
convention, the targets will be scattered all over Chicago. Right now, the only
advantage we have is that we know generally where the thing is going to strike again.
If the convention closes, we lose that advantage.”

“And the next chance we get to pick up itstrail will be when the next corpse turns
up.” Murphy shook her head. “What do you need from me?’

“For now, aride home,” | said. “I’ [l have some consulting to do, and...” |
suddenly ground my teeth. “Dammit, | almost forgot.”
“What?’

“I’ve got alunch meeting | can’t miss.”
“More important than this?’ she asked.
“l can'tletit dide,” | said. “Council stuff. Maybe important.”

She shook her head. “Y ou take too much responsibility on yourself, Harry.
You'rejust one man. A good man, but you're still only human.”

“Thisiswhat happens when | don’t wear the coat,” | opined. “People start
thinking I’m not a superhero.”

She snorted and we started back toward her car. “I’m serious,” she said. “Y ou
can’'t be everywhere at once. You can’t stop all the bad things that are going to

happa,].”
“Doesn’t mean someone shouldn’t try,” | said.

“Maybe. But you take it personal. Y ou tear yourself up over it. Like with that girl
just now.” She shook her head. “1 hate to see you like that. Y ou’' ve got worries
enough without beating yourself up for things you didn’t do.”

| shrugged and fell quiet until we got back to the car. Then | said, “I just can’t
stand it. | can’'t stand seeing people get hurt like that. | hate it.”

She regarded me steadily and nodded. “Me too.”
Mouse thumped his head against my leg and leaned on me so that | could feel his



warmth.

That settled, we all got into Murphy’s car, so that | could track down | knew not
what, just as soon as | got done opening an entirely new can of worms with the
Summer Knight.

Chapter Eighteen

«N»

At my request, Murphy dropped me off a couple of blocks from home so that |
could give Mouse at least alittle chance to stretch his legs. He seemed appreciative
and walked along sniffing busily, histail fanning the air. | kept awatch out behind
me, meanwhile, but my unknown tail did not appear. | kept an eye out for any other
people or vehicles that might have been following me, in case he was working with a
team, but | didn’t spot anyone suspicious. That didn’t stop me from keeping a
paranoid eye over my shoulder until we made it back to the old boardinghouse, and |
went down the stairs to my apartment door.

| muttered my defensive wards down, temporarily neutralizing powerful
constructions of magic that | had placed around my apartment shortly after the
beginning of the war with the Red Court. | opened the dead bolt on the steel door,
twisted the handle, and then Slammed my shoulder into the door as hard as | could
to openit.

The door flew open to a distance of five or six whole inches. | kicked it afew
times to open it the rest of the way, then tromped in with Mouse and looked up to
find the barrel of a chopped-down shotgun six inches from my face.

“Those things areillegal, you know,” | said.

Thomas scowled at me from the other end of the shotgun and lowered the
weapon. | heard ametallic click as he put the safety back on. “Y ou’ ve got to get that
door fixed. Every time you come in it sounds like an assault team.”

“Boy,” | replied, letting Mouse off hislead. “One little siege and you get al
paranoid.”

“What can | say.” He turned and dlipped the shotgun into his bulging sports bag,
which sat on the floor by the door. “I never counted on starring in my own personal
zombie movie.”

“Don’t kid yourself,” | said. Mister flew across the room and pitched all thirty
pounds of himself into afriendly shoulder block against my legs. “It was my movie.
Y ou were a spear-carrier. A supporting role, tops.”

“It' s nice to be appreciated,” he said. “Beer?’
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11 SJre.”

Thomas sauntered over to the icebox. He was wearing jeans, sneakers, and a
white cotton T-shirt. | frowned at the sports bag. His trunk, an old military-surplus
footlocker, sat on the ground beside the bag, padlocked shut. Between the trunk and
the bag, | figured pretty much every material possession he owned now sat on the
floor by my door. He came back over to me with a couple of cold brown bottles of
Mac's ae, and flicked the tops off of both of them at the same time with his thumbs.
“Mac would kill you if he knew you were chilling it.”

| took my bottle, studying his face, but his expression gave away little. “Mac can
come over here and install air-conditioning, then, if he wants meto drink it warmin
the middle of summer.”

Thomas chuckled. We clinked bottles and drank.
“You'releaving,” | said aminute later.
He took another sip, and said nothing.
“You weren't going to tell me,” | said.

He rolled a shoulder in a shrug. Then he nodded at an envelope on the fireplace's
mantel. “My new address and phone number. There’ s some money in there for
you.”

“Thomas...” | sad.

He swigged beer and shook his head. “No, takeit. Y ou offered to let me stay with
you until | got on my feet. I’ ve been here aimost two years. | owe you.”

“No,” | said.
He frowned. “Harry, please.”

| stared at him for a minute, and struggled with a bunch of conflicting emotions.
Part of me was childishly relieved that | would have my tiny apartment to myself
again. A much larger part of me felt suddenly empty and worried. Still another part
felt a sense of excitement and happiness for Thomas. Ever since he started crashing
on my couch, Thomas had been recovering from wounds of his own. For awhile
there, | had feared that despair and self-loathing were going to cause him to implode,
and | had somehow known that his desire to get out on his own again was a sign of
recovery. Part of that recovery, | was sure, was Thomas regaining a measure of
pride and self-confidence. That’s why he'd |eft the money on the mantel. Pride. |
couldn’t turn down the money without taking that pride from him.

Except for scattered memories of my father, Thomas was the only blood family
I’d ever had. Thomas had faced danger and death beside me without hesitation, had
guarded me in my sleep, tended me when I’ d been injured, and once in awhile he'd
even cooked. We got on each other’ s nerves sometimes, sure, but that hadn’t ever
altered the fundamental fact of who we were to one another.

We were brothers.
Everything else was temporary.



| met his eyes and asked, quietly, “Areyou going to beal right?’
He smiled alittle and shrugged. “I think so.”

| tilted my head. “Where' d the money come from?”’

“My job.”

| lifted my eyebrows. “Y ou found ajob you could hold?’
Hewinced alittle.

“Sorry,” | said. “But... | know you'd had so much trouble.” Specificaly, he'd
been subjected to the amorous attentions of various fellow employees who had been
drawn to him to such a degree that it had practically been assault. Being an incubus
was probably easier at night clubs and celebrity parties than at a drive-through or a
cash register. “Y ou found something?’

“Something without people,” he said. He smiled easily as he spoke, but | sensed
an undercurrent of deceptioninit. He wasn't telling me the whole truth. “I’ ve been
thereawhile.”

“Yeah?' | asked. “Where?’

He evaded me effortlesdly. “ A place down off Lake View. I'vefinaly earned a
little extra. | just wanted to pay you back.”

“You must be getting al kinds of overtime,” | said. “Asnear as| can figure it,
you' ve been putting in eighty- and ninety-hour weeks.”

He shrugged, his smile amask. “Working hard.”

| took another sip of beer (which was excellent, even cold) and thought it over. If
he didn’t want to talk about it, he wasn’t going to talk about it. Pushing him
wouldn’t make him any more likely to tell me. | didn’t get the sense that he was in
trouble, and while he had one hell of a poker face, I'd lived with him long enough to

see through it most of the time. Thomas hadn’t ever supported himself before. Now
that he was sure he could do it, it had become something he valued.

Getting out on his own was something he needed to do. | wouldn’t be doing him
any favors by interfering.

“You sureyou’'ll be okay?’ | asked him.

Something showed through the mask, then—embarrassment. “I'll be dl right. It's
past time for me to get out on my own.”

“Not if you aren’t ready,” | said.

“Harry, come on. So far we' ve been lucky. The Council hasn’t noticed me here.
But with all of your Warden stuff, sooner or later somebody’ s going to show up and
find you rooming with a White Court vampire.”

| grimaced. “ That would be amess,” | agreed. “But | don’t mind chancing it if
you need thetime.”

“And | don’t mind getting out on my own to avoid making trouble for you with



the Council,” he said. “Besides, I'm just covering my own ass. | don’t want to cross
them, mysdlf.”

“I wouldn't let them—"

Thomas burst out in abrief, genuine laugh. “Christ, Harry. Y ou're my brother,
not my mother. I'll be fine. Now that | won't be here to make you look bad, maybe
you can finally start having girls over again.”

“Bite me, prettyboy,” | said. “Y ou need any help moving or anything?’

“Nah.” He finished the beer. “I just have one box and one bag. Cab’s on the
way.” He paused. “Unless you need my help with acase or something. I’ ve got until
Monday to movein.”

| shook my head. “I’m working with Sl on this one, so I’ ve got plenty of
support. | think | can get things locked down by tonight.”

Thomas gave me aflat look. “Now you’ ve done it.”

“What?’ | asked.

“You predicted quick victory. Now it’s going to get hopelessly complicated.
Jesus, don’t you know any better than that by now?’

| grinned at him. “Y ou’ d think that | would.”

| finished my beer and offered my brother my hand. He gripped it. “1f you need
anything, call me,” he said.

“Ditto.”
“Thank you, little brother,” he said quietly.

| blinked my eyes a couple of times. “Y eah. My couch is aways open. Unless
there'sagirl over.”

Outside, wheels crunched on gravel and a car horn sounded.

“There’'smy ride,” he said. “Oh. Do you mind if | borrow the shotgun? Just until
| can replaceit.”

“Go ahead,” | told him. “I’ ve still got my .44.”

“Thanks.” He bent over and swung the heavy footlocker onto one shoulder
without effort. He picked up the sports bag, slung the strap over his other shoulder,
and opened the door easily with one hand. He glanced back, winked at me, and shut
the door behind him.

| stared at the closed door for a minute. Car doors opened and closed. Wheels
crunched as the cab drove away, and my apartment suddenly seemed a couple of
sizestoo large. Mouse let out along sigh and came over to me to nudge his head
underneath my hand. | scratched his ears for aminute and said, “He'll be al right.
Don’'t worry about him.”

Mouse sighed again.
“I"ll misshimtoo,” | told the dog. Then | shook myself and told Mouse, “Don’t



get comfortable. We're going to go visit Mac. Y ou can meet the Summer Knight.”

| went around getting everything | needed for aformal meeting with the Summer
Knight, called another cab, and sat in my too-quiet apartment wondering what it was
my brother was hiding from me.

Chapter Nineteen

«N»

McAnally’s pub is on the bottom floor of a building not too far from my office.
Chicago being what it is—essentialy a giant swvamp with acity sinking into it—the
building had settled over the years, and to enter the pub you had to come in the door
and take a couple of steps down. It'salow-ceilinged room, or at least it's always
felt that way to me, and it offers the added attraction of several whirling ceiling fans
at my eyelevdl, just as| comein the door, and after stepping down into the room
they’re still uncomfortably close to my head.

There' sasign Mac’s got hanging up at the door that reads ACCORDED
NEUTRAL GROUND. It means that the place was supposed to be a no-combat
zone, under the terms laid out in the Unseelie Accords, the most recent and
influential set of principles agreed upon by most of the various nations of the
supernatural maybe ten or twelve years ago. By the terms of the Accords, there’s no
fighting allowed between members of opposing nationsin the bar, and we're not
supposed to attempt to provoke anybody, either. If things do get hostile, the
Accords say you haveto take it outside or risk censure by the signatory nations.

More importantly, at least to me, Mac was afriend. When | came to his place to
eat, | considered myself a guest, and he my host. I’ d abide by his declared neutrality
out of simple respect, but it was good to know that the Accords were there in the
background. Not every member of the supernatural community is as polite and
neighborly as me.

Mac's place is one big room. There are a baker’s dozen of thick wooden support
pillars spread through the room, each of them carved with figures from Old World
nursery tales. There' s a bar with thirteen stools, thirteen tables spread irregularly
throughout the room, and the whole place has an informal, comfortable,
asymmetrical sort of fed toit.

| came through the door armed for bear and projecting an attitude to match. |
bore my staff in my left hand, and I’ d slipped my new blasting rod, a shaft of wood
two feet long and as thick as my two thumbs together, through my belt. My shield
bracelet hung on my left hand, my force ring was on my right, and Mouse walked on
my right side on hislead, looking huge and sober and aert.
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A couple of peopleinside looked at my face and immediately tried to look like
they had no interest in me. | wasn’t in abad mood, but | wanted to ook that way.
Since the war with the Red Court had gotten rolling, | had learned the hard way that
predators, human and otherwise, sense fear and ook for weakness. So | walked into
the place like | was hoping to kick someone in the neck, because it was a hell of alot
easier to discourage potential predators ahead of time than it wasto slug it out with
them when they followed me out afterward.

| crossed the room to the bar, and Mac nodded at me. Mac was alean man
somewhere between thirty and fifty. He wore his usual dark clothes and spotless
white apron while ssimultaneousy managing all the bartending and abig
wood-burning grill where he cooked various dishes for the customers. The summer
heat was fairly well blunted by the shade and the fans and the partially subterranean
nature of the room, but there were still dark spots of sweat on his clothes and
beading along the bare skin of his scalp.

Mac knew what the tough-guy face was about, and it clearly didn’t bother him.
He nodded to me as | sat down on a stool.

“Mac. You got any cold beer back there somewhere?’
He gave me an unamused |ook.

| leaned my staff on the bar, lifted both hands in a placating gesture, and said,
“Kidding. But tell me you’ ve got cold lemonade. It sazillion degrees out there.”

He answered with a glass of lemonade cooled with his patented lemonade ice
cubes, so that you could drink it cold and not have it get watered down, all at the
sametime. Mac is pretty much a genius when it comes to drinks. And his steak
sandwiches should be considered some kind of national resource.

“Business?’ he asked me.
| nodded. “Meeting with Fix.”

Mac grunted and went out to a corner table, one with a clear view of the door. He
nudged it out a bit from the wall, polished it with a cloth, and straightened the chairs
around it. | nodded my thanks to him and settled down at the table with my
lemonade.

| didn’t have long to wait. A couple of minutes before noon, the Summer Knight
opened the door and came in.

Fix had grown, and | mean that literally. He' d been about five foot three, maybe
an inch or so higher. Now he had towered up to at least five nine. He'd been awiry
little guy with white-blond hair, and most of that remained true. The wire had
thickened to lean cable, but the shock of spikes he’d worn as a hairdo had gotten
traded in on amore typical cut for faerie nobles—a shoulder-length do. Fix hadn’t
been a good-looking guy, and the extra height and muscle and the hair did absolutely
nothing to change that. What had changed was his previous manner, which had been
approximately equal parts nervous and cheerful.

The Summer Knight projected confidence and strength. They shone from him like



light from a star. When he opened the door, the dim shadows retreated somewhat,
and awhispering breeze that smelled of pine and honeysuckle rolled through the
room. The air around him did something to the light, throwing it back cleaner, more
pure, more fierce than it had been before it touched him.

Fix wasn't putting on aface, like | had. Thiswas what he had become: the
Summer Knight, mortal champion of the Seelie Court, athunderstorm in blue jeans
and a green cotton shirt. His gaze went first to Mac, and he gave the barkeep a polite
little bow of respect. Then he turned to me, grinned, and nodded. “Harry.”

“Fix,” | said. “Been awhile. You've grown.”

He looked down at himself and looked briefly like the flustered young man | had
first met. “It sort of snuck up on me.”

“Life hasaway of doing that,” | agreed.
“1 hope you don’t mind. Someone el se wanted to speak to you, too.”

He turned his head and said something, and a breath later the Summer Lady
entered the tavern.

Lily had never been hard on the eyes. The daughter of one of the Sidhe and a
mortal, she’ d had the looks usually reserved for magazines and movie stars. But, like
Fix, she had grown; not physically, though a somewhat juvenile eye might have made
certain comparisons to the past and somehow found them even more appealing.
What had changed most was the bashful uncertainty that had filled her every word
and movement. The old Lily had hardly been able to take care of herself. Thiswas
the Summer

Lady, youngest of the Seelie Queens, and when she came in the room, the whole
place suddenly seemed more alive. The lingering taste of lemonade on my tongue
became more intensely sour and sweet. | could hear every whisper of wind around
every lazily spinning fan blade in the room, and al of them murmured gentle music
together. She wore a simple sundress of green, starkly contrasting the silken waterfall
of purest white tresses that fell to her waist.

More than that, she carried around her a sense of purpose, akind of quiet, gentle
strength, something as steady and warming and powerful as summer sunlight. Her
face, too, had gained character, the awkward shynessin her eyes replaced with a
kind of gentle perception; acontinual, quiet laughter leavened with just atouch of
sadness. She stepped forward, between two of the carved wooden columns, and the
flowers wrought into the wood upon them twitched and then burst into sudden
blooms of living color.

Everyone there, myself included, stopped breathing for a second.

Mac recovered first. “Lily,” he said, and bowed his head to her. “Good to see
you.”

She smiled warmly at his use of her name. “Mac,” shereplied. “Do you still make
those lemonade ice cubes?’



“Two,” Fix said, grinning more broadly. He offered hisarm to Lily, and shelaid
her hand upon it, both gestures so familiar to them that they didn’t need to think
about them anymore. They came over to the table, and | rose politely until Fix had
seated Lily. Then we mere menfolk sat down again. Mac came with drinks and
departed.

“S0,” Fix said. “What's up, Harry?’

Lily sipped lemonade through a straw. | tried not to stare and drool. “Um. I've
been asked to get in touch with you,” | said. “ After the Red Court’ s attack last year,
when they encroached on Faerie territory, we were kind of expecting aresponse. We
were wondering why there hadn’t been one.”

“We meaning the Council?’ Lily asked quietly. Her voice was calm, but
something just under its surface warned me that the answer might be important.

“We meaning me and some people | know. Thisisn't exactly, ah, official.”

Fix and Lily exchanged alook. She nodded once, and Fix exhaled and said,
“Good. Good, | was hoping that would be the case.”

“1 am not permitted to speak for the Summer Court to the White Council,“ Lily
explained. " But you have a prior claim of friendship to both myself and my Knight.
And there is nothing to prevent me from speaking to an old friend regarding troubled
times.”

| glanced back and forth between them for a moment before | said, “ So why
haven't the Sidhe laid the smack down on the Red Court?’

Lily sighed. “A complicated matter.”

“Just start at the beginning and explain it from there,” | suggested.

“Which beginning?’ she asked. “And whose?’

| felt my eyebrows arch up. “Hell’ s bells, Lily. | wasn't expecting the usual Sidhe
word games from you.”

Cam, remote beauty covered her face like amask. “I know.”

“Seems to me that you' re a couple of pointsin the red when it comes to favors
given and received,” | said. “ Between that messin Oklahoma and your
predecessor.”

“1 know,” she said again, her expression showing me less than nothing.

| leaned back into my chair for a second, glaring at her, feeling that same old
frustration rising. Damn, but | hated trying to deal with the Sidhe. Summer or Winter,
they were both an enormous pain in the ass.

“Harry,” Fix said with gentle emphasis. “ She isn't aways free to speak.”
“Like hell sheisn't,” | said. “ She’'sthe Summer Lady.”

“But Titaniais the Summer Queen,” Fix told me. “And if you'll forgive me for
pointing out something so obvious, it wasn't so long ago that you murdered
Titania s daughter.”



“What does that have to do with anything,” | began, but snapped my lips closed
over the last word. Of course. When Lily had become the Summer Lady, she got the
whole package—and it went way beyond ssmply turning her hair white. She would
have to follow the bizarre set of limits and rules to which all of the Faerie Queens
seemed bound. And, more importantly, it meant she would have to obey the more
powerful Queens of Summer, Titaniaand Mother Summer.

“Areyou telling me that Titania has ordered you both not to help me?’ | asked
them.

They stared back at me with faerie poker faces that told me nothing.

| nodded, beginning to understand. “Y ou aren’t permitted to speak officially for
Summer. And Titania s laid some kind of compulsion on you both to prevent you
from helping me on apersonal level,” | said. “Hasn't she?’

Had there been crickets, | would have heard them clearly. Had my table
companions been statues, I’ d have gotten more reaction from them.

“Y ou’re not supposed to help me. Y ou’re not supposed to tell me about the
compulsion.” | followed the chain of logic a step further. “But you want to help, so
here you are. Which means that the only way | could get information out of you isto
approach it indirectly. Or el se the compulsion would force you to shut up. Am |
close?’

Cheep-cheep. If it went on much longer, they’ d have to worry about inbound
pigeons.

| frowned alittle and thought about it for aminute. Then | asked, “Theoretically
speaking,” | said, “what kinds of things might prevent Winter and Summer from
reacting to an incursion by another nation?’

Lily’s eyes sparkled, and she nodded to Fix. The little guy turned to me and said,
“In theory, only afew things could do it. The simplest would be alack of respect
for the strength of the incurring nation. If the Queens considered them no threat,
there would be no need to act.”

“Uh-huh,” | said. “Go on.”

“ A much more serious reason would be an issue of the balance of power between
the Courts of Summer and Winter. Any reaction to the invasion would alter what
resources one would have at hand. If one Court did not act in concert with the other,
it would provide an ideal opportunity for a surprise assault while the other had its
strategic back turned.”

| rubbed my hands along my thighs, squinting one eye shut. “Let me seeif I've
put this together right. Summer’ s ready to throw down. But Winter isn’t gonna help,
because apparently they’ d rather take a poke at you guys when you were focused on
another threat.”

| took Fix’s silence as an affirmative.
“That’sinsane,” | said. “If that happens, both Courts are going to suffer. Both of



you will be weakened. No matter who came out on top, they’ d be easy pickings for
the Reds. Theoretically speaking.”

“ An imbalance between Winter and Summer is nothing new,” Lily said. “It has
existed since the time when we first met you, Harry. It continues today because of
the fate of the current Winter Knight.”

| grimaced. “Christ. He' s il alive? After... what, amost four years?’

Fix shuddered. “1 saw him once. The man was a psycho, adrug addict and a
murderer—"

“And arapist,” Lily interjected in aquiet, sad voice.

“And that,” Fix agreed, his expression grim. “I could break his neck and not lose
aminute s sleep. But no one deserves...” He swallowed, hisface going pale.
“That.”

“The moron betrayed Mab,” | said quietly. “He knew the risks when he did it.”

“No,” Fix said, with another shudder. “Believe me, Harry. He didn’t know what
would happen to him. He couldn’t have.”

Fix’s obvious discomfort made a certain impression on me, especialy given that
Mab had displayed an unnerving amount of interest in me, and that | still owed her a
couple of favors. | shifted uneasily in my chair and tried to blow it off. “Whatever,”
| said. “There’sa Summer Knight. There’s a Winter Knight. What' s unbalanced
about that?’

“Heisn’'t exerting his power,” Fix replied. “He' s a prisoner, and everyone knows
it. He has no freedom, no will. He can’t stand on the side of Winter as its champion.
So far as the tension between the Courts goes, the Winter Knight might as well not
exist.”

“All right,” I murmured. “Mab’s got a man in the penalty box. She wants to take
the offensive before Summer pushes a power play, and she' s looking for ways to
even the odds. If Summer goes running off to take on the Reds, it will give her a
chance to strike.” | shook my head. “I don’t pretend to know Mab very well, but
sheisn't suicidal. If theimbalance is so dangerous, why is she keeping the Winter
Knight alive to begin with? And she must see what the consequences of another
Winter-Summer war would be.” | looked back and forth between them. “Right?’

“Unfortunately,” Lily said quietly, “our intelligence about the internal politics of
Winter is very limited—and Mab is not the sort to reveal her mind to another. | do
not know if she realizes the potential danger. Her actions of |ate have been...” She
closed her eyes for amoment and then said, with some obvious effort, “Erratic.”

| propped up my chin on the heel of my hand, thinking. “Mab’s alot of things,” |
said thoughtfully. “But she sure as hell isn't erratic. She's like some damned big
glacier. Not athing you can do to stop her, but at least you know just how she's
going to move. What’ s the bard say? Constant as the northern star.”

Fix frowned, asif struggling with an internal decision for aminute, then let out an



exasperated sigh and said, “1 think many who know the Sidhe would agree with
you.”

Which was neither a confirmation nor a denia—technically, at any rate. But then,
Sidhe magic and bindings tended to |ean heavily toward the technical details.

| sat back slowly again, thoughts flickering over dozens of ideas and bits of
information, putting them together into alarger picture. And it wasn't a pretty one.
The last time one of the Faerie Queens had come alittle bit unbalanced, the situation
had become a potential global catastrophe on the same order of magnitude as a
middling large meteor impact or alimited nuclear exchange. And that had been the
youngest Queen of the gentler and more reasonable Summer, Lily’s predecessor.
Aurora. The late Aurora, | suppose.

If Mab had blown a gasket, matters wouldn’t be just as bad.
They would be worse.

A lot worse.

“1"ve got to know more about thisone,” | told them quietly.

“l know,” Lily said. She lifted her hand to atemple and closed her eyesin afaint
frown of pain. “But...” She shook her head and fell silent again as Titania s binding
sealed her tongue.

| glanced at Fix, who managed to whisper, “ Sorry, Harry,” before he too closed
his eyes and looked vaguely ill.

“1 need answers,” | murmured, thinking aloud. “But you can’'t give them to me.
And there can’'t be al that many people who know what’ s going on.”

Silence and faint expressions of pain. After afew seconds, Fix said, “I think
we' ve done all we can here.”

| racked my brains for afew seconds more and then said, “No, you haven't.”
Lily opened her eyes and looked at me, arching a perfect, silver-white brow.

“1 need someone with the right information and who isn’t under a compulsion not
to help me. And | can only think of one person who fits the bill.”

Lily’s eyes widened a second after | got done speaking.
“Canyou doit? | asked her. “Right now?’

She chewed her lower lip for a second, then nodded.
“Call her,” | said.

Fix looked back and forth between us. “I don’t understand. What are you
doing?’

“Something stupid, probably,” | said. “But thisistoo big. | need more
information.”

Lily closed her eyes and folded her hands on her lap, her expression relaxing into
one of deep concentration. | could feel the subtle stir of energy around her.



My stomach rumbled. | asked Mac to whip me up a steak sandwich and settled
down to wait.

It didn’t take long. My sandwich wasn't halfway done when Mouse let out a
sudden, rumbling growl of warning, and the temperature in the bar dropped about
ten degrees. The whirling ceiling fans let out mechanical moans of protest and spun
faster. Then the door opened and let in sunlight made wan by a patch of dreary grey
clouds. The light cast a lender black silhouette.

Fix’s eyes narrowed. His hands dlid casually out of sight beneath the table, and he
said, “Oh. Her”

The young woman who entered the bar could have been Lily’ s sister. She had the
same exotic beauty, the same canted, feline eyes, the same pale, flawless skin. But
this one's hair was worn in long, ragged strands of varying lengths, like a Raggedy
Ann doll, each one dyed a dlightly different color from frozen seas—pale blues and
greens, as though each had borrowed its color from a different glacier. Her eyes
were acold, brilliant shade of green, amost entirely darkened by pupils dilated as
though with drugs or arousal. A slender silver hoop gleamed at one side of her nose,
and a collar of black leather studded with silver snowflakes encircled the graceful line
of her slender throat. She wore sandals and cut-off blue jean shorts—very cut-off,
and very tight. A tight, white T-shirt strained across her chest, and read, in pale blue
letters stretched into intriguing curves, “Y OUR BOYFRIEND WANTS ME.”

She prowled across the room to us, all hips and lips and fascinating eyes, looking
far too young to move with such wanton sensuality. | knew better. She could have
been a century old. She chose to ook the way she did because of what she was: the
Winter Lady, youngest Queen of the Un-seelie Court, Mab’s understudy in
wickedness and power. When she walked by the flowers that had bloomed in Lily’s
presence, they froze over, withered, and died. She gave them no more notice than
Lily had.

“Harry Dresden,” she said, her voice low, lulling, and sweset.
And | sad, “Hello, Maeve.”

Chapter Twenty

«N»

Maeve stared at me for along minute and licked her lips. “Look at you,” she all
but purred. “All pent up like that. Y ou haven’'t had awoman in ages, have you?’

| hadn’t. | redlly, really hadn’t. But that wasn't the kind of thinking that a
professional investigator allowed to clog up the gearsin hisbrain. | could have said
something back, but | decided that if | ignored the taunt, maybe she’' d get bored and
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leave me alone. So instead of taking up the verbal epee, | rose and drew out a chair
for her, politely. “Sit with us, Maeve?’

Her head tilted almost all the way to her shoulder. She stared at me with those
intense green eyes. “ Just boiling over. Maybe you and | should have a private talk.
Just the two of us.”

My libido seconded the suggestion, and heartily.

My libido and | generally don’'t see eye to eye. Dammit.
“I"d rather just sit and have anice chat,” | said to her.
“Liar,” Maeve said, smiling.

| sighed. “All right. There are alot of things|’d love to do. But the only thing
that’ s going to happen is a nice chat. So you might as well sit down and let me get
you adrink.”

Her head tilted the other way. Her hips shifted in akind of counterpoint that drew
the eye. “How long has it been for you, wizard? How long since you sated yourself.”

The answer was depressing. “Last time | saw Susan, | guess.”

Maeve made a disgusted sound. “No, not love, wizard. Need. Flesh.”
“Thetwo aren’t mutually exclusive,” | said.

She waved that off with an expression of contempt. “I want an answer.’

“Looks to me like there' s al kinds of things you want that you aren’t going to
get,” | told her. | glanced at Fix and Lily, throwing a mute appeal into it.

Fix gave me an apologetic shrug and Lily sighed. “Y ou might as well indulge her,
Harry. She's as stubborn as any of us, the only one who might give you the answers
you need, and she knowsiit.”

| looked back at Maeve, who gave me that same eerie, intensely sensual smile.
“Tell me, mortal. When was the last time flesh, new and strange to your hand, lay
quivering beneath you, hmm?’ She leaned down until her eyes were inches from
mine. | could smell winter mint and something lush and corrupt, like rotted flowers,
on her breath. “When was the last time you could taste and feel somelittle lovely’s
cries?’

| regarded her without any expression and said, in agentle voice, “ Technically?
When | killed Aurora.”

Maeve' s expression flickered with an instant of uncertainty.

“You remember Aurora,” | told her quiedy. “The last Summer Lady. Y our peer.
Y our equal. When she died, she' d been cut several dozen times with cold iron. She
was bleeding out. But she was till trying to stick aknifein Lily. So | tackled her and
held her down. She kept struggling until she lost too much blood. And then she died
in the grass on the hill of the Stone Table.”

Dead silencefilled the whole place.



“1t sort of surprised me,” | said, never putting any particular emotion on the
words. “How fast it happened. It surprised her, too. She was confused when she
died.”

Maeve only stared at me.

“l never wanted to kill her. But she didn’t leave me any choice.” | let the silence
fill the room for amoment and stared at Maeve's eyes.

The Winter Lady swallowed and eased her weight atiny bit away from me.

Then | gestured with one hand at the chair | still held out for her and said, “Let’s
be polite to one another, Maeve. Please.”

She took a slow breath, soulless, inhuman eyes on mine, and then said, “I know
now why Mab wants you.” She straightened and gave me an odd little bow, which
might have looked more courtly had she been wearing a gown. Then she sat and
said, “Does the barkeep still have those sweet-lemon chips of ice?’

“Of course,” | said. “Mac. Another lemonade for the Lady, please?’

Mac provided it in hisusual silence. As he did, the few people who were in the
place cleared out. Most of the magical community of Chicago knew the Ladies by
reputation, if not on sight, and they wanted nothing to do with any kind of incident
between Winter and Summer. They were safer if they were never noticed.

Hell, if | could have snuck out, | would have led the way. When I’ d defeated
Aurora, there had been a healthy chunk of luck involved. | caught her with a sucker
punch. If she'd been focused on taking me out instead of finishing her scheme, |
doubt | would have survived the evening. Sure, | might have stared Maeve down, but
ultimately | was bluffing—trying to fool the oncoming shark into thinking I might be
something that could eat it. If the shark decided to start taking bites anyhow, things
would get unpleasant for me.

But thistime, at least, the shark didn’t know that.

Maeve waited for her lemonade, wrapped her lipsidly around the straw, and
sipped. Then she settled back into her seat, chewing. Crunching sounds came from
her mouth. The lemonade had frozen solid when it passed her lips.

Which made me feel pretty damned smart for avoiding the whole sexua
temptation issue.

Maeve looked at Lily steadily as she chewed, and then said, to me, “Y ou know,
my last Knight often dragged this one before the Court for performances. All kinds
of performances. Some of them hurt. And some of them didn’t. Though she still
cried out prettily enough.” She smiled, her tone polite and conversational. “ Do you
remember the night he made you dance for me in the red shoes, Lily?’

Lily’s green eyes settled on Maeve, calm and placid as aforest pool.
Maeve' s smile sharpened. “Do you remember what | did to you after?’

Lily smiled, atired little expression, and shook her head. “I’'m sorry, Maeve. |
know how much pleasure you take in gloating, but you can’t hurt me with that now.



That Lily isno more.”

Maeve narrowed her eyes, and then her gaze shifted to Fix. “And thisone. |’ ve
seen thislittle man weeping like a child. Begging for mercy.”

Fix sipped at hislemonade and said, “For the love of God, Maeve. Would you
give the Evil Kinkstress act arest? It getstired pretty fast.”

The Winter Lady let out an exasperated breath, put down her drink, and folded
her arms sullenly across her chest. “Very well,” Maeve said, her tone petulant.
“What isit you wish to know, wizard?’

“1"d like to know why Mab hasn’t been striking back at the Red Court after they
trespassed on Sidhe territory during the battle last year.”

Maeve arched abrow at me. “ That is knowledge, and therefore power. What are
you prepared to trade for it?’

“Forgetfulness,” | said.

Maevetilted her head. “I can think of nothing in particular | would like to forget.”
“1 can think of something you want me to forget, Maeve.”

“Canyou?’

| smiled, with teeth. “I’d be willing to forget what you did at Billy and Georgia's
wedding.”

“Pardon?’ Maeve said. “| don’t seem to recall being present.”

She knew the score. She knew that | knew it, too. Her legality pissed me off. “ Of
course,” | replied. “Y ou weren't there. But your handmaiden was. Jenny
Greenteeth.”

Maeve' slips parted in sudden surprise.

“1 saw through her glamour. Didn’t you know who shut her down?’ | asked her,
lifting my own eyebrows in faux innocence. “ That was petty cruelty, Maeve, even
for you. Trying to ruin their marriage.”

“Your wolf children did me a petty wrong,” Maeve replied. “ They killed afavorite
hireling of the Winter Court.”

“They owed their loyalty to Dresden when they killed the Tigress,” Lily
murmured. “Even as did the Little Folk he used against Aurora. They acted with his
consent and upon hiswill, Maeve. Y ou know our laws.”

Maeve gave Lily adirty look that was amost human.

“For what happened that night, they were mine.” | put my hands flat on the table
and leaned alittle toward Maeve, speaking with as much quiet intensity as | could. “I
protect what is mine. Y ou should know that by now. | have lawful reason for a
quarrel with you.”

Maeve's attention moved back to me, and her expression became remote and
alien. “What isit you propose?’



“I"'m willing to let things go asthey are, all accounts settled, in exchange for an
honest answer to my question.” | settled back in my chair and asked, “Why hasn't
Winter moved against the Red Court?’

Maeve regarded me with an odd little twinkle in her eye, then nodded and said,
“Mab has not allowed it.”

Fix and Lily traded a quick look of surprise.

“Sooth,” Maeve said, nodding, evidently enjoying their reaction. “ The Queen has
readied her forcesto strike at Summer, and has furthermore given specific orders
preventing her captains from conducting operations against the Red Court.”

“That’s madness,” Lily said quietly.

Maeve folded her hands on the table, frowning at something far away, and said,
“It may well be. Dark things stir in Winter’ s heart. Things even | have never before
seen. Dangerous things. | believe they are a portent.”

| tilted my head alittle, focused on her. “How so?’

“What Aurora attempted was insane. Even among the Sidhe,” Maeve replied.
“Her actions could have thrown enormous forces out of balance, to the ruin of all.”

“Her heart was in the right place,” Fix said, histone mildly defensive.

“Maybe,” | told him, as gently as | could. “But good intent doesn’t amount to
much when the consequences are epically screwed up.”

Maeve shook her head. “Hearts. Good. Evil. Mortals are a\ways concerned with
such nonsense.” She abruptly rose, her mind clearly elsewhere.

Something in her expression or manner gave me a sudden sense that she was
worried. Deeply, truly worried. Little Miss Overlord was frightened.

“These mortal notions,” Maeve said. “Good, evil, love. All those other things
your kind natter on about. Are they perhaps contagious?’

| rose with her, politely. “ Some would say so,” | told her.

She grimaced. “In the time since her death, | have often thought to myself that
Aurora was stricken with some mortal madness. | believe the Queen of Air and
Darkness has been taken by asimilar contagion.” She suddenly shuddered and said,
voice curt, “| have answered you with truth, and more than needed be said. Does
that satisfy the accounting, mortal ?’

“Aye,” | told her, nodding. “Good enough for me.”

“Then | take my leave.” She turned, took half a step, and there was a sudden gust
of frozen air that knocked her mostly full glass of lemonade onto the floor. It froze in
alumpy puddle. Somewhere between tabletop and floor, Maeve vanished.

The three of us sat there quietly for amoment.
“Shewaslying,” Fix said.
“Shecan'tlie” Lily and | said at exactly the same moment. Lily yielded theissue



to me with a gesture of her hand, and | told Fix, “She can’t speak an outright lie,
Fix. None of the Sidhe can. Y ou know that.”

He frowned and made a frustrated, helpless little gesture with his hand. “Buit...
Mab? Insane?’

“It does fit with our concerns,” Lily told him quietly.

Fix looked alittle green around the edges. “| loved her like asister, but Aurora's
madness was bad enough. If Mab sets out to send the world on a downward
spiral... | mean, | can't even imagine the kind of things she could do.”

“l can,” | said quietly. “1 would suggest that you relay word of thisto Titania,
Lady. And take that as official concern from the Council. Please also convey the
message that the Council is naturally interested in preserving the balance in Fagerie. It
would be of valueto all of usto cooperate in order to learn more.”

Lily nodded once at me. “Indeed. | will do s0.” She shivered and closed her eyes
for a second, her expression distressed. “Harry, I’ m very sorry, but the bindings on
me... | stretch the bounds of my proper place.”

Fix nodded decisively and rose. He took Lily’sarm. “I wish we could have done
more to help you.”

“Don’'t worry about it,” | said, rising politely to my feet again. “Y ou did what you
could. | appreciateit.”

Lily gave me a strained smile. She and Fix departed, quick and quiet. The door
never opened, but a breath later they were both gone. Mouse sat there next to the
table, cocking his head left and right, his ears attentively forward, as though trying to
figure that one out.

| sat at the table and sipped lemonade without much enthusiasm. More trouble in
Faerie. Bigger trouble in Faerie. And I’d be willing to bet dollars to navel lint that |
knew exactly which stupid son of abitch the Council would expect to start poking
hisnose around in it.

| put the lemonade down. It suddenly tasted very sour.

Mac arrived. He took my lemonade. He replaced it with a beer. | flicked the top
off with my thumb and put it away in along pull. It was warm and it tasted too
much, but the gentle bite of the alcohol in it was pleasant enough to make me want
another.

Mac showed up with another.
Mac can sometimes be downright angelic.

“They’ve changed,” | told him. “Fix and Lily. It'slike they aren’'t even the same
people anymore.”

Mac grunted once. Then he said, “They grew up.”

“Maybethat’sit.” | fell back into a brooding silence, and Mac left metoit. |
finished the second beer more slowly, but | didn’t have alot of timeto lose. |



nodded my thanks to Mac, left money on the table, and took up Mouse' s leash. We
headed for the door.

| had other business to take care of. Nebulous maybe-threats would have to wait
for the monsters | was sure would show up in afew hours. At least I’ d gotten out of
the whole situation without someone trying to kill me or declaring war on the
Council. I’d had acivil conversation with both Lady Winter and Lady Summer and
come away from it unscathed.

As | walked toward the door, though, an idle thought gnawed at me.
It had hardly been like pulling out teeth at all.

Chapter Twenty-one

«N»

| headed back for SplatterCon!!! before the afternoon was half gone, thistime
with my backpack of wizard toys, my staff, my blasting rod, my dog, my gun, and a
partridge in a pear tree. | didn’'t have a conceal ed-carry permit for the .44, but
working on the theory that it was better to have the gun and not need it than to need
it and not haveit, | put it in the backpack.

When | got to SplatterCon!!!, | decided that it very well might have been better
not to have the damned gun on me; there was something of a police presencein
evidence.

Two patrol cars were parked in plain sight outside the hotel, and one cop in
uniform stood, sweating and miserable-looking, outside the doors. As| paid off the
cabby, | picked out at |east two loiterersin street clothes who were paying too much
attention to who and what approached the building to be casual strollerstaking
advantage of spots of shade outside the hotel. | clipped on my SplatterCon!!! name

tag.

The cop’s eyesflicked over meand | could al but see him take stock of me—tall
guy, gaunt, mussed hair, dark eyes, big dog, sticks, backpack, | one handin a
leather glove... and ahorror convention nametag. Evidently, in thisguy’s head, a
name tag gave you carte blanche to look weird without being threatening, because
when his eyes got to that, he just traded a nod with me and waved me through.

Inside, not only was the convention in full swing, but they had added a press
conference to it to boot. The conference wing outside the room where the killer
struck was packed with a half circle of reporters and photographers, while
industrious satellite personnel held up lights and even a couple of boom
microphones. From the door | could see three more uniformed officers. Between the
cops, the conference, and the passersby, that whole section of the hotel was packed
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with alot of noisy people. The air-conditioning had been pushed well beyond its
limits, and it was stuffy and smelled like most crowded buildings.

M ouse sneezed and looked mournful. | agreed with him.

Murphy appeared out of the crowd and made her way to me. She gave me atight
nod, and knelt down to speak to Mouse and scratch behind his ears. “How’d your
meeting go?’ she asked.

“Survived it. Storm clouds on the horizon.” | looked around the place a minute
more and said, “For crying out loud, it's a zoo.”

“1t gets better,” Murphy said. “I’ ve been speaking with the convention staff, and
they say that since the story hit the news and the radio stations at noon, they’ve
almost doubled the number of attendees.”

“Crap,” | sighed.

“There’ s more. Greene called in the Feds,” she said.

| frowned. “Last time the Feds showed up was |less than fun.”

“Tell me about it.” She hesitated and then said, “Rick iswith them.”

| blinked at her for a second, and then remembered. “Oh, right. The ex.”

“Ex-husband,” Murphy said, her tone sour. Her back was rigidly straight, and her
eyes flickered with stormy emotions. “Current brother-in-law.”

“Whichisicky,” | said.

“And | don’'t like him being here,” Murphy said. “But itisn't my call. Andit's
possible that | have issues.”

| snorted.

She gave me a brief smile. “ This has been splashy enough that they’ ve got one of
the mgjor forensics units from the East Coast on the way.”

| scowled. “Maybe he should have blown afew trumpets, too. Or brought in a
marching band. | think if he hurries, he can probably rent some of those big
swiveling spotlights before dark.”

Sherolled her eyes. “1 get the point, Harry. You don't like al the noise.”

“l don't like al the potential victims,” | said. “Fifty bucks says the extra attendees
are mostly minors.”

“No bet,” shereplied. “Does it matter?’

“Maybe. In general, young people, especially adolescents, feel emotions much
more intensely. The whole hormone thing. It can make them easier targets. Richer
sources of energy.”

“Then why did it hit an old geezer like Pell first?’
| opened my mouth, and then closed it again. “Good point.”
“Besides,” she continued, “isn’t it agood thing if more people are paying



attention? From what you’ ve told me, things from the spooky side of the street
don’'t like crowds.”

“In general, no,” | said. “But the place wasn't exactly a ghost town yesterday
when the phobophage showed up.”

“You think it will appear right in front of all these people?’ she asked.

“1 think crowds aren’t going to deter it. | think that if something bad happens, the
more peopl e there are around, the more fear it’ s going to generate and the more our
killer getsto eat. And a panic with more people means even more people get hurt.”

Murphy’s pale golden brows knitted into afrown. “ So, what options can you
giveme?’

“There s no guarantee, but | think we'll have until nightfall.”
“Why?’
“Because it will be stronger after dark.”

Murphy frowned. “Y ou think that’s why Pell survived his attack,” she murmured.
“It was il daylight.”

“Gotitinone” | said. “Assuming we have until sundown, it givesus alittle time
to work.”

“Doing what?’
“ Setting up some wards,” | said.
“Like at your place?’

| shook my head. “Nothing that complex. There’sno time. | can’t build a moat
around this place, but | think | can throw together aweb that will let us know when
and where something comes over from the Nevernever. I'll need to walk around alot
of the building to cover it al.”

She nodded. “That doesn’t address the crowd issue.”
| grimaced. “Y ou know anyone in the fire department?’
“A cousin,” she said.

“This place must be over maximum occupancy. Maybe if the fire marshal heard
about how crowded it was, they'd clear at least some of these people out. We only
need a crowd big enough to tempt the killer in.”

She nodded. “I'll seetoit.”
“And | know it's along shot, but has CPD turned up anything? Or the ME?’

“Nothing on the autopsy. They didn’t give this one to Butters. Brioche handled it,
and he didn’t find anything out of the ordinary.”

“Naturaly,” | sighed. “ Greene?’

“Theories. He had some vague notion that the attack might have been some kind
of publicity stunt to attract attention to the convention.”



“That'salittle cynical,” | said.

“Greeneisn't abeliever,” Murphy said. “And he' satrained investigator looking
for asolid motive. If he accepts that the killer was just some kind of lunatic, it means
he's got aimost nothing to work with. So he' s grasping at straws and hoping he can
find something familiar he can use to nail the killer fast.”

| grunted. “Guess | can see that.”

“l don’'t envy him,” Murphy said. “I don’t like him much, but he’s a cop, and
he'sin atight spot. Chances are, there’ s not a damned thing he could do about it.
And he doesn’t even know it.”

There was alittle extraweight on the last phrase, something that contained
personal pain.

Murphy had faced the same situations as Greene, more or less. Something wild
happened, and none of it made any sense. Murphy had her first face-off with the
supernatural while she was still abeat cop on patrol. It gave her an advantage as a
detective, because at |east she knew how much she didn’t know. Greene didn’t even
have that much going for him. | hated to see her like that, feeling helplessto do
anything. Hurting. Even if only in memory.

“How about you?' | asked. “Y ou see anything that you think is worth
mentioning?’

“Not yet. Someone around here has got to know something useful— even if they
don’t know that they do.” Shetilted her head and frowned at me. “Wait. You're
asking me?’

| shrugged a shoulder. “Murph, you’ ve seen as much weird as most wizards. |
think you' re more capable than you know.”

She studied my face for along moment. “What do you mean?”’

| shrugged again. “| mean that you’ ve been there atime or two. Y ou know what
it's like when something is lurking around. There's commonality toit. You'll know it
when you fed it.”

“What? Am | supposed to be awizard now?’

| grinned. “Just a savvy cop chick, Murph.”

“Cop chick?’ she asked, menace in her voice.

“Sorry,” | said. “ Police chick.”

She grunted. “That’ s better.”

“Just don’t ignore your instincts,” | said. “They’re there for areason.”

Murphy wasn’t listening to that last part, because she’ d turned her head sharply
to one side, blue eyes narrowing as she focused on a man who had emerged from a
conference room doorway and was dlipping down the hall.

And Mouse let out alow growl.



“Who'sthat?’ | asked Murphy.

“Darby Crane,” Murphy said.

“Ah,” | said. “The horror movie director.”

Mouse growled again. Murphy and he started after Crane.

Why fight the inevitable? | started walking before Mouse pulled my arms out of
their sockets. “Hey, howsabout we go talk to him?”’

“You think?” Murphy said.
“Take him. I'll back you up.”

She nodded, without turning around. “Excuse me,” shetold a gang of
conventiongoersin front of her. “Coming through, please.”

We tried to hurry through the crowd, but it was like trying to run in chest-deep
water. The faster you try to move, the more resistance there is. Crane moved
through them like an eedl, a spare man of medium height in slacks and a dark blazer.
Murphy forged ahead, making room for meto follow, while | put my height to good
use to keep an eye on Crane.

He beat us to a comparatively empty side hallway that led back to ground-floor
guest rooms and elevators. By the time we got into the clear, the elevator doors had
opened. Murphy hurried forward and shot a glance over her shoulder at me, then
jerked her chin at the elevators.

| grinned. There are times when | hate it that technology has such problems
operating around wizards. And then there are the times when it’ s sort of fan.

| made amild effort of will, focused my thoughts on the elevators, and murmured,
“Hexus.” Nebulous and unseen energy fluttered down the hallway, and when the hex
hit the elevators there was a sudden hiss of sparks at one edge of the panel with the
call button, and an oozing smoke dribbled out amoment later. The doors started to
close, then abell went bing. The doors sprang open again. That happened a couple
of more times before Murphy closed to the elevator and caught up to Darby Crane.

| slowed my pace, holding on to Mouse, and lurked several feet away, trying to
blend in by reading awall full of flyers announcing various parties at the convention.

Crane was a surprisingly good-looking man—slender, stark cheekbones, and his
demeanor was more like an actor’ s than that of someone on the production side. His
dark hair wasin a short, neat cut, dark eyes deep-set and opaque, and he carried
himself in a posture that read nothing but relaxed nonaggression.

Before I’ d finished looking him over, | was sure that the whole thing was a
calculated lie. There was cruelty lurking below the calm of his features, contempt
hiding within the modest posture of his body. As Murphy approached, he stepped
out of the elevator, frowning at the smoke. His eyes snapped to her, and around the
hallway at once. There were several other people standing not far away, outside of a
guest room with an open door.

He judged them, then Murphy for a moment, and then turned to face her, his



mouth settling into a polite, bland little perjury of asmile.

“ S0 hard to rely upon technology these days,” he said, his glance moving over
me as part of the background scenery. | thought. He had a surprisingly deep,
resonant voice. “May | help you, Officer?’

“Lieutenant, actually,” she told him without rancor. “My name is Karrin Murphy.
I’'mwith...”

“Chicago Police Department Special Investigations,” Crane said. “I know.”

Alarm bells went off in my head. | doubted Crane would recognize it, but
Murphy’s stance shifted subtly, becoming more wary. “Have we met, Mr. Crane?’

“In away. I’ ve seen secondhand copies of the film of you gunning down a
madman and some sort of animal several years ago. Very impressive, Lieutenant.
Have you ever considered work in film?”’

She shook her head. “I’ ve been told the camera adds ten pounds. | have
problems enough. May | take afew moments of your time, Mister Crane?’

He grinned at her, then, agrin I’m sure he meant to be boyish and flirty. The
weasdl. “| suppose that depends on what you intend to do with them.”

Murphy studied his face for just a moment, as though in wary amusement. “1 had
afew questions regarding the incident here, and | hope that you can help me out with
them.”

“1 can’t imagine what | know that would help you,” Crane replied. He glanced at
the unmoving elevator doors and sighed. “Bother.” He drew a small black cell phone
from his jacket pocket, hit a button without looking, and lifted it to hisear. Then he
lowered it again and frowned down at it in silence.

Hah. Take that, weasdl.

“It won’t take much of your time,” Murphy said. “I’m sure that you can see how
important it isfor usto be thorough in thisinvestigation. We would all hate for
anyone else to be harmed.”

“I’'m sure | don’t know anything of any importance, Lieutenant,” Crane said, his
voice turning alittle impatient. “1 was present during the blackout last night, but |
was aready in my room. | didn’t even come downstairs until this morning.”

“l see. Did anyone see you at that time?’
Cranelet out alittle laugh. “Am | asuspect, that | need an alibi?’

“Asacelebrity guest, it's entirely possible that the person or persons responsible
for this attack might have an unhealthy interest in you,” Murphy replied, matching his
fake laugh with her politely professional smile. “I certainly don’t mean to imply any
sort of accusation—only concern for your safety.”

Someone shoved open a door that showed a set of stairs behind it, and a small
man in an expensive grey suit emerged from it. He was sort of frog-faced—he had
the mouth of someone much larger than he, almost grotesquely thick and wide. He



had fine black hair, al limp and stringy, and someone had cut it with the ancient but
trusty salad-bowl method. He had bulgy, watery eyes that required extra-large,
wide-rimmed glasses to properly encircle.

“Ah, Mr. Crane,” the newcomer said. He had a wheezy, nasal voice. “| received
your call, but it was apparently cut off just as| answered.”

Crane took out his phone again and tossed it underhand to the newcomer. “It
seems to have died quite abruptly, Lucius. Like this elevator.”

The man caught it and frowned at the phone, then at Murphy with equal amounts
of disapproval. “I see.”

“Lieutenant Murphy, may | present Lucius Glau, my personal advisor and legal
counsel.”

Mouse tensed as Glau turned to regard Murphy with hisfroggy eyes. Thelittle
lawyer made a swallowing sound in his throat, and then said, “Is my client under
arrest?’

“No,” shesaid. “Naturally n—"

“Then | must insist that this conversation be cut short,” Glau said over her. For a
pasty little guy, he had alot of confidence. He squared off in front of Murphy, just
to one side of Crane. Murphy’s arms relaxed to her sides and | saw her blue eyes
flick down to the floor and back up, gauging distances. The tension level went
higher.

“We were just talking,” Murphy told Glau. I’ d seen her wearing that |ook, right
before she went for her gun, more than once. “In an amiable and cooperative
fashion.”

“As| informed both the FBI and the investigator in charge of the scene with
Chicago’ s police department, my client wasin hisrooms al night and neither
witnessed what happened nor even knew of what had transpired until he came down
to breakfast this morning.” Glau’s voice was clipped, his bulgy eyesimpossible to
read. | got the feeling it was the expression he used whenever he did anything, be it
eating ice cream or drowning puppies. “ Continued contact could well be construed
as harassment.”

“Lucius, Lucius,” Crane said, holding out his hand between them, his voice
soothing. “Honestly, you react so strongly to the smallest things.” He turned that
dazzling smile on Murphy and said, “I’m sorry. Lucius has worked for me for a very
long time, and he' s seen a number of unreasonable people approach me. | certainly
don’t think of the attentions of so striking a woman as harassment.”

Murphy’s eyesleft Glau for a second as she cocked a golden brow at Crane.
“Really?

“Truly,” Crane said, the model of modern gallantry. “Luciusis doubtless
concerned about my timetable for today, and | would hate to disappoint any of the
fans here to meet me by falling behind my schedule.”



He glanced at Froggy as he spoke, and Froggy took avery small step back from
Murphy.

Crane nodded at him, continuing to speak. “But if you would permit it, perhaps
you would care to let me get you adrink of something later this evening, by way of
apology?’

Murphy hesitated, which wasn’'t much like her. “1 don’t know...” she said.

Crane extended his hand to her to be shaken, still smiling. “If you still had

questions, I’ d be happy to answer them then. Please, as atoken of my intentions, |
insist. | would hate you to have the wrong impression of me.”

Murphy gave him alook of wary amusement and lifted her hand.

I’m not sure how | got across that much carpet that fast, but | put my hand on
Murphy’s shoulder and gripped lightly just before she touched him. She froze,
sensing the warning in the gesture, and drew her hand back.

Crane' s eyes narrowed, studying me, his hand still sticking out. “And who is
this?’

“Harry Dresden,” | said.

Crane went still. Not still like people go still, where you can see them blinking and

swaying dightly and adjusting their balance. He went still like corpses and plastic
dressing dummies, and said nothing.

As| am ahighly experienced investigator, | drew the conclusion that he
recognized the name.

Froggy made a gulping sound in his throat, bulging eyes switching to me. |
thought he shrunk in on himself alittle, asif suddenly losing an inch or two of
height—or tensing to crouch.

He recognized it, too. | felt famous.
Mouse let out arelaxed ripsaw of agrowl, so low that it could hardly be heard.
Froggy’s eyes went to the dog and widened. He shot alook at Crane.

Everyone froze like that for amoment. Crane and Murphy still smiled their
professional smiles. Froggy looked froglike. | went for bored. But | felt my heart
speed up as my ingtincts told me that violence was a hell of alot closer to the
surface than it looked.

“There are witnesses here, Dresden,” Crane said. “Y ou can’'t move on me. It
would be seen.”

| tilted my head and pursed my lips thoughtfully. “Y ou're right. And you're a
public figure. Which means thisis a great opportunity for advertising. | haven’t been
on TV sincethelast time | was on the Larry Fowler Show:”

His expression changed then, that cold sneer coming out of the background to
twist hislips. “You wouldn’t dare reveal yourself to the world.”

| snorted at him and said, “Go read the yellow pages in your room. I’m in there.



Under ‘Wizards.” ”
Froggy gulped again.
“You'reinsane,” Crane said.

“Wizards is the kway-zee-est people,” | confirmed. “And you don’'t look very
much like a Darby.”

Crane' s chin lifted, his eyes glittering with some sort of sudden approval. | had
no ideawhy. Dammit, | hate it when someone knows more than me about exactly
how deep ahole I'm digging under myself. “No? And what does a Darby look like?’

“1 confess, the only one | ever saw wasin that leprechaun movie with Sean
Connery,” | said. “Call it an instinct.”

He pursed hislips and fell silent. We all enjoyed another two minutes of wordless,
increasingly tense standoff.

Then Murphy said, deadpan, “Say, ten o’ clock for that drink, Darby? The hotel’ s
lounge? We' d hate to keep you from your busy schedule.”

He glanced from Murphy to me and back, and then lowered his hand. He gave her
alittle bow of the head, then turned and walked away, back toward the crowd.

Froggy watched us for athree count, then turned and hurried after his boss,
checking frequently over his shoulder.

| exhaled dowly, and leaned against the wall. Adrenaline without an outlet isa
funny thing. The long musclesin my legs twitched and flexed without me telling them
too, and the lights in the hallway suddenly seemed alittle too bright. My bruised
head twinged some more.

Murphy just stood there, not moving, but | could hear her consciously regulating
her breathing, keeping it smooth.

Mouse sat down and looked bored, but his ears kept twitching in the direction the
pair had vanished.

“Well,” Murphy said a second later, keeping her voice low. “What was that dl
about?’

“We amost started afight,” | said.

“1 noticed that,” Murphy said, her tone patient. “But why?’

“He' s spooky,” | murmured.

She frowned, looking over her shoulder and up at me. “What is he?’

“1 told you. Spooky.” | shook my head. “Other than that | don’t know.”
She blinked. “What do you mean, you don’t know?’

“1 don’t know,” | said. “ Something about him hit me wrong. When he offered
you his hand, it seemed... off. Dangerous.”

Murphy shook her head. “I figured he was going to go for the hold-and-caress



routine,” she said. “It'salittle bit insulting, but it isn’t all that dangerous.”
“Unless maybeitis,” | said.
“You're sure he' s from your side of things?’ she asked.

“Y eah. He recognized me. He started pulling out the standard Old World reasons
for avoiding public confrontation. And Mouse didn’t like him—or his lawyer,
ether.”

“Vampire?’ she asked.

“Could be,” | said, chewing on my lip. “Could be alot of things. Hell, could be
human, for that matter. Without knowing more we shouldn’t make any
assumptions.”

“Think he' sinvolved in the attacks?”

“I like himfor it,” | said. “If | was making the call alone, he' d definitely be our
asshole. He' s got all the earmarks.”

“1f he’sthe guy, he' s out of my reach,” she said. “He' s got a hair-trigger attorney
and has already spoken to Greene and Rick. Any police pressure | brought against
him would be harassment. Greene won't act on my suspicions.”

“Well,” | said. “Good thing I’'m not Greene.”

Chapter Twenty-two

«N»

Murphy and | walked around the hotel, and as we did | popped open a fresh can
of blue Play-Doh. At the corners of major intersections and at the exterior exits, |
pinched off bits and plunked them down on top of the molding over doorways,
inside flowerpots, inside fire extinguisher cabinets, and anywhere else where they
wouldn’'t be easily or immediately noticed. | made sure to leave plenty of themin
unnoticed little spots along the hallways chiefly in use for the convention, especially
Dutside the rooms that the schedule designated as showing films as evening
approached.

“What are we doing again?’ Murphy asked.

“Setting up aspell,” | said.

“With Play-Doh.”

“Yes”

She gave me alevel look.

| shook out the can that still had most of the original material in it, and showed it
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to her. “The little pieces I’ ve been leaving around are part of this piece. See?”’
“Not yet,” she said.

“They used to be one piece. Even when they’ re separated, they still have a
thaumaturgical connection to the original,” | told her. “It meansthat I'll be able to use
the big piece to reach out and connect to the little pieces.”

“That’s what you meant by aweb?’

“Yes. I'll beableto...” | twisted up my face, searching for the words to explain.
“1 can extend energy out to all the smaller pieces. I'll set it up so that if one of the
little pieces picks up on a disturbance of the energies, I'll be able to fedl it through
the larger piece.”

“Like... seismographs, sort of,” Murphy said.
“Yeah,” | said. “And we use blue Play-Doh. Blue for defense.”
She arched a brow at me. “Does the color really matter?’

“Yes,” | said, then thought about it for a second. “Well, probably no. But yes,
for me.”

“Huh?’

“A lot of the use of magicisall tied up with your emotions. With what you
believeisrea. When | was younger, | learned alot of stuff, likethe role of colorsin
the casting of spells. Green for fertility and prosperity, red for passion and energy,
white for purity, black for vengeance, and so on. It could be that the color doesn’t
matter at all—but if | expect the spell to work because of the color used, then that
color isimportant. If | don’t believein it, the spell won’'t ever get off the ground.”

“Like Dumbo’ s magic feather?” Murphy asked. “1t was his confidence that was
really important?’

“Yes,” | said. “The feather was just a symbol—but it was an important symbol.”

| gestured with the can. “So | use blue, because | don’t have to do too much
introspection, and | don’t introduce new doubts in a crisis situation. And because it
was cheap at Wal-Mart.”

Murphy laughed. “Wal-Mart, huh?’

“Wizarding doesn’'t pay much,” | said. “Y ou’ d be surprised how much stuff | get
from Wal-Mart.” | checked a clock on the wall. “We' ve got about two hours before
the first movie starts showing.”

She nodded. “What do you need?’

“A quiet space to work in,” | told her. “At least six or seven feet across. The
more private and secure, the better. I’ ve got to assume that the bad guy knows I’'m
around here somewhere. | don’t want to get a machete in the back when I’ m busy
running the spell.”

“How long do you need to set it up?’



| shrugged. “ Twenty minutes, give or take. What I’ m really concerned about
iIs—"

“Mister Dresden!” called avoice from across the crowded convention hallway. |
looked up to see Sandra Marling hurrying through the crowd toward me. The
convention’ s chairwoman looked exhausted and too nervous to be awake, much less
standing, much less politely pushing her way through a crowd, but she did it
anyway. She still wore the same black T-shirt with the red SplatterCon!!! logo on it,
presumably the same I’ d seen her in the night before.

“Ms. Marling,” | said, nodding to her as she approached. “Good afternoon.”

She shook her head wearily. “I’m such... thisis such an enormous amount of ...
but | don’t know who else | can turn to about this.” Her words failed her, and she
started trembling with nerves and weariness.

| traded a frown with Murphy. “Sandra. What’s wrong?’
“It'sMoally,” she said.
| frowned. “What about her?’

“ She came here from the hospital a couple of hours ago. The police came to talk
to her and | don’t think she’'s come out since then, and none of the officers|’ve
spoken to know where sheis. | think—"

“Sandra.” | told her, “Take a breath. Slow down. Do you know where Molly is?’

The woman closed her eyes and shook her head, bringing herself under control,
lowering her voice several pitches. “They’'re still... interrogating her, | think? [sn't
that what they say? When they try to scare you and ask questions?’

| narrowed my eyes. “Yeah,” | said. “Was she arrested?’

Sandra shook her head jerkily. “I don’t think so. They didn’t handcuff her or read
from that little card or anything. Can they do that? Just drag her into aroom?’

“We'll see,” | said. “Which room?”’
“Other wing, second door on the right,” she said.

| nodded, slung my pack off my back, and took out a small notebook. | scribbled
some phone numbers and names on a page, and gave it to Sandra. “ Call both of
these people.”

She blinked at the paper. “What do | tell them?”’

“The truth. Tell them what’s going on and that Harry Dresden said they need to
get down hereimmediately.”

Sandra blinked down at the page. “What are you going to do?’
“Oh, you know. The usual,” | said. “Get to that phone.”
“I'll catch up in aminute,” Murphy said.

| nodded, slung the pack back on, jerked my head at Mouse, and started walking
with purposeful strides toward the knot of reporters that had begun to dissolve at the



conclusion of the official statements to the press. My dog fell in to pace at my side
until | spotted Lydia Stern at the rear of the crowd.

Lydia Stern was a formidable woman, a reporter for the Midwestern Arcane, a
yellow journal based out of Chicago that did its best to report on the supernatural.
Sometimes they managed to get close to the truth, but more often they ran stories
that had headlines like Lizard Baby Born in Trailer Park, or maybe Bigfoot and the
Chupacabra, the Unholy Alliance. By and large, the stories were amusing and fairly
harmless, but once in a while someone stumbled into something strange and it made
it into the paper. Susan Rodriguez had been alead reporter for the Arcane, until
she' d run into exactly the wrong story. Now she lived her life somewhere in South
America, fighting off the infection in her soul that wanted to turn her into one of the
Red Court while she and her half-vampire buddies campaigned against their
would-be recruiters.

When Lydia Stern took over Susan’s old job a couple of years back, her
reporting had taken a different angle. She' d investigated strange events and then
demanded to know why the appropriate institutions had been ignoring them. The
woman had a scathing intellect and penetrating wit, and she employed both liberally
and with considerable panache in her writing. She was unafraid to challenge anyone
in her articles, from some smalltown animal control unit to the FBI.

It was a shame she was working at arag like the Arcane instead of at a reputable
paper in DC or New Y ork. She' d have been a Pulitzer nominee inside of five years.
City officials who had to deal with the cases |’ d brushed up against had developed a
nearly supernatural ability to vanish whenever she was around. None of them wanted
to be the next person Lydia Stern eviscerated in print. She had a growing reputation
as an investigative terror.

“Ms. Stern,” | said in alow, grave voice, extraemphasison the“z” in “Ms.”
“1 wonder if you might have afew moments.”

The terror of the Midwest Arcane whirled to face me, and her face broke into a
cherubic grin. Shewas alittle over five feet tall, pleasantly plump, and of Asian
ancestry. She had a sparkling smile, thick glasses, curly black hair, and was wearing
apair of denim overalls over an old Queensryche T-shirt. Her tennis shoes had
bright pink laces on them. “Harry Dresden,” she said. She had a sort of breathless,
bubbling voice, the kind that seemed like it could barely contain laughter beneath
amost every word. “Hah. | knew this one smelled right.”

“Could be,” | said. | hadn’t been real forthcoming with Lydia. It hadn’t worked
out well with reportersin the past. Whenever | spoke to her, little daggers of guilt
stabbed at me, reminders that | could not afford to let careless words get her into
too much trouble. Despite that, we' d gotten along, and I’d never lied to her. | hadn’t
bothered to try. “Y ou busy?’

She gestured at the bag whose strap hung over her shoulder. “I’ ve got
recordings, and I’ll want to jot down some notes shortly.” She tilted her head to one
side. “Why do you ask?”’



“1 need a thug to scare some guysfor me,” | said.
The dimplesin her cheeks deepened. “Oh?”’

“Yeah,” | said. “Do thisfor me. I'll give you ten minutes on this.” | waved my
hand vaguely at the hotel around us. “As soon as | have some time free.”

Her eyes brightened. “Done,” she said. “What do | do?’
“Hang around outside adoorway and...” | grinned. “Just be yourself.”

“Good. | can do that.” She nodded once, curls bouncing, and followed me to the
room where they were grilling my friend’ s daughter.

| opened the door like | owned the place and walked in.

The room wasn't a big one—maybe the size of alarge elementary-school
classroom. There was araised platform about afoot high at one end, with chairs on
it behind along table. More chairs faced it in rows. A sign, now discarded on the
floor behind the door, declared that the room was scheduled for something called
“Filking” between noon and five o’ clock today. “Filking” sounded suspiciously like
it might be an activity somehow related to spawning salmon, or maybe some kind of
bizarre mammalian discussion. | decided that it was probably one of those things |
was happier not knowing.

Greene was in the room, standing on the platform with his arms folded, a sour
frown on hisface. Molly sat in the first row of chairs, till in the same clothes as the
night before. She looked tired. She’ d been crying.

Next to her was a man of medium build and unremarkable height, with brown hair
just tousled enough to be fashionable. He wore a grey suit, its gravity somewhat
offset by ablack tie that featured Marvin the Martian. | recognized him. Rick,
Murphy’s ex. He stood over Molly, passing her a cup of water, the good cop of the
usual interrogation equation. He was here in his official capacity, then. Agent Rick.

“Excuse me,” Greene said, without looking over at me. “Thisroom isn’t open to
the public.”

“Itisn’'t?’ | said, overly ingenuous. “Man. | was really looking forward to a nice
afternoon of filking, too.”

Molly looked up, and her eyes widened in recognition and what looked like
sudden hope. “Harry!”

“Heya, kid,” | told her, and ambled in, Mouse in tow. The dog went right over to
Molly, wagging histail and subtly begging for affection by thrusting his broad
muzzle underneath her folded hands. Molly let out alittle laugh and leaned down,
hugging the dog, talking baby talk to him like she did to her youngest siblings.

Greene turned to glower at me. After amoment, Agent Rick did too.

“Dresden,” Greene said, his tone peremptory. “Y ou are interfering in an
investigation. Get out.”

| ignored him to speak to Molly. “How’s Rosie?’



She left her cheek on top of Mouse’s broad head and said, “Unconscious. She
was very upset by the news and the doctors gave her something to help her sleep.
They were afraid she would freak out and it would hurt the baby.”

“Dresden,” Greene snarled.

“Best thing for her right now,” | told Molly. “She'll handle it better when she's
had some rest.”

She nodded and said, “I hope so.”
Greene spat a curse and reached for his radio, presumably to summon goons.
Greene was an ass.

Maybe | was going alittle hex-happy, but | muttered something under my breath
and made a little effort. Sparks shot out of the radio and were followed by curls of
smoke. Greene stood there cursing as he tried to get the thing to work. “Dammit,
Dresden,” he snarled. “ Get out before | have you taken downtown.”

| kept ignoring him. “Hi there, Rick. How was the wedding?’
“That'sit,” Greene said.

Rick pursed hislips and then held up a hand toward Greene, a placating gesture.
“Everyone survived it,” Agent Rick responded, studying me with a steady frown,
looking between me and Moally. “Harry, we're working here. Y ou should go.”

“Yeah?' | asked. | plopped down into the chair beside Molly and grinned at him.
“I’m thinking maybe not. | mean, I’m working, too. I’m a consultant.”

“You're obstructing an investigation, Dresden,” Greene growled. Y ou're going to
lose your jobs with the city. Your investigative license. Hell, 1’1l even get you stuck in
jail for amonth or two.”

“No you won’t.”

“Haveit your way, tough guy,” Greene said, and started for the door.
Molly, maybe taking it for a cue, rose herself.

“Sit down,” Greene said, hisvoice hard. “You aren’t finished yet.”

She hesitated for a second and then sat.

“Greene, Greene, Greene,” | said. “There’ s something you' re missing here.”
He paused. Agent Rick watched me steadily.

“See, Miss Carpenter here can go any time she damned well pleases.”

“Not until she's answered afew questions,” he said.

| made a game-show buzzing sound. “Wrong. Thisis afree country. She can
walk out and there’' s not a damned thing you can do about it. Unless you want to
arrest her.” | grinned at him some more. “You didn’'t arrest her, did you?’

Molly watched the exchange from the corner of her vision, being very still and
keeping her face down.



“We're questioning her in relation to an ongoing investigation,” Rick said.
“Y eah? One of you guys got the subpoena, then?’
They hadn't, of course. No one spoke.

“See, you' re the one out on alimb here, Greene. Y ou’ ve got nothing on the
young lady. No court order. Y ou haven't arrested her. So anything she chooses to
tell you isentirely voluntary.”

Molly blinked up a me. “It is?’

| put a hand to my chest and mimed an expression of shock. “Greenel | can
hardly believe this. Did you lie to this young woman to frighten her? To make her
think she was under arrest?’

“I didn’t lie,” Greene snarled.

“Youjust led her on,” | said, nodding. “ Sure, sure. Not your fault if she
interpreted you wrong. Say, let’s go back and check the tape and see where the
mistake was.” | paused. “You are recording this, aren’t you? All on the record and
aboveboard?’

Greene looked at me like he wanted to kick my nuts up into my skull. “Y ou’'ve
got nothing but speculation. Get out. Or, as lead investigator, | will have you barred
from the hotel.”

“That athreat?’ | asked him.
“Bdieveit.”

| made a show of rubbing at my mouth. “Oh, man. I’m having quite the moral
quandary. Because if you do that to me, then hell, maybe the press would find out
that you’ re dismissing professional consultants with a positive track record with the
city.” | leaned forward and added casualty

“Oh. And they might find out that you are illegally interrogating ajuvenile.”

Greene stared at me, shock on his face. Even Agent Rick arched an eyebrow.
“What?’

“A juvenile,” | enunciated, “i.e., one who cannot give you legal consent on her
own. | took the liberty of sending for her parents. I’ m sure that they and their
attorney will have awhole lot of questions for you.”

“That’ s blackmail,” Greene said.

“No, it'sdue process,” | replied. “You’ re the one who tried the end run around
thelaw.”

Greene scowled at me and said, “Y ou can talk all you want, but you’ ve got no
proof.”

My cheeks ached from smiling so much, and | chuckled.

The door, which had never fully closed, opened on cue. Lydia Stern stood there
behind it, her press badge around her neck, a mini-tape recorder in her hand, held up



so that Greene could clearly seeit. “ So, Detective,” she asked, “could you please
explain why as apart of your investigation you are interrogating a juvenile without her
parents’ consent? |s she a suspect in the crime? Or awitness to any of the events?
And what about these rumors of interdepartmental noncooperation slowing down the
investigation?”

Greene stared at the reporter. He shot a glance at Agent Rick.
Rick shrugged. “He’s got you. Y ou took a chance. It didn’t pay off.”

Greene spat aword that authority figures oughtn’t say in front of juveniles, and
then stomped out. Lydia Stern winked at me, then followed on his hedls, recorder
held out toward him, asking a steady stream of questions whose only reasonable
answers would make Greene look like an idiot.

Rick watched him go and shook his head. Then he said to me, “What’ s your
stake in this?’

“The girl ismy friend s daughter,” | said. “Just looking out for her.”

He gave me adlight nod. “1 see. Greene' s under alot of pressure. I’ m sorry you
got treated like that.”

“Rick,” | said in apatient voice, “I’m not ateenage girl. Please don’t try to
good-cop me.”

His polite, interested expression vanished for a second behind a quick, boyish
grin. Then he shrugged and said, “It was worth trying.”

| snorted.

“You know he can get the subpoena. It’s just a question of running through
channels.”

| rose. “That’s not my problem. I'll leave it to the Carpenters' attorney.”

“l see,” hesaid. “You actudly areinterfering with the investigation. He could
probably make it stick.”

“Come on, Agent. I’ m protecting the rights of ajuvenile. The ACLU would eat
that raw.” | shook my head. “Besides. What you' re doing is wrong. Bullying girls.
Hell’ s bells, man, that’s low.”

A flicker of anger touched Agent Rick’s expression. “Dresden, | know you don’t
have a concealed carry permit. Y ou want me to suspect you of carrying aweapon
and search you for it?’

Oops. | thought nervously of the revolver in my backpack. If Agent Rick wanted
to make anissue of it, | could be in trouble—but | didn’t want him to know that. |
tried to shake it off with a nonchalant shrug. “How isthat going to help stop the
killer before he strikes again?’

Rick tilted his head to one side and frowned at me. Dammit, I’ ve got to get a
better poker face. He oriented on me, eyes searching over me for possible placesto
hideagun. “Irrelevant,” he replied. “If you're breaking the law, you' re breaking the



law.

From the doorway there was an impatient sigh, and then Murphy said, “Would it
kill you to stop being an asshole for five minutes, Rick?’

| hadn’t noticed her arrival, and judging from Agent Rick’s expression, neither
had he.

“He' saconsultant for SI, which is also working the case. We don’t have the time
to get involved in a pissing contest. People are in danger. We need to work
together.”

Rick glared at her, then reined in histemper and shrugged a shoulder. “Y ou may
be right. But Dresden, | want you to consider leaving of your own will. If you keep
interfering, I'll arrest you and toss you in the clink for twenty-four hours.”

“No,” Murphy said, entering the room. “Y ou won't.”

He rounded on her, eyes narrowed. “Dammit, Karrin. Y ou never know when to
quit, do you?’

“Of course | do,” she said, setting her jaw. “Never.”

Agent Rick shook his head. He slammed open the door and departed.

Murphy watched him go. Then she sighed and asked, “Are you al right, miss?’
Molly nodded somewhat numbly. “Y es. Just tired.”

A moment later, Sandra Marling hurried in, looked around at all of us, and then
went over to give Molly ahug. The girl hugged back, tight.

“Did you reach them?’ | asked Sandra.

“Yes. Mrs. Carpenter is on the way.”

Molly shuddered.

“Good,” | said. “Could you stay with Moally until she arrives?’
“Of course.”

| nodded and said to Molly, “Kid, things are getting complicated. | want you to
go with your mom. All right?’

She nodded, slowly, without looking up.
| sighed and got up out of my chair. “Good.”

| left, Murphy and Mouse flanking me as | headed back into the hotel. “Nice guy,
Rick,” | commented. “Maybe alittle manipulative.”

“Just atad,” Murphy said. “What happened?”

| told her.

She let out awicked chuckle. “Wish | could have seen the look on their faces.”
“Next timeI'll take a picture.”

She nodded. “ So what’ s our next move?’



“Hey, we'rein ahotel.” | bobbed my eyebrows at her. “Let’s get aroom.”

Under peaceful circumstances, I’ m sure that no rooms would have been available.
Obvioudly, though, circumstances were far from peaceful, and there had been a
minor avalanche of cancellations and early departures from the hotel—which only
goes to show that people occasionally demonstrate evidence of sound judgment.
The convention might have doubled the number of folks attending, but that didn’t
mean that they wanted to deep here.

There was aroom available on the fifth floor. | paid an extrafeeto allow Mouse
to stay, and we got checked in.

There was no one elsein the elevator, and we rode in a silence that became
increasingly tense. | shifted my weight from side to side and fiddled with one of the
two plastic cards the desk clerk had given us. | cleared my throat.

“So herewe are,” | said. “Heading up to our hotel room.”
Murphy’s cheeks turned pink. “Y ou are a pig, Dresden.”
“Hey, | didn’t put any innuendo into that. Y ou did it yourself.”
Sherolled her eyes, smiling alittle.

| watched numbers change on the elevator panel. | coughed. “Yes, sir-ree. Alone
together.”

“It'salittle weird,” she admitted.
“A littleweird,” | agreed.

“Should it be?’ she asked. “| mean, we're just working together. We' ve done that
before.”

“We haven't doneit in a hotel room.”
“Yes, we have,” Murphy said.

“But they all had corpsesin them.”

“Ah. True.”

“No corpsesthistime,” | said.

“Heh,” Murphy said. “The night isyoung.”

Her reminder of the dangers before us put a bullet through the head of that
conversation. Her smile vanished, and her face regained its usual color. We went the
rest of theway in silence, until the elevator doors opened. Neither one of us moved
to get out. It almost felt like there was some kind of invisible line drawn across the
floor.

The silence stretched. The doors tried to close. Murphy mashed down on the
Door Open button with her thumb.

“Harry,” she said finally, her voice very quiet, her blue eyes focused into distance.
“1’ve been thinking about... you know. Us.”



“Yeah?’
“Yeah.”
“How much thinking?’

She smiled alittle. “I’m not sure, really. | don’t think | wanted to admit that...
you know.”

“Things might change between us?’
“Yes.” Shefrowned at me. “I’m not sure this is something you would want.”

“Between the two of us,” | said, “I think | probably have more insight into that
one.”

She frowned. “How do you know it’s what you want?’
“Last Halloween,” | said, “1 wanted to murder Kincaid.”
Murphy glanced down as her cheeks turned pink. “Oh.”

“Not literally,” | said, then paused. “Well. | guessit was literally. But the urge died
down alittle.”

“l see,” shesaid.
“Areyou and him... ?’ | asked, leaving the question open.

“l saw him at New Year's,” she said. “But we aren’'t in anything deep. Neither of
us want that. We're friends. We enjoy the company. That’s all.

| frowned. “We'refriendstoo,” | said. “But I’ ve never taken your pants off.”

“We're different,” she said, her blush renewing. She gave me an oblique look
from beneath pale eyelashes. “Isit something you want?’

My heart sped up alittle. “Uh. Pants remova ?’
She arched a brow and tilted her head, waiting for an answer.

“Murph, | haven’'t been with awoman for...” | shook my head. “L ook, you ask
any guy if he wantsto have sex and he' s going to say yes. Generally speaking. It'sin
the union manual.”

Her eyes sparkled. “Including you?’ she pressed.
“I'maguy,” | said. “Soyes.” | frowned, thinking about it. “And... and no.”

She smiled at me and nodded. “1 know. Y ou couldn’t do casual. Y ou commit
yourself too deeply. Y ou care too much. We couldn’t have something light. Y ou
would never settle for that.”

She was probably right. | nodded.

“1 don’'t know if | could give you what you want, Harry.” Then she took a deep
breath and said, “ And there are other reasons. We work together.”

“1 noticed.”
Shedidn’t quite smile. “What | meanis... | can’t let relationships come close to



my job. It isn’'t good for either.”
| said nothing.
“I’m acop, Harry.”

My belly twisted alittle as | realized the rgjection in the words, and the lack of any
room for compromise. “I know you are.”

“| servethe law.”

“Youdo,” | said. “You always have.”

“l can’'t walk away fromit. | won't walk away fromit.”

“1 know that too.”

“And... we're so different. Our worlds.”

“Not redlly,” | said. “We sort of hang around in the same one, most of the time.”

“That’swork,” she said quietly. “My work isn’t everything about me. Or it
shouldn’t be. I’ve tried a relationship built on having that in common.”

“Rick,” | said.

She nodded. Pain flickered in her eyes. | never would have seen that afew years
before. But I’d seen Murphy in good times and bad—maostly bad. She'd never say
it, never want me to say anything about it, but | knew that her failed marriages had
wounded her more deeply than she would ever admit. In away, | suspected that they

explained some of her professional drive and ambition. She was determined to make
the career work. Something had to.

And maybe she' d been hurt even more deeply than that. Maybe badly enough that
she wouldn’'t want to leave herself open to it again. Long-term relationships have the
potential for long-term pain. Maybe she didn’t want to go through it again.

“What if you weren't acop?’
She smiled faintly. “What if you weren't awizard?’
“Touche. But indulge me.”

She tilted her head and studied me for a minute. Then she said, “What happens
when Susan comes back?’

| shook my head. “Sheisn’t.”
Her tone turned dry. “Indulge me.”

| frowned. “I don’'t know,” | said quietly. “We decided to break it off. And... |
suspect we' d see alot of things very differently now.”

“But if she wanted to try again?’ Murphy asked.

| shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“Let’s say we get together,” Murphy said. “How many kids do you want?’
| blinked. “What?’



“You heard me.”

“l don't...” | blinked afew moretimes. “I hadn’t really thought about it.” So |
thought about it for a second. | thought about the merry chaos of the Carpenter
household. God, I’ d have given anything for that when | waslittle.

But any child of mine would inherit more than my eyes and killer chin. There were
alot of people who didn’t think much of me. A lot of not-people thought that way,
too. Any child of mine would be bound to inherit some of my enemies, and worse,
maybe some of my alies. My own mother had left me alegacy of perpetual
suspicion and doubt, and nasty little surprises that occasionally popped out of the
hoary past.

Murphy watched me, blue eyes steady and serious. “It’s a big question,” she said
quietly.

| nodded, slowly. “Maybe you’ re thinking about this too much, Murph,” | said.
“Logic and reason and planning for the future. What’s in your heart doesn’t need
that.”

“1 used to think that, too.” She shook her head. “I waswrong. Loveisn't al you
need. And | just don’t see us together, Harry. You're dear to me. | couldn’t ask for
akinder friend. I’d walk through fire for you.”

“You aready did,” | said.

“But | don’t think | could be the kind of lover you want. We wouldn’t go
together.”

“Why not?’

“At the end of the day,” she said quietly, “we re too different. Y ou're going to
livefor along time, if you don’t get killed. Centuries. I’m going to be around another
forty, fifty years at the most.”

“Yeah,” | said. It was one of those things | tried really hard not to dwell on.

She said, even more quietly, “I don’t know if I'll get serious with aman again.
Butif | do... | want it to be someone who will build afamily with me. Grow old with
me.” She reached up and touched the side of my face with warm fingers. “You'rea
good man, Harry. But you couldn’t be what | need, either.”

Murphy took her thumb from the button and |eft the elevator.
| didn’t follow her right away.

She didn’t look back.

Stab.

Twist.

God, | love being awizard.



Chapter Twenty-three

«N»

The room wastypical of my usual hotel experience: clean, plain, and empty. |
made sure the blinds were pulled, looked around, and shoved the small round table
at one side of the room over against the wall to leave me some open space in the
middle of the floor. | slung my backpack down on the bed.

“Need anything?’ Murphy asked. She stood in the doorway to the room. She
didn’t want to comein.

“Think | haveit all. Just need some quiet to get it set up.” There was no reason
not to give Murphy away out of the awkwardness the conversation had brought on.
“There’ s something I’ m curious about. Maybe you could check it out.”

“Pell’ s theater,” Murphy guessed. | could hear some relief in her voice.
“Yes. Maybe you could cruise by it and see what’ s to be seen.”
She frowned. “ Think there might be something in there?’

“1 don’t know enough to think anything yet, but it’s possible,” | said. “You get a
bad feeling about anything, don’t hang around. Just vamoose.”

“Don’t worry,” she said. “I already planned to do that.” She went to the door.
“Shouldn’t take me long. I'll contact you in half an hour, let’s say?’

“Sure,” | said. Neither one of us voiced what we both were thinking— that if
Murphy missed the check-in, she'd probably be dead, or dying, or worse. “Half an
hour.”

She nodded and left, shutting the door behind her. Mouse went over to the door,
sniffed at it for amoment, then walked in alittle circle three times and settled down
on the floor to sleep. | frowned down at the carpet and opened my backpack. Chalk
wouldn’'t do for acircle, not on carpet like that. I’ d have to go with the old standby
of fine, white sand. The maids would doubtless find it annoying to clean up, but life
could be hard sometimes. | pulled out a glass bottle of specially prepared sand and
put it on the table, along with the main blob of Play-Doh and Bob the skull.

Orange lights kindled in the skull’ s eye sockets. “Can | talk now?’
“Yeah,” | said. “You been listening to things?’

“Yeah,” Bob said, depressed. “Y ou are never going to get laid.”

| glared at the skull.

“I"'mjust sayin‘,” he said, voice defensive. “It isn’'t my fault, Harry. She'd
probably bang you if you didn’t take it so godawful serioudly.”

“The subject. Changeit,” | suggested in aflat voice. “We're working now.”
“Right,” Bob said. “So you' re planning on a standard detection web-ward for the
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building?’

“Yeah,” | said.

“It isn't going to be very helpful,” Bob said. “I mean, by the time something
manifests enough to set off your web, it's going to be all the way into the real world.
While you're running for the stairs, it’' s already going to be tearing into somebody.”

“Itisn't perfect,” | said. “But it'sall I’ve got. Unless you have a better idea?’

“The thing about having severa centuries of experience and knowledge at my
disposal isthat it doesn’t do me any good unless | know what it is you want me to
help you fight,” Bob said. “So far, al you know isthat you’ ve got an inbound
phobophage.”

“That’ s not specific enough?’

“No!” Bob said. “I can think of about two hundred different kinds of

phobophages off the top of my head, and | could probably come up with two
hundred more if | took a minute to think about it.”

“That many of them who can do what this thing did? Take a solid form and
attack?’

Bob blinked his eyes at me as though he thought me very thick. “Believeit or not,
the old ‘take the form of the victim’sworst fear’ routine is pretty much the most
common move in the phobophage handbook.”

“Oh. Right.” | shook my head. “But thiswhole place is open territory. There'sno
threshold to use to anchor anything heavier than aweb. At least if | do that much,
maybe | can get into position fast enough to directly intervene when the thing shows

up again.”
“Things,” Bob corrected me. “Plural. Phages are like ants. First one shows up,
then two, then ahundred.”

| exhaled. “Crap,” | said. “Maybe we can come at this from a different angle. Is
there any way | can redirect them while they’re crossing over? Make it harder for
them to get here?’

Bob's eyelights brightened. “Maybe. Maybe, yes. Y ou might be ableto raise a
veil over thiswhole place—from the other side.”

“Urk,” | said. “You’'re saying | could hide this place from the phages, but only
from the Nevernever?’

“Pretty much,” Bob said. “Even then, it would be a calculated risk.”
“How so?’

“It al depends on how they’re finding this place,” Bob said. “I mean, if these are
just naturally arriving phages finding a hunting ground, avell won't stop them. It
might slow them down, but it won’t stop them.”

“Let’sassumethat it isn't acoincidence,” | said.
“Okay. Assuming that, the next variable is finding out whether they’ re being



summoned or sent.”

| frowned. “There are things strong enough to send them through from the other
side? | didn't think that ever happened anymore. Hence the popularity of working
through mortal summoners.”

“Oh, it'sdoable,” Bob assured me. “It just takes a hell of alot more juice to open
the way to the mortal world from the other side.”

| frowned. “How much power are we talking?’

“Big,” Bob assured me. “Like the Erlking, or an archangel, or one of the old
gods.”

| got ashivery feeling in my stomach. “A Faerie Queen?’
“Oh, sure. | guess so.” He frowned. “Y ou think thisis Faerie work?’

“Something is definitely screwy in elfland,” | said. “More so than normal, |
mean.”

Bob made a gulping sound. “Oh. We're not going to go visiting the faeries or
anything, are we?’

“Not if | canhelpit,” | said. “I wouldn’t take you with me, if it came to that.”
“Oh,” he sighed. “Good.”

“One of these days, you're gonna have to tell me what you did to make Mab want
to kill you.”

“Yeah, sure,” Bob said, in that tone of voice you use while sweeping things under
the rug. “But we should also consider the third possibility.”

“A summoner,” | said. “Given that someone actually threw award in my way the
last time the phage showed up, that seems to be the most likely of the three.”

“1 think so, too,” Bob said. “In which case, you'rein trouble.”

| grunted, and started unpacking candles, matches, and my old army-surplus
knife. “Why?’

“Without athreshold to build on, you can’t put up any proper defense. And even
If you do cross over and set up avell to try to keep the phages from finding the
place...”

“Their summoner is going to draw themin,” | finished, following the line of
reasoning. “It'slike... | could blanket the surrounding areain fog, but if they have
someone on this end, the phages will have a beacon they can use to homein on the
hotel.”

“Right,” Bob said. “And then the summoner just opens the door from his side,
and they’rein.”

| frowned and said, “It’s al about finding the summoner, then.”
“Which you can’t do, until they actually summon something,” Bob said.



“Hell’sbells,” | complained. “ There' s got to be something we can do to prevent
it.”

“Not especidly,” Bob said. “ Sorry, boss. Until you know more, you can’'t do
anything but react.”

| scowled. “Dammit. Then it’s the web or nothing. At least if | use that, | might be
ableto identify the summoner.” At the low, low cost of the phages mauling or killing
someone else. Unless...

“Bob,” | said, frowning over theidea. “What if | didn’t try to hide the hotel or
keep these things away. What if |, uh... just put alittle topspin on the phages on the
way in?’

Bob'’s eyelights brightened even more. “ 0000000, classic White Council
doctrine. When the phages come through, you point them straight at the guy who
summoned them. Give him a dose of his own medicine.”

“Right up the ass,” | confirmed.

“There’'san image,” Bob said. “A summoning suppository.”

“It'sdoable, isn't it?”’

“Sure,” Bob said. “1 mean, you have everything you need for that. Y ou know the
phages are after fear, and that they’ re probably using his power as a beacon. Y our

web tells you something is stirring. Y ou conjure up abig ball of fear, target the same
beacon the phages are using, and let it fly.”

“It’1l be like hanging a steak around his neck and throwing him to thelions,” |
said, grinning.
“Hail Caesar,” Bob confirmed. “The phages will go right after him.”

“And once he’' sout of the game, | veil the hotel from the phages. No more
convention attendees get hurt. Bad guy gets alethal dose of dramatic irony.”

“The good guyswin!” Bob cheered. “Or at least you do. You're still agood guy,
right? Y ou know how confusing the whole good-evil concept isfor me.”

“1’m thinking about changing it to ‘them’ and ‘us,” for smplicity’ s sake,” | said.
“I like this plan. So there' s got to be a catch to it somewhere.”

“True,” Bob admitted. “It’s gonna be allittle tricky when it comes to the timing.
Y ou won't be able to sense the beacon until the phages actually step through from
the Nevernever and take material form. If you haven't redirected them by then, it’ll
be too late.”

| nodded, frowning. “That gives me what? Maybe twenty seconds?’

“Only if they’rereally lame,” Bob said. “ Probably ten seconds. Maybe even
less.”

| frowned. “Dammit, that’s a small window.” | thought of another problem. “Not
only that, but I’ll be shooting blind. There won’t be any way to tell who I’ m setting
the phages after. What if he's standing in a crowd?’



“He’ s going to be summoning fiends from the netherworld to wreak horror and
death on the populace,” Bob pointed out in a patient voice. “That won't lend itself
to blending into a crowd.”

“Good point. He'll probably be somewhere private, quiet.” | shook my head.
“Even o, I’d be alot happier if thiswas alittlelessdicey. But | don’t see any other
way to stop these things from hurting anyone else.”

“Until we have more information, | don’t see what else you could do, boss.”
| grunted. “I’d better get this web up and running, then.”

Mouse's collar tag clinked against the buckle, and | looked over my shoulder.
The dog had lifted his head from the floor, staring intently at the door. A second
later, someone knocked.

Mouse hadn’t started growling, and his tail thumped the wall afew timesas| went
to the door, sounding the all-clear. “ That was fast,” | said, opening the door. “I
thought you were going to be half an hour, Murph—"

Molly stood in the hallway, an overnight bag hung over her shoulder. She
drooped, the way my house plants always used to when | was still optimistic enough
to keep buying new ones. Her pink-and-blue hair hung down listlessly, and her
cheeks were marked with the remains of several mascara-laden tear tracks. She
looked rumpled, tired, uncertain, and lonely-

“Hi,” she said. Her voice wasn't much more than a whisper.
“Hey,” | told her. “I thought you were waiting for your mom.”

“l was,” shesaid. “I am. But... I’'m kind of messed up.” She waved her hand
gingerly at herself. “I wanted to clean up alittle, but they won't let me use the
bathroom in Nelson’s room. | was hoping | could borrow yours. Just for a minute.”

It would have been easier to dropkick a puppy than to turn the kid away. “Sure,”
| said. “Just keep it quiet. Okay?’

| stepped back into the room, and Molly followed me, pausing to scratch Mouse
behind the ears. She looked past me, to the open floor space and the things | had sat
out.

“What are you doing?’ she asked me.
“Magic,” | said. “What'sit look like I'm doing?’
She smiled alittle. “Oh. Right.”

| waved ahand at my materials. “I’m going to try to prevent another attack from
hurting anyone.”

“Can you do that?’ she asked.
“Maybe,” | said. “| hope so.”

“l can’'t believe... | mean, | knew there were things out there, but my friends...
Rosie.” Her lower lip quivered and her eyesfilled with tears that didn’t quite fall.



| didn’t have much | could say to comfort her. “I’m going to stop it from
happening again,” | said quietly. “I’'m sorry | didn’t move fast enough the first time.”

She looked down again, and nodded without speaking. She swallowed severa
times.

“Listen,” | told her quietly. “Thisis serious stuff. Y ou need to talk about it. Not
with me,” | added, as she looked up at me. “With your mom.”

Molly shook her head. “ She isn’t—"

“Moally,” | sighed. “Life can be short. And cruel. Y ou saw that last night. Y ou got
alook at the kind of thing your dad deals with al the time.”

She didn’t respond.

| said quietly, “Even Knights can die, Molly. Shiro did. It could happen to
Michael, too.”

She lifted her head abruptly, staring at me asif in shock.
“How does that make you feel 7’ | asked.
She chewed on her lip. “ Scared.”

“It scares your mom, too. It scares her alot. She deals with it by holding on hard
to the people around her. Maybe too hard, sometimes. That’s why you fed like
she'strying to keep you alittle kid. She probably is. But it isn’t because she'sa
control freak. It’'s because she loves you all so much—you, your dad, your
family—and she’ s frightened that something bad could happen. She's desperate to
do everything she can to keep you all safe.”

Molly didn’t look up or respond.

“Lifeisshort,” | said. “Too short to waste it on stupid arguments. I’ m not saying
your mom is perfect, because God knows sheisn’'t. But my God, Mally, you’ ve got
the kind of family people like me would kill for. Y ou think they’ll always be there
later—but they might not be. Life doesn’t give you any guarantees.”

| let that sink in for aminute, and then said, “I promised your dad that I’ d ask you
to talk to her. I told him I’d do my best to get the two of you to work things out.”

She looked up at me, crying now, silently. More dark makeup trailed down her
cheeks.

“Will you sit down with her, Molly? Talk?’

She took a shaking breath and said, “I don’t know if it will do any good. We' ve
said so much...”

“l can’t force you to do it. No one can do that but you.”
She sniffled for a moment. “I1t won’t do any good.”

“1 don't expect miracles. Just try to talk to her. Please.”
She took a breath, and then nodded, once.



“Thank you,” | said.

She tried to smile once, and hovered outside the bathroom door for a moment
more.

“Molly?’ | asked. “Areyou okay?’
She nodded, but she didn’t move, either.
| frowned. “ Something you want to say?’

She looked up at me for just a second. “No,” she said then, and shook her head.
“No, it's nothing, really. Thank you. | won't be long.” She stepped into the
bathroom, shut the door, and locked it. The shower started a moment later.

“Wow,” Bob said from behind me, somehow inserting aleer into the word. “I
didn’'t realize you liked them quite that... fresh, Harry.”

| glared at him. “What?’

“Did you see the body on her? Magnificent rack! Blond Nordic babe-age, but all
pierced and dressed in black, which means she's probably into at least one kind of
kink. And all tender and emotional and vulnerable to boot. Taking her clothes off
right here in your room.”

“Kink? Y ou don’'t—Ilook, there’'sno way to...” | sputtered. “No, Bob. Just no.
For crying out loud. She's seventeen.”

“Better move quick, then,” Bob said. “Before anything starts to droop. Taste of
perfection while you can, that’swhat | always say.”

“Bob!”
“What?’ he said.
“That isn’t how things are.”

“Not now,'” Bob said. “But you go get in that shower with her and you’ ve got
your own personal cable TV erotic movie cometrue.”

| rubbed at the bridge of my nose. “Hell’ s bells. The whole ideais wrong, Bob.
Just... wrong.”

“Harry, even anerd should know that it’s no coincidence when agirl shows up at
aman’s hotel room. Y ou know all she really wantsis to—"

“Bob,” | snapped, cutting him off. “Even if she wanted to, which she doesn't,
nothing is happening with the girl. I'm trying to work, here. Y ou aren’t helping.”

“1"d hate to disrupt your most recent attempt to court death and agony,” he said
brightly. “Y ou should stick me somewhere else, where | won't distract you. On the
counter in the bathroom, for example.”

| slapped open one of the empty dresser drawers and tossed the skull in there,
instead. Bob sputtered a few muffled curses in ancient Greek, something about
sheep and a skin rash.

| looked up from the drawer into the room’s mirror, and found myself facing not



my reflection, but Lasciel’ simage instead, angelic and lovely and poised. “The
perverted little creep has a point, my host,” she said.

| jabbed afinger at the mirror and said, “Bob is my little creep, and the only one
who getsto call him namesis me. Now go away.”

“Ah,” Lasciel said, and the image faded to tranducence, my own reflection
appearing to replace it. “ Fascinating, though,” she added, just before vanishing, “that
boyfriend Nelson bears quite the striking physical resemblance to you.”

Then she was gone. Dammit. Stupid demons. Always with the last word.

Worse, she had a point. | eyed the bathroom door and reviewed the past day or
so, and my interactions with the girl before that. | had always been someone her
father respected and her mother disapproved of. | showed up once in a blue moon
in abig black coat, usually looking roughed-up and dangerous, and I’ d been doing
so since she was young enough to be very impressionable. Hell, when you got right
down to it, Charity’s disapproval aone might have been enough to make me seem
interesting to arebellious teenage girl.

| came to the reluctant conclusion that it was possible Molly might have certain
ideasin her head. It might well explain the most recent awkward silences and halting
pauses. She' d always liked me, and it wasn't outrageous to think that it might have
developed into something more—and that I’ d be aright bastard to do anything that
might encourage those ideas, even inadvertently. Maybe Bob and Lasciel were
wrong, and in fact nothing like that was going on, but the passions of youth, its
attractions and desires, were aminefield one took lightly at one’s own peril.

Magnificent rack notwithstanding, Molly was still, in every important way, a
child—my friend’s child, to boot. She was hurting. It bothered me, and | wanted to
help her, but | had to be aware of the fact that my sympathy could be misinterpreted.
The kid had issues and she needed someone to help her work things out. She didn’t
need someone who would only make her more confused.

Steam curled out from under the bathroom door. An actual hot shower. Not
merely theillusion of one.

| shook my head and got back to the detection web.

As spells went, this one was pretty big, but it wasn’t complicated. I’ d created a
long-term version of the same basic working in the neighborhood around my
apartment, in order to detect approaching mystical entities. The one | wanted for the
hotel was the same thing, but | didn’t have to bother with setting it up as along-term
construct. A sunrise, or two at most, would erode the spell, but with any luck |
wouldn’'t need it for any longer.

| took the Play-Doh in hand, grabbed three candles in their own wooden holders,
poured the sand in a circle around me, and began gathering in my power,
painstakingly creating mental images of the web of energy | needed to weave
between the points of the hotel I'd marked out with Play-Doh. It didn’t take me a
terribly long timeto set it up. Anyone with some basic skills and desire enough could
have done something like this— or at least, they could have done it on a smaller



scale. Weaving aweb throughout the whole building took alot of heavy lifting,
magically speaking, but it wasn't complicated, and fifteen minutes later | solidified
the image of the energy patternsin my mind, and whispered, “ Magius, orbius,
spiritus oculus.”

| poured my will and my magic out with the words as | spoke them, and my body
briefly lit up with aflood of tingling energy that raced along all of my limbs, down
into the lump of Play-Doh, and swirled in tight spirals around the three candles that
would serve as my ward-flames. The spell’ s energy flashed, appearing as atiny
stream of faint flickers, like bursts of static e ectricity, and the candles each flickered
to life, steady little flames born of the spell. | broke the circle of sand as | spoke, and
the power blossomed out through the hotel, into the shape I’d imagined, invisible
strands flickering into instant shape, like ice crystals forming in the space of a
heartbeat, spreading unseen strands throughout the hotel.

My balance wobbled a bit as | finished the spell and the energy left me,
submerging me in atemporary flood of fatigue. | sat there with my head down,
breathing hard for a minute.

“Wow,” Murphy said, her tone less than impressed. | looked up to see her
shutting the room’ s door behind her. “What did you do?’

| waved around to indicate the hotel and panted, “1f bad mojo shows up in the
hotel, the spell will senseit.” | gestured at the three candles. “ Take one with you. If
you see it flare up, it means we' ve got incoming.”

Murphy frowned but nodded. “How much warning will they give us?’

“Not much,” | said. “A couple minutes, maybe less. Maybe alot less.”
“Three candles,” she said. “One for you, one for me, and...”

“1 thought we' d see if Rawlins wanted one.”

“Is he here?” Murphy said.

“Gut feeling,” | said. “He seems like the kind who sees something through.”

“He also seems like the kind who' s been injured. No chance he' d get active duty
here.”

“Hedidn’'t have it at the hospital, either,” | pointed out.
“True,” Murphy said.
| caught my breath alittle, and asked, “ Anything at Pell’ s theater?”

Murphy nodded and crossed the room to pick up two of the candles. “A lot of
nothing. Place was locked up tight. Chains on the front doors, and the back door
was locked. Sign on the door said they were closed until further notice.”

| grunted. “Y ou’ d think Pell would be wild to have the place open, if the
convention was providing a significant amount of hisincome—even if hewasina
hospital bed. Hell, especially if he was in ahospital bed.”

“Unless he doesn’'t have anyone he truststo run it for him.”



“But he does have someone he trusts enough to lock it up?’ | said. “That doesn’t
track. Pell sure as hell didn’t lock up after he was attacked.”

Murphy frowned, but she didn’t disagree with me. “I tried to call him to ask him
about it, but the nurse said he was sleeping.”

| ran my fingers back through my hair, frowning over the situation. “Curiouser
and curiouser,” | said. “We' re missing something here.”

“Likewhat?” Murphy asked.
“Another player,” | said. “ Someone we haven't seen yet.”

Murphy made a thoughtful sound. “Maybe. But imagining invisible perpetrators or
hidden conspiracies veers pretty close to paranoia.”

“Maybe not another suspect, then,” | said thoughtfully. “Maybe another motive.”

“Likewhat?’ she asked, though I could see the wheelsturning in her head as she
followed the logic chain from the notion.

“These phage attacks look fairly ssimple at first glance. Like... | don’t know.
Shark attacks. Something hungry shows up to eat someone and then leaves. Natural
occurrences. Or rather, typical supernatural occurrences.”

“But they aren’t random,” Murphy said. “ Someone is sending them to a specific
place. Someone who used magic to try to stop you when you interfered with one of
the phages.”

“Which begs the obvious question...” | began.
Murphy nodded and finished the thought. “Why do it in the first place?’

| stuck my left hand out to one side of me and said, “L ook over here.” Then |
mimed a short jab with my right fist.

“It'sarope-a-dope,” Murphy said, her eyes narrowing. “A distraction. But from
what?’

“ Something worse than homicidal, shapeshifting, supernatural predators,
apparently,” | mused. “ Something we' d want to stop alot more.”

“Likewhat?’

| shook my head and shrugged. “I don’t know. Not yet, anyway.”
Murphy grimaced. “Leave it to you to make paranoia sound plausible.”
“It'sonly paranoiaif I'm wrong,” | said.

Murphy glanced over her shoulder and shivered alittle. “Yeah.” She turned back
to me, squared her shoulders, and took a steadying breath. “ Okay. What' s the play,
here? | assume you’ ve got something in mind beyond having a minute or two of
warning.”

“Yes,” | said.
“What?’ she asked.



“1t getskind of technical,” | said.
“I"ll try to keep up,” she said.

| nodded. “ Anytime something from the spirit world wants to cross into the
mortal world, it has to do a number of things to cross the border. It has to have a
point of origin, a point of destination, and enough energy to open the way. Then it
has to cross over, summon ectoplasm from the Nevernever, and infuse it with more
energy to give itself aphysical body.”

She frowned. “What do you mean by points of origin and destination?’

“Links,” | told her. “ Sort of like landmarks. Usually, the creature you're calling up
can serve asits own point of origin. Whoever is opening the way acrossis usually
the destination.”

“Can anyone be the destination?’ she asked.

“No,” | said. “You can't call up anything that isn’t...” | frowned, looking for
words. “You can’'t call up anything that doesn’t have some kind of reflection inside
you, akind of point of reference for the spirit being. If you want evil, nasty, hungry
beings, there' s got to be evil, nasty, and hunger inside of you.”

She nodded. “Does the way have to be opened from this side?’

“Generadly,” | said. “It takes ahell of alot more oomph to get it done from the
other side.”

She nodded. “Go on.”
| told her about my plan to turn the phages back upon their summoner.

“1 likethat,” she said. “Using their own monsters against them. But what does that
leave me to do?’

“You buy metime,” | said. “There will be amoment just when the phage or
phages cross over, where they will be vulnerable. If you' re able to see one and
distract it, it will give me more time to aim them back at their summoner. And it's
possible that my spell might not work. If it goes south, you'll be near enough to help
clear people out, maybe do them some good.”

Murphy began to speak—then she paused, turned around, and asked, “Harry. Is
there someone in the shower?’

“Uh. Yeah,” | said, and rubbed at the back of my neck.

She arched a brow and waited, but | didn’t offer any explanation. Maybe it was
my way of getting petty vengeance for her brutal honesty in the elevator.

“All right then,” she said, and took up the candles. “I’ll get downstairs and ook
for Rawlins. Otherwise, I'll grab one of my guysfrom SI.”

“Sounds good,” | said.

Murphy left, while | started planning out my redirection spell. It didn’t take me
long.



Mouse lifted his head suddenly, and a second later someone knocked at the door.
| went over and opened it.

Charity stood on the other side, dressed in jeans, a knit tank top, and a blue
blouse of light cotton. Her features were drawn with stress, her shoulders clenched
In unconscious tension. When she saw me, her features became remote and neutral,
very controlled. “Hello, Mister Dresden.”

It was probably the friendliest greeting | could expect from her. “Heya,” | said.

Standing beside her was an old man, alittle under average height. What was |eft of
his hair was grey, trimmed neatly, though hardly afringe remained. He had eyesthe
color of robin’s eggs, spectacles, a comfortably heavy build, and wore black slacks
and a black shirt. The white square of his clerical collar stood out distinctively
against the shirt. He smiled when he saw me, and offered me his hand.

| shook it, smiling, and had no need to fake it. “Father Forthill. What are you
doing here?’

“Harry,” he said amiably. “Lending some moral support, by and large.”
“He' smy attorney,” Charity added.
| blinked. “Heis?’

“Heis,” Forthill said, smiling. “1 passed the bar before | entered the orders. I’ ve
kept my hand in on behalf of the diocese and my parishioners. | do some pro bono
work from time to time, too.”

“He'salawyer,” | said. “He s a priest. This does not compute.”
Forthill let out abelly laugh. “Oxymoronic.”
“Hey, did | start calling you names?’ | grinned at him. “What can | do for you?”’

“Molly was supposed to be waiting for us downstairs,” Charity said. “But we
haven't found her. Do you know where sheis?’

The universe conspired against me. If Charity had asked the question ten seconds
sooner, | would have been fine. But instead, the bathroom door opened, and Molly
appeared in aswirl of steam. She had a towel wrapped around her hair, and was
holding another around her torso. Hotel towels and Molly’ s torso being what they
were, the towel didn’'t quite get all the way around her, and barely maintained
modesty. “Harry,” she said. “I left my bag out he—" She broke off suddenly,
staring at Charity.

“This, uh, isn't what it looks like,” | stammered, turning back to Charity.

Her eyes blazed with cold, righteous rage. An old Kipling axiom about the female
of the species being more deadly than the male flashed through my mind, right about
the time Charity introduced my chin to her right hook.

Light flashed behind my eyes and | found myself flat on my back while the celling
spun around alittle.

“Mother,” Molly said in a shocked voice.



| looked up in time to see Forthill put afirm hand on Charity’s arm, preventing
her from following up the first blow. She narrowed her eyes at Forthill, but the old
man’ s fingers dug into her biceps until she gave him adlight nod and took a small
step back into the hallway.

“Dress,” shetold Molly, implacable authority in her tone. “We're leaving.”

The kid looked like she might just start falling apart on the spot. She grabbed her
bag, ducked into the bathroom, and was dressed in under a minute.

“There was nothing going on,” | mumbled. It came out sounding more like,
“Mmrphg ggggh oonng.”

“1 may not be able to keep you away from my husband,” Charity said, her tone
cold, her diction precise. “But if you come near one of my children again, | will kill
you. Thank you for calling me.”

She |eft, the weary Molly following her.

“There was nothing going on,” | said again, to Forthill. Thistime it sounded
mostly like English.

He sighed, looking after the pair. “| believe you.” He gave me a smile that was one
part amusement to four parts apology, and followed them.

Murphy must not have reached the elevators before Charity and Forthill had
arrived. She appeared in the doorway, peering inside the room, and then back the
way Charity had gone. “Ah,” she said. “You al right?’

“l guess,” | sighed.

Her mouth twitched, but she didn’t quite smile or laugh at me. “ Seems to me that
you should have seen that one coming.”

“Don’'t laugh at me,” | said. “It hurts.”

“You've had worse,” she said heartlesdly. “And it serves you right for letting a
little girl into your hotel room. Now get up. I’ [l be downstairs.”

She | eft, too.

Mouse came over and started patiently nuzzling my chin and putting slobbering
dog kisses on the bruise | could feel forming there.

“Women confuse me,” | told him.

Mouse sat down, jaws dropping open into a doggie grin. | groaned, pushed
myself to my feet, and set about preparing the redirection spell, while outside my
room’ s window the sun raced for its nightly rendezvous with the western horizon.

Chapter Twenty-four
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| shut the door again and rushed to prepare the beacon spell, hurrying, certain that
every second counted. | would only get one shot at diverting the phages, and |
finished my preparations in feverish haste.

Nothing happened.

The sun set, leaving me mostly in the dark, since | hadn’t bothered to turn on any
lights.

Nothing continued happening.

| knelt in my circle of sand until my legs cramped and then went numb, and my
kneesfelt like they were resting in molten lead.

And al that nothing just kept on coming.
“Oh come on,” | snarled. “Bring on the doom, already.”
From his spot near the door, Mouse heaved a sigh.

“Oh, shut up,” | told him. | didn’'t dare take a break. If the bad guys moved and |
wasn't ready, people would get hurt. So | knelt there, holding the spell ready in my
mind, uncomfortable as hell, and swearing sulfurously under my breath. Stupid,
lame-ass summoner. What the hell was he waiting for? Any half-competent villain
would have had monsters roaming the halls hours ago.

Mouse' stail thumped against the wall, and a moment later the room’s lock
clicked, and Rawlins opened the door. He was wearing jeans and along-sleeved shirt
that concealed the bandages on his wounded arm, and he carried a wardflame candle
in one hand. The blocky, dark-skinned officer leaned down and held his hand out to
Mouse, who sniffed Rawlinsin typical canine fashion and wagged histail some
more.

Rawlins remained in the doorway and said, “Hello? Dresden?’
“Here,” | muttered.

Rawlins thumped at the wall until he found the lights and flicked them on. He
stared at me for a minute, eyebrows slowly rising. “Uh-huh. There’'s something |
don’t see every day.”

| grimaced. “Murphy found you, | see.”
“Almost like she's a detective,” Rawlins said, grinning.
“Your boss know you're here?’ | asked.

“Not so far,” hereplied. “But | expect someone might notice and tell him about
me at some point.”

“He won't be happy,” | said.

“I just hope | can live with myself later.” He waved hislittle candle. “Murphy sent
me up here to make sure you was still dive.”
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“1’m going to need knee surgery,” | sighed. “I never planned on it taking this
long.”

“Uh-huh,” Rawlins said again. “You ain't one of those Satan worshipers are
you?’

“No,” | said. “More like Pythagoras.”
“Pih-who?’
“Heinvented triangles.”

“Ah,” Rawlins said, asif that had explained everything. “ So, what are you doing
here?’

| explained it to him, though it looked like he was having trouble accepting my
words. Maybe | lacked credibility. “But | figured he would have moved by now.”

“Crooks are funny that way,” he agreed. “No respect.”

| scrunched up my face in thought. | was hungry, thirsty, tired, hurting, and | had
to use the bathroom in the worst way. None of those things were going to become
easier to bear as the night went on, and | needed to have all the concentration | could
get.

“Okay,” | said. “Be smart. Take abreak.” | leaned down and broke the circle by
sweeping the sand aside with my hand, letting the energy of the spell I’d been
holding ready drain away. At least I’ d already done it once. Getting it back into
position wouldn’t take nearly as long asthe first time.

| tried to rise, but my legs were incommunicado. | grimaced at Rawlins and said,
“Give me ahand here?’

He set his candle aside and helped me up. | wobbled precariously for a couple of
seconds, but then stumbled to the bathroom and back out.

“You okay?’ he asked.
“I"m good. Tell Murphy to hold steady.”

Rawlins nodded. “We'll be downstairs.” He paused and said, “Hope this
happens soon. There’'s some kind of costume contest going on.”

“Isit bad?’

“There are alot of skimpy getups, and some of those people should not be
wearing them.”

“Call the fashion police,” | said.
Rawlins nodded gravely. “ They’ ve crossed aline.”

“Domeafavor?’ | asked him. “Take Mouse out for awalk?’ | dug a couple of
bills from my back pocket and passed them to Rawlins. “Maybe get him a hot dog
or something?”’

“Sure,” Rawlins agreed. “I like dogs.”



The dog'stail thumped rapidly against the wall.

“Whatever you do, don’'t give him nachos. | didn’'t bring my gas mask with me.”
Rawlins nodded. “ Sure.”

“Keep your eyes open,” | said. “Tell Murph I'll be reset in a couple of minutes.”
Rawlins grunted and | ft.

| had a canteen of fruit punch in my backpack, along with some beef jerky and
some chocolate. | went to the bag and started wolfing down all three while pacing
back and forth to stretch my legs. Holding myself ready to strike had been more than
simply aphysica strain. My head felt like someone had packed it in wool, while at
the same time my senses seemed slighdy distorted; edges made sharper, curves
more ambiguous, the whole combining to make the hotel room feel like a
toned-down Escher painting. There was no help for that. The use of magic was
mostly in the mind, and holding a spell together for along time often triggered
disconcerting side effects.

| polished off the food asfast as | could gulp it down, went easy on the drink, in
case | wasthere for another severa hours, and settled back down in my circle,
preparing to closeit again.

When the room’ s phone rang.

“Degjavu,” | commented to the empty room. | stood up, my knees creaking, and
went to the phone.

“Dresden Taxidermy,” | said. “Y ou snuff it, we'll stuff it.”

There was a beat of startled silence from the phone, and then ayoung man’'s
voice said, “Urn. Isthis Harry Dresden?’

| recognized the voice—Boyfriend Nelson. That made my ears perk up,
metaphorically speaking. “Yeah, thisishim,” | said.

“Thisis...”

“l know who it is,” | told him. “How did you know where | was?’
“Sandra,” he said. “I called her cell. She told me you' d checked in.”
“Uh-huh. Why are you calling me?’

“Molly said... she said you helped people.” He paused to take a breath, and then
said, “I think | need your help. Again.”

“Why?’ | asked. Keep the questions open, | thought. Never give him one with a
simple answer. “What' s going on?’

“Last night, during the attacks. | think | saw something.”

| sighed. “It was going around,” | agreed. “But if you saw something, you're a
witness to a crime, kid. Y ou need to show up and work with the cops. They get sort

of unreasonable with people who go all evasive when they want to ask questions
about a murder.”



“But | think some... thing isfollowing me,” he said. An unsteady tremor shook
Nelson’s voice. “Look, they’re just cops, man. They just have guns. | don’t think
they can help me. | hope you can.”

“Why?’ | asked him. “What isit that you saw?’

“No,” he said. “Not on the phone. | want to meet with you. | want you to promise
me your help. I'll tell you then.”

Right. Because it wasn't like | had anything better to be doing. “L ook, kid...”

Nelson’s voice suddenly went thready with breathless fear. “Oh, God. | can't
stay here. Please. Please.”

“Fine, fine,” | said, trying to keep my voice strong, steady. The kid was
scared—the bone-deep, knee-watering, half-crazy kind of scared that makes rational
thinking al but impossible. “Listen to me. Stay around people, as many of them as
you can. Go to Saint Mary of the Angels Church. It’s holy ground, and you'll be
safe there. Ask for Father Forthill. He s alittle guy, mostly bald, glasses, bright blue
eyes. Tell him everything and tell him I’m coming to collect you assoon as| can.”

“Yes, dl right, thank you,” Nelson said, the words hysterically rushed. There was
abrief clatter, and then | heard running footsteps on concrete. He hadn’t even gotten
the phone back into its cradle before he' d taken off at a dead sprint.

| chewed on my lip. The kid was definitely in trouble, or at least genuinely
believed that he was. If so, it meant that maybe he had seen something last night,
something that made it important for someone to kill him—i.e., some kind of
damning evidence that would probably help me figure out what the hell was going
on. | felt a stab of anxiety. Holy ground was a powerful deterrent to the things that
went bump in the night—or in this case, things that went stab, stab, hack, slash, rip
in the night—but it wasn’t invulnerable. If something of sufficient supernatural
strength really was after the kid, it might be able to force its way into the church.

Dammit, but what choice did | have? If | left my position here, any fresh attack
could make last night’slook like afriendly round of Candy-land. What could he
possibly have seen that would make him worth killing? Why the hell was he being
followed? | felt like | was floundering around in the dark inside someone else's
house, benighted of savoir faire enough to move with assurance. | was spread too
thin. If | didn’t start finding more pieces of the puzzle and put them together, and
soon, more people would die.

| could only bein one place at one time. If the kid wasin real trouble, he'd be as
safe at the church, with Forthill, as anywhere in town short of the protection of my
heavily warded apartment. Meanwhile, there were a bunch of other kids here who
looked to be the next meal on the phobophage buffet. | had to act where | could do
the most good. It was a cold sort of equation, the calculus of survival, but
undeniable. I’d get to Nelson after | had taken care of business at the hotel.

| settled down on my knees again, carefully, closed the circle, and began to pick
up the pieces of the redirection spell once more.



The single wardflame candle on the room’ s dresser suddenly exploded into lurid
red light. Simultaneoudly, | felt a heavy thrumming in the air, where the strands of my
web spell had suddenly encountered powerful magic in motion, drawing my thoughts
and attention to a back hallway in the hotel, not far from the kitchens, up to the hall
outside the hotel’ s exercise room, and a swift double-thrum from another of the
hotel’ s bathrooms.

Four attackers, this time. Four of them at |east.
| had ten seconds to get the spell off.

Nine.

Maybe less.

Eight.

| threw myself into the spell.

Seven.

It had to be fast.

Six.

It had to be perfect on the first attempt.

Five.

If | screwed this one up, someone else would pay for it.
Four.

They’d pay for it in blood.

Three.

Two.

One...

Chapter Twenty-five

«N»

| readied my spell, terrified that | was already too late, terrified that | had made a
critical mistake, terrified that more innocents were about to face hideous agony and
death.

That was how it had to be. If | wanted to lure the phages from their rampage by
directing them after aricher source of fear, it had to come from
somewhere—specificaly, it had to come from me. If I'd tried to use falsified
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emotion, it would no more have worked on them than an attempt to make a gorilla
interested in a plastic banana. The fear had to be genuine.

Of course, | hadn’t really planned on being quite this afraid. Being taken off my
guard and handed atime limit had added an edge of panicked hysteriato the ample
anxiety | aready had.

The spell coalesced, and time came to an abrupt stop.

In that illusory stasis, my senses were on fire. The presence of the dangerous
entities now entering the material world rippled through my detection web; ajittery,
fluttering sensation. The energy of the spell burned like an invisible star before my
outstretched hands, and my terror rushed into it and fused with the spell. Streamers
from the lure whipped out along the lines of power that constituted my detection
web, brushing lightly at the entities, attracting their attention, giving them awhiff of
rich sustenance.

And somewhere in the middle of all that, | felt asingle, quiet, quivering pulse—a
living presence that could only be the phages summoner and beacon.

“Gotcha,” | hissed, and with an effort of will broke the circle and sent the spell
winging toward him.

Time resumed its course. The energy that powered the spell fled out of mein
another rush, and left me lying on my side, struggling to draw in enough breath. |
could feel the spell sizzling down the lines of power for the summoner, and a
heartbeat |ater there was a sense of impact as the spell went home. Asit happened,
the entities my web touched went abruptly till, the web ceasing its trembling—and
then they all surged forward into sudden motion, vanishing from the web, and
presumably streaking after the lure.

All but one.

A breath or two after the entities had departed, my web trembled again, now
growing more agitated, its motion a kind of subliminal pressure against my thoughts.

| had missed one. My spell had gotten out in time to draw away the others, but
either my web had failed me at some point or the remaining phage had been quicker
on the draw than his buddies from the Never-never. | could feel it moving from the
hotel’ s kitchens toward the convention halls.

| wanted to curl into afetal position and go into acoma. Instead, | shoved my
wobbly way to my feet, took up my pack, and opened the drawer to get Bob.

“Did it work?" he chirped.
“Almost,” | said. “There' s one left. Keep your head down.”
“Oh, very funny...” he began.

| zipped the skull into my pack, took up my staff and blasting rod, and shuffled
wheezily out to find the remaining phage before it found someone else.

My legs amost gave out just thinking about taking the stairs, so | rode the
elevator down to thefirst floor. | heard nothing until the floor indicator told mewe'd



just passed the second floor, at which point | began to hear frightened, muffled
screams. The elevator hit the first floor, and the doors had just begun to roll open
when the power went out.

Blackness fell over the hotel. The screams redoubled. | took out my pentacle
amulet and sent enough of my will into it to make it glow with pale blue wizard's
light. | jammed my staff into the dlightly open elevator doors and levered them apart,
then dlipped out into the hotel.

Though the sun had set more than an hour before, the crowded convention hall
had remained stuffy whileitsair conditioners labored in vain. | got my bearings and
headed for the kitchen. As| did, the air temperature plummeted, sending the hotel’s
climate from near-saunato near-freezing in a handful of seconds. The suddenly
cooled air could no longer contain the oppressive humidity it had been holding, and
this resulted in a sudden, thick fog that coalesced out of nowhere and cut visibility
down to maybe three or four long steps.

Dammit. The phages that had appeared so far seemed to be specialistsin the
up-close-and-personal venue of violence, whereas wheezy wizards like me prefer to
do business from across the street, or down the block, or maybe from a neighboring
dimension. Farther away, if possible. Wizards have a capacity for recovering from
injury that might be more than most humans', but that was along-term deal. In abar
fight, it wasn't going to do me any good. Hell, | didn’t even have my duster with me,
and now that the cold had rolled over the hotel, | missed it for multiple reasons.

| put my amulet back on, then shook out my shield bracelet and readied it for use,
creating a second source of glowing blue light—though by accident, not design. The
silver bracelet | used to focus magic into atangible plane of force had been damaged
in the same fire that took most of my left hand, and sparks of blue light tended to
dribble from it whenever | moved my arm around. | had to be ready to use the shield
at an instant’ s notice. It would be the only thing between me and whatever might
come rushing from the fog.

| went with my staff in my right hand. When it came to taking apart rampaging
monsters, | preferred my blasting rod, but I’ ve had an incident or two involving
buildings and fire. If | went blazing away at the thing in a crowded hotel and burned
the place down, it would kill more people than the rampage would have. The staff
was a subtle tool, not as potent a weapon as the blasting rod, but it was more
versatile, magically speaking.

Plus, in apinch, | could brain someone with it—which isn’t subtle, but sure as
hell isreassuring.

The emergency lights hadn’t snapped on, so either someone had sabotaged them
or there was enough raw magical energy flying around to take them out. But as |
moved out toward the kitchens, | didn’'t feel anything like the kind of ambient energy
it would take to blow out something as simple as a battery-powered light. That meant
that someone had deliberately taken the emergency lights off-line, by magical means
or otherwise, and it wasn't hard to guess why.



Gunshots rang out, weirdly muted by the building’ s acoustics; flat, heavy sounds
like someone swinging a baseball bat at a metal trash can. Screams and sounds of
confusion, fear, worry, and even pain continued all around me as people fumbled in
the dark, tripped, fell, or collided with furniture and one another. The building was
already emptying, at least here on the first floor, but the sudden darkness had
resulted in a panicked stampede, and people had been injured in the crush. The
darkness had created confusion, slowed the intended prey from fleeing, and left
wounded behind who could neither defend themselves nor flee the building. Their
hel plessness would be driving them mad with fear.

It would make them juicier targets for the phage.

A metallic, piercing shriek hit my earsin a sudden, stunning shock wave, and my
legs stopped moving. | didn’'t choose to do it. The sound just hit something
primitive in my brain stem, something that made my instincts scream at me to freeze,
to not be seen. | dropped to one kneg, terror suddenly falling onto my shoulders like
aphysical weight. In the wake of the shriek, | could hear human throats screaming in
fear, nearby to me, and | could see the shapes of people moving around, lumpy
shadows in the faint light from my shield bracel et.

A flame suddenly appeared ahead of me, and | got alook at a young woman who
crouched down, holding up acigarette lighter in a hand that shook so badly that it
seemed amiracle the lighter stayed aflame.

“No!” | screamed at her. | roseto my feet and lunged toward her. “Put out the
light!”

Her face swiveled toward me, ghostly in the light of the tiny flame, her mouth
working soundlessly—and then something the size of a mountain lion hit her across
the shoulders and flung her to the ground. The lighter flew from her hand, the little
lick of flame showing me something black and gleaming and spattered with scarlet
gore.

The woman screamed. The dark hallway became ariver of terrified people
plunging through the darkness. Someone fell against me, and as | stumbled away
from them | stepped on someone’ s fingersin the darkness and tripped when | tried
to pull my weight off of them.

| snarled, dammed my back against the wall, held up my staff, and called up
Hellfire.

Power flooded down the length of the carved oak, its sigils and runesfilling with
red-white liquid fire that ran from the base of the staff to its head in aripple of
energy. The crisp, clean scent of wood smoke filled the air, tainted with the barest
hint of sulfur, and lurid light washed through the hallway.

| saw people scrambling, screaming, weeping. They were moving away, taking
advantage of the light while they had it, and the hall around me cleared rapidly. It |eft
the woman with the lighter. She lay on her side, curled into afetal position, her arms
clasped around her head while... the thing mauled her.

It was equal partsfeline and insect, al lanky arms, powerful legs, and a whipping



tail tipped with a serrated point. Its skin was a black, shining carapace, and it had an
elongated, eyeless head ending in viscous, slime-covered jaws full of teeth. Though it
had no eyes, it somehow sensed the light of my powered staff, and it whipped
around toward me with a hiss, body tensing in sinuous grace, jaws gaping, slime
dripping from its teeth while a dow, enraged hissing sound emerged from its throat.

| stared at it for all of a second in the shock of recognition. Then | gritted my
teeth, got my feet underneath me, pointed the end of my staff at the creature, and
snarled, “Get away from her, you bitch.”

The phage shifted its position, the wounded girl now forgotten, its limbs weirdly
jointed, its motion sinuous and eerie. It hissed again, louder. A second pair of jaws
emerged from between the first, and they too hissed and parted and drooled in
chalenge.

“Is this gonna be a standup fight or just another bug hunt?’ | taunted.

The phage leapt at me, faster than | would have thought possible—but that’s how
fast always works. Lots of people and not-people are faster than me, and I’ d learned
to plan for it along time ago. A lot of people think that, in afight, speed isthe only
thing that matters. It isn't true. Oh, sure, it's enormously advantageous to have
greater speed, but a smart opponent can counter it with good footwork, calculating
distance to give him the advantage of economy of movement. The phage was fast,
but it had to cross eight or nine feet of carpet to get to me. | had to move my hand
about ten inches and harden the shield before my left hand with my will. It wasn’t
that fast.

The phage hit my shield, bringing a ghostly blue quarter dome into shape and
sending a cascade of blue sparks flying back around me. At the last second, | turned
and angled the shield to deflect the creature’ s momentum. It caromed off the shield
and went tumbling along the hallway beyond me for a good twenty feet.

“You want some of this?’ | stepped into the middle of the hall to put myself
between the phage and the wounded girl. The phage rose, turning to flee. Before it
could move | thrust the end of my staff in its direction and cried, “ Forzare!”

| hadn’t ever used quite that much Hellfire before.

Power rushed out of my staff. Usually, when | employed it like this, the force |
unleashed wasinvisible. Thistime, it rushed out like a scarlet comet, like ablazing
cannonball. The force dipped at the last second, then came up at the phage. The
impact threw it against the ceiling with bone-crushing force, and at least twice as
much energy as |’ d intended. The phage came down, limbs thrashing wildly,
bouncing and skittering frantically, like a half-smashed bug.

| hitit again, the runesin my staff blazing, bathing the whole length of the hall in
scarlet radiance, samming the phage into awall with more crunching sounds.
Y ellowish liquid splattered, there was an absolutely awful smell, and sudden holes
pocked the wall and the floor where the yellow blood fell.

| cried havoc in the hellish light and hit it again. And again. And again. | bounced
the murdering phage around that hallway until acid burned a hundred holesin the



walls, celling, and floor, and my blood sang with the battle, with the power, with
triumph.

| lost track of several seconds. The next thing | remember, | stood over the
crushed, twitching phage. “It’ sthe only way to be sure,” | told it. And then, with
cool deliberation, | dammed the end of my staff into the thing's eyeless skulll,
muscle and magic aike propelling the blow. Its head crunched and fractured like a
cheap taco shell, and suddenly there was no phage, no creature. There was only the
damaged hallway, the tainted smell of hellish wood smoke, and a mound of clear,
swiftly dissolving ectoplasm.

My knees shook and | sat down in the hallway. | closed my eyes. Thered light of
Héllfire continued to pulse through my staff, lighting the hall, illuminating my eyelids.

The next thing | knew, Mouse pressed up against my side, an enormous, warm,
silent presence. Bright lights bobbed toward me. Flashlights. Footsteps. People were
shouting alot.

“Jesus,” Rawlins breathed.
Murphy knelt down by me and touched my shoulder. “Harry?”’
“I"'m okay,” | said. “The girl. Behind me. She's hurt.”

Rawlins stood shining his flashlight on abloody section of the hallway. “ Jesus
Christ.”

The phage had killed three people before | got there. | hadn’t been able to see
much of them during the fight. It was a scene of horror, worse than any
slaughterhouse. The phage had taken out a cop. | could see a piece of shirt with a
bloodstained CPD badge on it. The second victim might have been a middle-aged
man, judging by a bloodied orthopedic shoe that still held afoot. White leg bone
showed two or three inches above the shoe.

The third victim had been one of thelittle vampire girls I’ d seen the previous
evening. | could only tell because her head had landed facing me. The rest of her
was hopelessly intermixed with the other two bodies.

They’ d need someone good at jigsaw puzzles to put them back together.
Murphy went to the girl with the lighter, and knelt over her.

“How isshe?’ | asked.

“Gone,” Murphy replied.

| blinked. “What?’

“She’ s dead.”

“No,” | said. | wastoo tired to feel much of the sudden frustration that went
through me. “Hell’ s bells, she was moving just a second ago. | got herein time.”

Murphy grimaced. “ She bled out.”
“Wait,” | said, staggering to my feet. “Thisisn’'t... She shouldn’t be...”



| felt a sudden sicknessin my stomach.

Was she till alive when the phage had turned to run? Could | have stopped or
dowed the bleeding, if | had let the thing retreat to the Nevernever?

| thought of the fight again. | thought of the satisfaction of turning the hunter into
prey, of extracting vengeance for those it had slain. | thought about the power that
raged through me, the sheer, precise strength of the Hellfire-assisted assault, and
how good it felt to use it on something that had it coming. I’ d barely given athought
to the girl’ s condition.

Had | let her die?

My God. | could have let the phage run.

| could have helped her.

The girl’sbody lay curled up, still, like aslegping child. Her dead eyes were open
and glassy.

| lunged for a potted plant near me and threw up.

After | did, Rawlins observed, “Y ou don’t look so good.”

“No,” | whispered. The words tasted bitter. “I don’t.”

Mouse let out one of his not-whine breaths and laid his chin on my shoulder. My
eyes couldn’t get away from the dead people, not even when they were closed. The
hellish light in my staff dowly faded and went dark.

“1’ve got to organize this clusterfuck,” Murphy sighed. “Rawlins, keep an eye on
him.”

“Yeah.”
She nodded once and rose, briskly moving away, snapping orders.

“You, you,” Murphy said, pointing at two nearby cops. “ Get over there and help
the wounded. Airway, bleeding, heartbeat. Move.” She raised her voice and shouted,
“Stallings! Where the hell is my ambulance?’

“Two minutes!” aman shouted down adimly lit hall leading to the lobby. It
looked like someone had pulled a patrol car or three up to the front of the hotel to
shine their headlights into the darkened building.

“Clear them a path and call for more EMTs,” Murphy barked. She took her radio
off her belt and started giving more orders.

Rawlins looked at the remains, and at the acid-scarred walls and the enormous
areas of smashed drywall and ceiling that looked like they’ d been kissed by a
wrecking ball. He shook his head. “What the hell happened here?’

“Bad guy,” | said. “I got him. Not fast enough.”

Rawlins grunted. “Come on. Best we get up to the lobby. Until they get the lights
back on, it might not be safe out here.”

“What happened on your end?’ | asked.



“Damn candle blew up in my face. Then the lights went out. Thought for a
second I’d gone blind.”

| grunted. “ Sorry.”

“Some of the civilians were carrying. That howling thing went by in the dark and
everyone panicked. Stampede in the dark. People got trampled and scared. Civilians
opened fire, cops opened fire. We got one dead and a couple of dozen wounded by
one thing or another.”

We reached the lobby and found more police arriving along with the emergency
crews. The EMTs set up shop at once in a makeshift triage area, where Murphy had
brought most of the wounded. The EMTs started stabilizing, evaluating,
resuscitating. They had the worst cases |loaded in the ambulance and rushing for the
hospital within six or seven minutes.

Murphy’s stream of peremptory commands had slowed to a stop, and she stood
near the triage area. | sidled over to her and loomed. Mouse pushed his head
underneath her hand, but Murphy only patted him absently. | followed her worried
blue gaze. The EM Ts were working on Rick.

Greene sat in achair nearby. He had wiped his face with atowel, but it hadn’t
taken the blood out of the creases. It made a sanguine masque of his features. He
held the towel against his head with hisleft hand.

Murphy said nothing for awhile. Then she asked, “Did the spell work?’
“Mostly,” | said. “I missed one.”

Shetensed. “Isit till...”

“No. | picked up the spare.”

She pressed her lips firmly together and closed her eyes. “When the candle went
off, | hit the fire alarm. | wanted to clear the building fast. But someone had broken
it. Just like the power and the emergency lights. Something went right by me and hit
Greene early on. Now I’'m the one in charge of this mess.”

“What happened to Rick?’
She spoke dispassionately. “Hit by panic fire. Gut shot. | don’t know how bad.”

“He'll be dl right,” | told her. “The EMTswould have taken him out first if he
wasin real trouble.”

She watched a pair of them labor over Rick. “Yeah,” she said. “He'll be okay.
He'll bedl right.”

She forced herself to look away from her ex-husband with avisible effort. “I’ve
got to get things under control here, until we get the chain of command straightened
out, and | make sure the wounded are cared for. Families notified, God.” She shook
her head, and watched the EM Tsift Rick onto a stretcher and carry him out.
Unspoken apology infused her tone. “ After that, there will be questions, and arain
forest worth of paperwork.”



“l getit,” | told her quietly. “It'syour job.”

“It'smy job.” She focused her eyesin the distance. | could feel the trembling
tension in her. I’ ve known Murphy for awhile now. I’ d seen her like that before,
when she wanted to fall apart but couldn’t take the time to do it. She was better at
managing that kind of thing than me. There was nothing in her expression but calm
and confidence. “I’ll put off everything | can and get back to you as soon as
possible. Tomorrow sometime.”

“Don’t worry about me, Murph,” | told her. “And don’t be too hard on yourself.
If you hadn’t gotten in Greene's face and stayed here, alot of people would be dead
right now.”

“A lot of people are dead right now,” she said. “What about our bad guy?’

| felt my mouth stretch into a sharp-edged, wolfish smile. “He's entertaining
unexpected guests.”

“1s he going to survive them?’

“1 doubt it,” | told her cheerfully. “1f one of those things had jumped me, instead
of viceversa, it would have taken me out. Three of them would filet me.”

Murphy’s attention was drawn to the door. Severa men in wrinkled suits camein
and stood around rubbernecking. Murphy straightened her clothing. “What about
collatera damage?’

“1 don’t think it will beanissue. I'll track them and make sure.”
Murphy nodded. “Rawlins,” she called.

The veteran had been hovering not far away, feigning disinterest.
She hooked athumb up at me. “Babysit for me?’

“Shoot,” Rawlins drawled. “Like | got nothing better to do.”

“Suffer,” shetold him, but she smiled when she said it. She put her hand on my
arm and squeezed hard, letting out some of the pressure behind her calm facade
through the contact. Then she strode over to the rubbernecking suits.

Rawlins watched her go, hislips pursed. “That is one cast-iron bitch,” he said.
Histone revealed a quiet respect. “ Cast iron.”

“Hell of acop,” | said.

Rawlins grunted. “Problem with cast iron. It’ s brittle. Hit it right and it shatters.”
He looked around the foyer and shook his head. “Thisisn’t going to go well for
her.”

“Huh?’ | said.
“Department is going to crucify someone for it,” Rawlins said. “ They haveto.”

| let out abitter bark of laughter. “ After al, she probably saved alot of lives
tonight.”

“No good deed goes unpunished,” Rawlins agreed.



Greene blinked blearily at usfrom his chair and then durred, “ Rawlins? What the
hell are you doing down here?| sent you home.” Anger gathered on his vague
expression. “You son of abitch. You're defying adirect order. I'll have your ass on
aplatter.”

Rawlins sighed. “ See what | mean?’

| lifted my hand with my thumb and first two fingers extended, the others against
my palm, and moved it in avaguely mystical gesture from left to right. “That isn’t
Rawlins.”

Green blinked at me, and his eyes blurred in and out of focus. The distraction
derailed the train of thought he' d been laboriously assembling. It wasn’'t magic. I've
taken head shots before. It takes awhile for your brain to start doing its job again,
and the vaguest kinds of confusion make thingsinto one big blur.

| repeated the gesture. “ That isn’t Rawlins. Y ou can go about your business.
Move aong.”

Greene fumbled with a couple of words, then shook his head and closed his eyes
and went back to holding the towel against his head.

Rawlins arched an eyebrow. “Y ou ever handle any divorce negotiations?
| jerked my head at Mouse and said, “Come on. Before his brains unscramble.”
Rawlinsfell into pace beside me. “Where are we going?’

| gave him the short version of what I’d done with the other three phages. “ So
now | track them, and make sure the guy who called them up is out of play.”

“Demons,” Rawlins said. “Wizards.” He shook his head.
“Look, man—"

He held up ahand. “No. | think about thistoo much and | won’t be any good to
you. Don't explainit. Don't talk about it. Let me get through tonight and you can
blow my mind al you want.”

“Cooal,” | told him. “You got acar?’
HYup.H
“Let’sgo.”

We went outside and down the street to the nearest parking garage. Rawlins drove
an old, blue station wagon. A bumper sticker on the back read my kid is too pretty
to date your honor student.

Mouse let out a sudden warning growl. An engine raced. The dog flung his weight
at my thigh and sent me slamming up against Rawlins's station wagon. A van rushed
at mein my peripheral vision, too fast for meto try to avoid. It missed me by less
than six inches.

It didn’t miss Mouse. There was a meaty sound. The dog let out a bawl of pain.
Brakes screeched.



| turned, furious and terrified, and the runes in my staff seethed with sudden
Hellfire.

| had a split second to see Darby Crane swinging atire iron. Then stars exploded
in front of my eyes and the parking garage rotated ninety degrees. | saw Mouse,
sprawled motionless on the concrete thirty feet away. Glau, Crane's lawyer, stood
beside the open driver’s door of the van, holding a gun on Rawlins,

See what | mean about head shots?
Fade to black.

Chapter Twenty-six

«N»

| came to with a headache, and my stomach attempted to dlither out of my mouth.
Its escape attempt was blocked by some kind of gag. | had the taste of metal in my
mouth, and my jaws were forced uncomfortably wide. The blindfold on my face was
almost amercy, given the headache. | was pretty sure any light that got into my eyes
would hurt like hell.

My nose was filled with scents. Old motor oil. Gasoline vapors. Dust. Something
metallic and elusively familiar. | knew the smell, but | couldn’t placeit.

| lay prostrate on some cold, hard surface—concrete, at a guess. My arms were
held up above my head, my wrists bound in something cold that prickled with many
tiny, sharp points. Thorn manacles, then. They were meant, along with the gag and
blindfold, to keep me from using my magic. If | tried to start focusing my will, they
would bite and freeze. | didn’t know where the damned things came from, but Crane
wasn't the first bad guy I'd met who kept a pair on hand. Maybe there’ d been asale.

I’d heard one person claim that they’ d been invented by a two-thousand-year-old
lunatic named Nicodemus, and I’ d heard others claim they were of faerie make.
Personally, | figured they were more likely a creation of the Red Court, materiel for
their war with the Council. It would certainly be to their advantage to make sure as
many people as possible had a set of restraints with no purpose but to render a
mortal wizard helpless.

Hell, if | wasin the Red Court, I’ d be giving the things away like Halloween
candy. It was a scary notion, and for more than one reason.

| wasin trouble up to my eyebrows, but my nausea was severe enough that it
took me several minutes of effort to care. Come on, Harry. You aren’t fighting your
way clear of this. Use your head.

For starters, | was still aive, and that told me something all by itself. If Crane had
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wanted to kill me, he’d had all the time he would need to do it. He wouldn’t even
have had to worry about the death curse awizard could lay down on his enemies on
his way into the hereafter. Unconscious wizards can’t throw curses. | was still
breathing, which meant...

| swallowed. Which meant that he had other plans for me. It did not seem like a
promising way to begin thinking my way clear.

| tried to say Rawlins' name, but my tongue was being held in place by
something, and it sounded like, “Lah-tha?’

“Here,” Rawlins replied, histone very quiet. “How you doing?’
“Lathayahnah.”

“They got me cuffed to awall,” he said. “My own damned cuffs, too, and they
took my keys. | can’'t get to you, man. Sorry.”

“Ooahahyee?”’
“Where? Where are we?’ he asked.
| nodded. “Yah.”

“Looks like an old auto workshop,” he replied. “ Abandoned. Metal walls.
Windows are painted over. Doors chained shut. Lots and lots of cobwebs.”

“Ooah lah kuh phruh?’
“Thelight? Big old shop lamp.”
“Ah eeoh heh?’

“Anyone here?’ Rawlins asked.
“Yah.”

“Creepy little guy with fish lips. He won't talk to me, even when | asked pretty
please. He s sitting in achair about three feet from you pretending he’'s aguard
dog.”

Anger returned to mein full force, and made my head pound even harder. Glau.
Glau' d been driving the van. Glau had killed my dog. Without consciously making
the effort, | found myself reaching for my magic, for fire enough to cremate the little
toad. The manacles became a frozen agony that wiped anything resembling thought
from my head.

| bit down on the mouthpiece and forced myself to relax my will. | could not
afford to allow my impulses to control me, or I’d never get out of this. There would
come atime when | wouldn’t have to bite back on my emotions—»but that time was
not yet here.

Wait, | promised my anger. Wait. | need to think for now, to get clear of my
captors.

And as soon as | did, Glau was going to have areal bad day.
| relaxed my will and the pain of the manacles faded. Patience, Harry. Patience.



A door creaked open and footsteps approached. A moment later, Crane’s voice
murmured, “ Awake, | see, Dresden. Y our head must be as hard as everyone says.
Mr. Glau, if you would be so kind?’

Someone fumbled at the hood over my face, and it withdrew along with the
mouthpiece, and | could see that hood and gag were all of a piece. Charming. The
mouthpiece had gripped my tongue with two little clamps. | spat the taste of metal
out of my mouth, along with alittle bit of blood. The hood and muzzle had torn my
gums open in a couple of places.

| lay on my back, staring up at a corrugated metal ceiling, then looked around at a
dim, ugly, forlorn-looking auto shop. The nagging sense of familiarity increased. The
only doors leading out were chained shut and padlocked on the inside, and no keys
werein sight.

Crane stood over me, looking down, smiling, as tall and dark and handsome as
you please. My eyes went past him to Rawlins. The dark-skinned cop stood leaning
against thewall, one wrist cuffed to ametal ring in asteel support beam. A bruise
severe enough to show even on his dark skin covered one cheek entirely. Rawlins
looked calm, remote, and unafraid. | wasfairly sure it was only an act, but if so, it
was a good one.

“Crane,” | said. “What do you want?’

He smiled anasty smile. “To build the future,” he replied. “Networking is very
important in my business.”

“Cut the crap and talk,” | said in aflat tone.

The smile vanished. “Y ou would be wise not to anger me, wizard. You're hardly
In a position to make demands.”

“1f you were going to kill me, you'd have doneit already.”

Crane let out arueful laugh. “1 suppose that’ s true enough. | was going to finish
you and drop you in the lake, but imagine my surprise when | made some calls and it
turns out that you're...”

“Infamous?’ | suggested. “Tough? A good dancer?’

Crane showed me histeeth. “Marketable. For an insignificant young man, you've
managed to irritate a great many people.”

A little chill went through me. | kept it off my face.

Crane' s eyes glittered anyway. “Ah. Yes. Fear.” He inhaled deeply, his smile
turning smug. “Y ou’ re smart enough to know when you are powerless, at least. In
my experience, most wizards are fairly cowardly, when push comes to shove.”

| felt ahot reply coming, but again | set my anger aside—temporarily.

Crane was trying to push my buttons. He could only get away withitif | allowed
him to do so. | met his dark eyes and let one corner of my mouith tilt up into asmile.

“In my experience,” | replied, gaze unwavering, “people who have underestimated



me regretted it.”

| didn’t fed like being drawn into a soulgaze with Crane, but | had littleto lose. If
nothing else, it might provide me with some valuable insight to his character.

Crane' s nerve broke first. He turned to walk away from me, pretending that he'd
just received acall on his cell phone—he aready had a new one. He stood in the
shadows on the other side of the room.

| spat more metal taste out of my mouth and wished | had a glass of water. Glau
sat in achair nearby, watching me. The little man had agun resting in hislap, in hand
and ready to go. A briefcase sat on the floor beside his chair.

“You,” | said.
Glau looked at me without any readable expression.
“You killed my dog,” | said. “Get your affairsin order.”

Something ugly flickered through his eyes. “Anidle threat. You will not live to see
the dawn.”

“You'd best hopel do,” | said. “Becauseif | go down, | know where my death
curseisgoing.”

Glau s lips peeled back from his teeth, and | swear to God that they were
pointed—not like avampire' s fangs or a ghoul’ s canines, but in solid, serrated
triangles, like a shark. He rose, the gun twitching in his hand.

“Glau!” snapped Crane.
Glau froze for a second, and then relaxed and let the gun fall to his side.

Crane shoved the cell phoneinto his pocket and stalked over to me. “Keep your
tongue in your mouth, wizard.”

“Or what?' | asked. “You'll kill me? From where I'm standing, that isn't a
worst-case scenario.”

“True,” Crane murmured. He withdrew a small handgun from his pocket and
without so much as blinking shot Rawlins in the foot.

The big cop jerked against the cuffs that held him. His face contorted in surprised
pain and he fell. The cuffs, fastened to the beam at shoulder level, cut cruelly into his
wrists. Rawlins got his legs underneath him and let out a string of sulfurous curse
words.

Crane regarded Rawlins for a moment, smiled, and then pointed the gun at the
cop’s head.

“No!” | shouted.

“It’ sentirely up to you, wizard, whether or not his children lose their father.
Behave.” He smiled again. “We'll all be happier.”

Again the rage threatened to drown any rational thought in my head. Threatening
me is one thing. Threatening someone else to get to meisanother. I'm sick of seeing



decent people suffer. I'm sick of seeing them die.

Patience, Harry. Calm. Rational. | was going to have to discourage Crane from
thistactic with extreme pregjudice as a deterrent to future weasels. But not yet. Keep
him talking.

“Do you understand me?’ Crane said.

| jerked my chinin abrief nod.

He smirked. “1 want to hear you say it.”

| clenched my jaw and said, “I understand.”

“I’m so glad we had thistalk,” he said. There was alow buzzing sound, the
amost-silent alert of his cell phone, | suppose, and he walked away again, taking it
out of his pocket and lifting it to his ear.

“How long have we been here?’ | asked Rawlins.
“Hour,” he mumbled. “Hour and ahalf.”
| nodded. “Y ou okay?’

He let out a pained grunt. “ Tore open the stitches on my arm,” he panted. “Foot,
| don’'t know. Can't feel it. Doesn’t look like it’s bleeding much.”

“Hanginthere” | said. “We'll get out of this.”

Glau’' s rubbery lips stretched out into asilent little smile, though he looked at
neither of us.

“Bull,” Rawlins said. “If you can get out, you should go. Once he gets what he
wants, he' s going to kill me anyway. Don’t stay on my account.”

“You' re siphoning my noble hero vibe,” | told him. “Cease and desist or I'l|
sue”

Rawlinstried to smile, and leaned against the wall, weight off hisinjured foot. The
lower portion of hisleft sleeve had soaked through with blood.

Crane returned a moment later, smiling like butter wouldn’t melt in his mouth.
“Start building more tax shelters, Glau. Thisis going rather well.”

“Yeah?' | asked. “ So who's going to pony up for one Harry Dresden, slightly
used?’

Crane showed me all histeeth. “I’m holding an auction as we speak. A rather
energetic one.”

“Yeah?' | asked. “Who's leading?’

His smiled widened. “Why, Paolo Ortega’ s widow. Duchess Arianna of the Red
Court.”

| suddenly felt cold, al over.

| was captured by the Red Court once. Held in the dark by a crowd of hissing,
monstrous shapes.



They did things.
There was nothing | could do about it.

| still had the nightmares to remind me. Not every night, maybe, but often enough.
Often enough.

Crane closed his eyes and inhaled with a satisfied expression. “ She'll be quite
creative when it comes to dealing with her husband’ s bane. | don’t blame you for
feeling terrified. Who wouldn’'t?’

“Hey,” | told him, grasping at straws. “ Call the White Council. If nothing else,
maybe they’ll run the bidding up for you.”

Crane laughed. “| already have,” he said.

Hope twitched somewhere inside me. If the Council knew | was in trouble, then
maybe they would be able to do something. They might be on the way even now. |
needed to stall Crane, keep him occupied. “Y eah? What did they say?’

His smile widened. “That the White Council’ s unyielding policy is one of
nonnegotiation with terrorists.”

Hope' s corpse went through some postmortem twitching.

His phone buzzed again. He stepped away and spoke quietly, his back to us.
After amoment he snapped his fingers and said, “Glau, get on the computer. The
auction is closing in five minutes and there’ s always alast-second rush. We'll need
to verify an account.” He turned back to the phone. “No, unacceptable. A numbered
account only. | don’t trust those people at PayPal.”

“Hey!” | protested. “Are you selling me on eBay?’

Crane winked at me. “Ironic, en? Though | confess a bit of surprise. How do you
know what it is?’

“I read,” | told him.

“Ahhh,” he said. “Glau. Computer.”

Glau nodded but said, “ They should not be unwatched.”

“1 can seethem,” Cranereplied, irritation in hisvoice. “Move.”

By his expression, Glau clearly did not agree with Crane, but he went.

| licked my lips, struggling to think through my headache and anxiety and a solid
lump of despair. There had to be away out of this. There was always away out. |
had found ways out of desperate straits before.

Of course, I'd had my magic available then. Damn those manacles. Aslong as
they kept my power constrained, | would never be able to free myself or Rawlins.

So, moron, | thought to myself. Get rid of the manacles. Get around them. Do
something. Ifs your only chance.

“How?’ | muttered out loud. “I don’t know a damned thing about them.”



Rawlins blinked at me. | grimaced, shook my head at him, and closed my eyes. |
shut away the distractions and turned my focus inward. It was easy to imagine an
empty place; flat, dark floor illuminated from above by asingle light shining without
apparent source. | imagined myself standing beneath it.

“Lasciel,” my image-self said quietly. “I seek counsel.”

She appeared at once, stepping into the circle of light. She wore her most familiar
form, the functiona white tunic, thetall, lovely figure, but her golden hair now
appeared as awaist-length sheet of deep auburn. She bowed deeply and murmured,
“l am here, my host.”

“Y ou changed your hair,” | said.

Her mouth flirted with a smile. “ There are too many blondesin your life, my host.
| feared | would be lost in the press.”

| sighed. “The manacles,” | said. “Do you know of them?”

She bowed again. “Indeed, my host. They are of an ancient make, wrought by the
troll-smiths of the Unseelie Court, and employed against those of your talents for a
thousand years and more.”

| blinked at her. “Faeries made those?’

| was dimly aware that, in my surprise, | had spoken the words aloud. | clenched
my physical jaws shut and focused on the image-me, briefly wondering just how
badly cracked my engine block was going to get by trying to keep track of my own
personal internal reality in addition to the actual, threatening reality where Rawlins
and | were in deep trouble. Hell, for that matter, | supposed it was entirely possible
that | aready had snapped. It wasn't as though anyone but me had ever seen
Lasciel. Perhaps, in addition to existing only in my head, shewas al in my
Imagination, kind of awaking dream.

For aminute, | thought about abandoning the wizarding biz and taking up a career
that would let me crawl under rocks and hide, professionally.

“You needn’t attempt to keep your inner self separate from your physical self,”
Lasciel said in areasonable tone. “I should be happy to advise you from the outside,
SO to speak.”

“Oh, no,” | said, keeping all the conversation on theinside. “I’ ve got problems
enough without adding a sentient hallucination to the mix.”

“Asyou wish,” Lasciel replied. “You are, | take it, seeking away to overcome the
bindings of the thorn manacles?’

“Obvioudly. Can it be done?’

“All things are possible,” Lasciel assured me. “Though some of them are
extremely unlikey.”

“How?’ | demanded of her. “Thisis not the time to get coy withme. I | die,
you' re coming along for the ride.”



“1 am aware,” she replied, arching an eyebrow. “They are a crafting of faerie
make, my host. Seek that which is bane to they who madeit.”

“Iron,” | said at once, nodding. “And sunlight. Trolls can’'t stand either.” |
opened my actual eyes and glanced around the interior of the garage. “ Sunlight’ s out
of town for afew hours yet, but we' ve got lots and lots of iron. Rawlins has afree
hand. If | get atool to him, maybe he could shatter alink of the manacles' chain.
Then | could break his cuffs or something.”

“Point of logic,” the fallen angel pointed out. “Given that you are not free to
retrieve atool, getting one to Rawlins seems problematic.”

“Y eah, but—"

“In addition,” she continued, “you are exhausted, and it is reasonable to assume
that Crane will finish his negotiations shortly and turn you over to one of your foes.
Y ou have insufficient time to recover your strength.”

13 I guess ”

She continued in the firm tone of a schoolteacher addressing a stubborn child.
“Y ou havein the past expressed much frustration and doubt that your control of
physical forces was precise enough to break handcuffs without breaking the person
held in them.”

| sighed. “ True, but—"
“The only egress from this place is chained shut and you do not have the key.”
“Itisn't—"

“And finally,” shefinished, “lest you forget, you are being guarded by at least one
supernatural being who will hardly stand gawking while you attempt escape.”

| glowered. “ Anyone ever told you that you have avery negative attitude?’
She arched a brow, the expression an invitation to continue the line of thought.

| chewed on my lip and forged another couple of links in the chain of thought.
“Which isn't helpful. But your assis as deep in alligators as mine, and you want to
help. So...” My stomach sank alittle. “Y ou can offer me another option.”

She smiled, pleased. “Very good.”
“l don’t want it,” | said.
“Why ever not?’

“Because afreaking fallen angel is offering it, that’s why ever not. Y ou’ re poison,
lady. Don’'t think | don’t know it.”

She lifted along-fingered hand to me, palm out. “I ask only that you hear me out.
If what | offer isnot to your liking, | will of course support your efforts to form an
dternate plan.”

| upgraded the glower to a glare. She regarded me in perfect calm.
Dammit. The best way to keep yourself from doing something grossly



self-destructive and stupid is to avoid the temptation to do it. For example, it isfar
easier to fend off inappropriate amorous desires if one runs screaming from the
room every time a pretty girl comesin. Which sounds silly, | know, but the same
principle applies to everything else.

If I let her talk to me, Lasciel would propose something calm and sane and
reasonable and effective. It would require asmall price of me, if nothing else by
making me atiny bit more dependent upon her advice and assistance. Whatever
happened, she' d gain another smidgen of influence over me.

Baby steps on the highway to hell. Lasciel was an immortal. She could afford
patience, whereas | could not afford temptation.

It came down to this: If | didn’t hear her out and didn’t get out of this mess,
Rawlins's blood would be on my hands. And whoever was behind the slaughter
around the convention might well keep right on escalating. More people could die.

Oh. And I’d wind up enjoying some kind of Torquemada-esque vacation with
whichever fiend had the most money and the least lag.

When a concept like that is an afterthought, you know things are bad.
Lasciel watched me with patient blue eyes.
“All right,” | told her. “Let’ s hear it.”

Chapter Twenty-seven

«N»

We plotted, the fallen angel and me. It went fast. It turns out that holding an
all-mental conversation gets things done at the literal speed of thought, without all
those clunky phonemes to get in the way.

Barely a minute had passed when | opened my eyes and said very quietly to
Rawlins, “You'reright. They’Il kill you. We have to get out of here.”

The cop gave me a pained grimace and nodded. “How?”

| struggled and sat up. | rolled my shoulders alittle, trying to get some blood
flowing through my arms, which had been manacled together underneath me. | tested
the chain. It had been dlipped through an inverted U-bolt in the concrete floor. The
links rattled metallically as they did back and forth.

| checked Crane at the noise. The man kept speaking intently into his cell phone,
and took no apparent notice of the movement.

“1’m going to slip one of these manacles off my wrist,” | told him. | nodded at a
discarded old rolling tool cabinet. “ There should be something in there | can use. I'll
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cut us both out.”

Rawlins shook his head. “ Those two going to stand there watching while we do
al that?’

“I'll doiit fast,” | said.

“Then what?’

“1 kill the lights and we get out.”
“Door is chained shut,” Rawlins said.
“Let me worry about that.”

Rawlins squinted. He looked very tired. “Why not,” he said, nodding. “Why
not.”

| nodded and closed my eyes, slowed my breathing, and began to concentrate.
“Hey,” Rawlins said. “How you going to slip your cuffs?’

“Ever heard about yogis, out east?’

“Yogi Berra,” hesaid at once. “And Yogi Bear.”

“Not those yogis. Asin snake charmers.”

“Oh. Right.”

“They spend alifetime learning to control their body. They can do some fairly
amazing stuff.”

Rawlins nodded. “Like fold themselves up into agym bag and sit inside it at the
bottom of a pool for half an hour.”

“Right,” | said. | followed Lasciel’ sinstructions, sinking into deeper and deeper
focus. “Some of them can collapse the bonesin their hands. Use their muscles and
tendons to alter tensions. Change the shape.” | focused on my left hand, and for a
moment was a bit grateful that it was already so badly maimed and mostly numb.
What | was about to do, even with Lasciel’ s instruction, was going to hurt like hell.
“Keep an eye out and be ready.”

He nodded, holding still and not turning his head toward either Crane or Glau.

| dismissed him, the warehouse, my headache, and everything else that wasn’'t my
hand from my perceptions. | had the general idea of what was supposed to happen,
but | didn’t have any practical, second-to-second knowledge of it. It was aterribly
odd sensation, as though | were a skilled pianist whose fingers had suddenly
forgotten their familiarity with the keys.

Not too quickly, murmured Lasciel’ svoice in my head. Your muscles and joints
have not been conditioned to this. There was an odd sensation in my thoughts,
somehow similar to abruptly remembering how to tie a knot that had once been
thoughtlesdy familiar. Likethis, Lasciél’ s presence whispered, and that same
familiarity suddenly thrummed down my arm.

| flexed my thumb, made a rippling motion of my fingers, and tightened every



muscle in my hand in a sudden clench. | dislocated my thumb with asickly little
crackle of damaged flesh.

For a second, | thought the pain would drop me unconscious.
No, Lasciel’svoice said. You must control this. You must escape.

| know, | snarled back at her in my mind. Apparently nerve damage from burns
doesn’t stop you from feeling it when someone pulls your fingers out of their
sockets.

Someone? Lasciel said. You did it to yourself, my host.
Would you back off and give me room to work?

That’sridiculous, Lasciel replied. But the sense of her presence abruptly
retreated.

| took deep, quiet breaths, and twisted my left hand. My flesh screamed protest,
but | only embraced the pain and continued to move, slow and steady. | got the
fingers of my right hand to lightly grasp the manacle on my left wrist, and began to
draw my hand steadily against the cold, binding circle of metal. My hand folded in a
way that was utterly alien in sensation, and the screaming pain of it stole my breath.

But it dipped an inch beneath the metal cuff.

| twisted my hand again, in exactly the same motion, never letting up the pressure,
working to encompass the pain as something to aid me, rather than distract.

| slipped an inch closer to freeing my hand. The pain became more and more
Intense despite my efforts to divert it, like an afternoon sun that burns brightly into
your eyes even though they’ re closed. Only a moment more. | only needed to remain
silent and focused for afew more seconds.

| bore the pain. | kept up the pressure, and abruptly | felt the cold metal of the
cuff flick over the outside of my thumb, one of the few spots on my fingers where
much tactile sensation remained. My hand came free, and | clutched tightly to the
empty cuff with my right hand, to keep it from rattling.

| opened my eyes and glanced around the garage. Crane paced back and forth in
conversation on his phone. | waited until his back was mostly turned to move. Then
| rose and dlipped the chain through the U-bolt on the floor, until the circle of the
cuff pressed against the bolt. | was still tethered by a chain perhaps afoot long, but |
moved as silently as | could and reached out with my throbbing left hand for the
wheeled tool cabinet.

| had trouble getting my fingers to cooperate, but | slipped the cabinet open. The
toolsinside it had been there for along time—severa years, at least. They were
spotted with rust. | could only see about half the cabinet from where | crouched, and
there wasn’t anything there that could help me. | hated to do it, but | felt around the
unseen portion of the cabinet with my clumsy fingers. | wasterrified that | wouldn't
be ableto feel atool even if my fingers found it, and even more frightened by the
knowledge that | might knock something over and draw attention.



My hand shook, but | felt through the cabinet as quickly and lightly as | could,
starting at the top and moving down.

On the floor of the cabinet, | felt an object, the handle of some kind of tool. |
drew it out as quietly as | could, and found myself holding a hacksaw. My heart
leapt with excitement.

| returned to more or less my original position, with my captors seemingly none
the wiser, and took a grip on the saw. My distorted thumb hurt abominably, so |
took the hacksaw in my right hand, took a deep breath, and then began dlicing at the
chain link immediately below the empty manacle.

| could only cut in strokes eight or nine inches long because of the chain till
attached to my right wrist, and it made alow, buzzing racket that could not be
mistaken for anything but a saw. | was sure | would not have time to cut myself
free—but the heavy-duty steel of the hacksaw’ s blade ripped into the silvery metal
chain asif it were made of pine. Three, four, five strokes of the hacksaw and the link
parted. | jerked hard with my right hand and the chain dlid through the U-bolt, the
broken link snapping as the cuffs struck the bolt.

| rose, free.

Crane let out a sudden, startled sound, dropped his cell phone, and went for his
gun. There was no time to free Rawlins, so | tossed him the hacksaw and then threw
myself to one side as Crane let off a shot. Sparks leapt up from the rolling cabinet’s
surface, and a rush of adrenaline made the pains of my body vanish. | kept my head
down aslow as| could and scurried to one side, attempting to put the bulk of an
old, rusted pickup truck between Crane and me. | reached for my magic, but the
cuff still attached to my arm reacted with that same burst of agony, splintering my
concentration.

| caught a glimpse of movement. Crane circled to one side, looking for aclear line
of fire. | maneuvered like a squirrel, keeping the truck between us and crouching low
to deny him a clean shot. | went for the passenger door, hoping to find something,
anything | could use to defend myself in the truck.

L ocked.

“Glaul” Crane shouted. His second shot shattered the truck’ s passenger window,
the bullet passing within afew inches of my head.

| reached up, unlocked the truck’ s door, and swung it open. The cab was
cluttered with empty cigarette packs, discarded fast-food wrappers, crushed beer
cans, a heavy-duty claw hammer, and three or four glass beer bottles.

Perfect.

| clutched the hammer’ s wrapped steel handle in my teeth, scooped up the
bottles, and threw one at the far side of the garage. It shattered loudly. | rose at
once, another bottle ready, and hurled it with as much force as | could.

The first bottle had caused Crane to snap his head to one side, looking for the
source of the sound. He looked away from me for only a second, but it was



distraction enough to allow meto throw.

The bottle tumbled end over end and smashed into the work lamp with a crash of
breaking glass. Sparks showered up in a brief cloud of electric outrage, and then
heavy darkness slammed down upon us.

Now, | thought to Lascid.

Darkness vanished, replaced with lines and planes of silver light that outlined the
garage, the truck, the tool cabinets and workbenches, as well as the doors and
windows and the bolt on the wall where Rawlins was chained.

| was not actually seeing the garage, of course, for there was no physical light for
my eyes to see. Instead, | was looking at an illusion.

The portion of Lasciel in my head was capable of creating illusory sensations of
amost any kind, though if | suspected any tampering | could defend myself against it
easily enough. Thisillusion, however, was not meant to deceive. She'd placed it
there to help me, gleaning the precise dimensions and arrangements of the garage
from my own senses and projecting them to my eyesto enable me to movein the
dark.

It wasn't a perfect illusion, of course. It was merely amodel. It didn’t keep track
of animate objects, and if anything moved around | wouldn't know it until I'd
knocked myself unconscious on it—but | wouldn’t need it for long. | ran for
Rawlins.

“Glau!” Crane screamed, no more than ten or twelve feet away. “ Cover the
door!”

| flung the third bottle to the floor at my feet. It was an exceedingly odd sensation,
for the bottle was outlined in silver light until it left my hand. It vanished into the
darkness, and shattered on the floor near me.

There was a moment of frozen silence, broken only by the rasp of a hacksaw
against Rawlins's cuffs. Crane took a couple of steps toward me, then hesitated, and
though I could not see him, | could sense the hesitation. Then he moved again, awvay
from me, probably assuming | was attempting another distraction. My lips stretched
into awolfish smile, and | padded to Rawlins, my steps sure and steady even in the
total darkness.

| reached the bolt on the steel beam, and found Rawlins standing beneath it,
breathing hard, sawing as fast as he could. He jumped when | touched his shoulder,
but | took the hammer in hand and whispered, “I1t's Harry. Get your head down.”

He did. | looked up at the silvery illusion of the bolt, steadied my breathing, and
drew the hammer back very slowly, focusing upon that movement and nothing el se.
Then | hissed out a breath and struck at the bolt with every ounce of force | could
physically muster.

I’m not aweightlifter, but no one’'s ever accused me of being asissy, either. More
importantly, years and years of my metaphysical studies and practice had given me
considerable skill at focus and concentration. The hammer struck the bolt that held



the other ring of Rawlins's cuffs. Sparks flew. The bolt, as rusted and ruined as the
rest of the building, snapped.

Rawlins dragged me to the ground a heartbeat before Crane’ s pistol thundered
again from the far side of the garage. A bullet caromed off the metal beam with an
ugly, high-pitched whine.

“Comeon,” | hissed. | seized Rawlins s shirt. He grunted and stumbled blindly
after me, trying to be quiet, but given hisinjuries there was only so much he could
do. Speed would have to serve where stealth was not available. | hauled him directly
across the garage floor, skipping around a mechanic’s pit and several stacks of old
tires.

“Where are we going?’ Rawlins gasped. “Where is the door?’

“We aren’t taking the door,” | whispered—which wastrue. | wasn’t sure that
we' d have away out of the garage, but we certainly wouldn't leave via the door.

The Full Moon Garage had been abandoned since the disappearance of its
previous owners, a gang of lycanthropes with a notable lack of common sense when
It came to choosing enemies. It wasn't as big a coincidence as it seemed, that Crane
was using the same building. It was old, abandoned, had no windows, was close to
the convention center, and easy to get in and out of. More to the point, it had been a
place where fairly horrible things happened, and the ugly energy of them still lingered
intheair. | wasn't sure what Crane and Glau were, exactly, but a place like this
would feel comfortable and familiar to many denizens of the dark side.

I’d been held captive in the building before and my means of egress was still
there—a hole beneath the edge of the cheap corrugated metal wall, dug down into
the earth and out into the gravel parking lot by a pack of wolves. | got to the wall and
knelt down to check Lasciel’s mental model against the redlity it represented. The
hole was still there. If anything, the years had worn it even deeper and wider.

| shoved Rawlins' s hands down to let him feel it. “Go,” | whispered. “Under the
wall and out.”

He grunted assent and started hauling himself through it. Rawlins was built alot
heavier than me, but he fit through the time-widened hole. | crouched down to follow
him, but heard running footsteps just behind me.

| ducked to one side, my eyes now adjusting enough to let me see faint, ambient
city light trickling through the hole. | saw a vague shape in the darkness, and then
saw Glau's hands seize Rawlins' s wounded foot. Rawlins screamed.

| lunged forward and smashed the claw hammer down onto Glau’ s forearm. It hit
with brutal force and a sound of breaking bone.

Glau let out awild, falsetto, ululating scream, like that of some kind of primitive
warrior. The hammer jerked out of my hands. | heard a whirr in the air, and ducked
in time to avoid Glau returning the favor. | twisted, swinging the chain still attached
to the remaining manacle along at what | estimated to be Glau' s eye level. The chain
hit. He let out another shrieking cry, falling backward.



| dove for the hole and wriggled through it like a greased weasel. Crane’ s gun
went off again, punching a hole in the wall ten feet away. Running footsteps
retreated, and metal clinked. | heard myself whimpering, and had a flashback to any
number of nightmares where | could not move swiftly enough to escape the danger.
Any second | expected to take a bullet, or for Glau to lay into me with the hammer
or his sharklike teeth.

Rawlins grabbed my wrist and pulled me through. | got to my feet, looking
around the little gravel lot wildly for the nearest cover—several stacks of old tires. |
didn’t have to point at it for Rawlins to get the idea. Weran for it. Rawlins's
wounded leg almost gave out, and | slowed to help him, looking back for our
pursuers.

Glau wriggled out of the hole just as we had, rose to a crouch, and threw the claw
hammer. It tumbled end over end, flying as swiftly as amgjor-league fastball, and hit
mein the ass.

A shock went through me on impact, and my balance wavered as half of my
lower body went numb. | tried to clutch at Rawlins for balance, but the hand I'd
distorted wasn’t strong enough to hold, and the force of the blow threw me down to
the gravel. The impact tore open all the defenses I’ d rallied against my body’s
various pains, and for a second | could barely move, much less flee.

Glau drew along, curved blade from his belt, something vaguely Arabic in origin.
He bounded after us. It was hopeless, but Rawlins and | tried to run anyway.

There were a couple of light footsteps, a blurring figure running far too swiftly to
be human, and Crane kicked my functional leg out from underneath me. | dropped.
He delivered a vicious blow to Rawlins s belly. The cop went down, too.

Crane, hisface pale and furious, snarled, “I warned you to behave, wizard.” He
lifted the gun and pointed it at Rawlins' s head. “Y ou’'ve just killed this man.”

Chapter Twenty-eight

«N»

A dark figure stepped out of the deep shadows behind the stacks of tires, pointed
a sawed-off shotgun at Glau, and said, “Howdy.”

Glau whirled to face the newcomer, hand already lifting the knife. The interloper
pulled the trigger. Thunder filled the air. The blast threw Glau to the gravel like an
enormous, flopping fish.

Thomas stepped out into the wan light of a distant streetlamp, dressed all in loose
black clothing, including my leather duster, which fell all the way to hisankles. His
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hair was ragged and wind-tossed, and his grey eyes were cold as he worked the
action on the shotgun, g ecting the spent shell and levering a fresh oneinto the
chamber. The barrel of the shotgun snapped to Crane.

Son of abitch.
Now | knew who’ d been following me around town.
“You,” Crane said in a hollow-sounding voice, staring at Thomas.

“Me,” Thomas agreed, insouciant cheer thick in hisvoice. “Lose the gun,
Madrigal.”

Crane'slip lifted into a sneer, but he did lower the pistol and drop it to the
ground.

“Kick it over here,” Thomas said.

Crane did it, ignoring me completely. “I thought you’' d be dead by ; now, coz.
God knows you made enemies enough within the House, much less the rest of the
Court.”

“1 get by,” Thomas drawled. Then he used a toe to flick the gun over to me.
Crane' s eyes widened in surprise, then narrowed.

| picked up the revolver and checked the cylinder. My distorted left hand
functioned, weakly, but it hurt like hell, and would until | could get enough quiet and
focusto get everything back into its proper place. My headache intensified to afine,
distracting agony as | bent over, but | ignored that, too. Though | walk through the
valley of the shadow of trauma, | will fear no concussion.

Crane srevolver held freshly loaded rounds, al six of them. | put them back and
checked on Rawlins. Between the pain of his recent injuries and the strain of our
flight and recapture, the big cop did not look well.

“lsn’t bad,” he said quietly. “Just hurts. Tired.”
“Sittight,” | told him. “We'll get you out of here.”
He nodded and lay there, watching developments, his eyes only half aware.

| made sure he wasn’t bleeding too badly, then rose, pointed the gun at Crane,
and took position between him and Rawlins.

“How’s it going, Dresden?’ Thomas asked.
“Took you long enough,” | said.

Thomas grinned, but it didn’t touch his eyes. His gaze never left Crane. “Have
you ever met my cousin, Madrigal Raith?’

“l knew he didn’t look like aDarby,” | said.

Thomas nodded. “Wasn't that a movie with Janet Munro?”’
“And Sean Connery.”

“Thought so,” Thomas said.



Madrigal Raith watched the exchange through narrowed eyes. Maybe it was a
trick of the light, but he looked paler now, his features almost eerily fine. Or maybe
now that Thomas had identified him as a White Court vampire, | could correctly
interpret the warnings my instincts had shrieked at me during our first talk. There was
little but contempt in Madrigal’s eyes as he stared at my brother. “Y ou have no idea
what you' re getting yourself involved in, coz. I’'ll not surrender this prize to you.”

“Oh, but you will,” Thomas said in his best Snidely Whiplash villain voice.

Crane' s eyes flickered with something hot and furious. “Don’t push me, little coz.
I’ll make you regret it.”

Thomas' s laugh rang out, full of scorn and confidence. “Y ou couldn’t make
water run downhill. Walk away while you ill can.”

“Don’t be stupid,” Madrigal replied. “Do you know what kind of money he's
worth?’

“Isit the kind that spendsin hell?” Thomas asked. “Because if you keep this up,
you'll need it.”

Madrigal sneered. “You'd kill family in cold blood, Thomas? Y ou?’

There are statues that don’t have a poker face as good as Thomas's. “Maybe you
haven't put it together yet, Madrigal. I’ m banished, remember? Y ou aren’t family.”

Madrigal regarded Thomas for along minute before he said, “Y ou’ re bluffing.”

Thomas looked at me, aquality of inquiry to his expression, and said, “He thinks
I’m bluffing.”

“Make sure he can talk,” | said.
“Cool,” Thomas said, and shot Madrigal in the feet.

The light and thunder of the shotgun’ s blast rolled away, leaving Madrigal on the
ground, hissing out athready shriek of agony. He curled up to clutch at the gory
ruins of his ankles and feet. Blood a few shades too pale to be human spattered the
gravel.

“Touche,” grunted Rawlins, a certain satisfaction in his tone.

It took Madrigal awhileto control himself and find his voice. “You're dead,” he
whispered, pain making the words quiver and shake. “Y ou gutless little swine.
You're dead. Uncle will kill you for this.”

My half brother smiled and worked the action of the shotgun again. “I doubt my
father cares,” hereplied. “He wouldn’t mind losing a nephew. Particularly not one
who has been consorting with scum like House Malvora.”

“Aha,” | said quietly, putting two and two together. “Now | get it. HE s like
them.”

“Likewhat?" Thomas asked.
“A phobophage,” | said quietly. “He feeds on fear the way you feed on lust.”



Thomas's expression turned a bit nauseated. “Yes. A lot of the Malvora do.”

Madrigal’s pale, strained face twisted into avicious smile. “You should try it
some night, coz.”

“It'ssick, Mad,” Thomas said. There was an almost ghostly sense of sadness or
pity in histone, so subtle that | would not have seen it before living with him. Hell, |
doubt he realized it was there himself. “It'ssick. And it’s made you sick.”

“You feed on mortal desiresfor the little death,” Madrigal said, his eyes half
closing. “1 feed on their desire for the real thing. We both feed. In the end, we both
kill. There' s no difference.”

“The difference is that once you' ve started, you can’t let them go running off to
report you to the authorities,” Thomas said. *Y ou keep them until they’re dead.”

Madrigal let out alaugh, unsettling for how genuine it sounded given his situation.
| got the sneaking suspicion that the vampire was a couple of Peeps short of an
Easter basket.

“Thomas, Thomas,” Madrigal murmured. “ Always the self-righteous little
bleeding heart. So concerned for the bucks and does—as though you never tasted
them yourself. Never killed them yoursdlf.”

Thomas' s expression went opagque again, but his eyes were flat with sudden
anger.

Madrigal’s smile widened at the response. His teeth shone white in the evening’s
gloom. “I’ve been feeding well. Whereas you... well. Without your little dark-eyed
whore to take—"

Without warning, without aflicker of expression on Thomas' s face, the shotgun
roared again, and the blast took Madrigal across the knees. More too-pale blood
gpattered the gravel.

Holy crap.

Madrigal went prone again, body arching in agony, the pain choking his scream
down to an anemic little echo of areal shriek.
Thomas planted his boot on Madrigal’s neck, his expression cold and calm but

for the glittering rage in his eyes. He pumped the next shell in, and held the shotgun
in one hand, shoving the barrel against Madrigal’ s cheekbone.

Madrigal froze, quivering in agony, eyes wide and desperate.
“Never,” Thomas murmured, very quietly. “Ever. Speak of Justine.”

Madrigal said nothing, but my instincts screamed again. Something in the way he
held himself, something in his eyes, told me that he was acting. He' d maneuvered the
conversation to Justine deliberately. He was playing on Thomas's feelings for
Justine, distracting us.

| spun to see Glau on his feet just as though he hadn’t been given alethal dose of
buckshot in the chest from ten feet away. He shot across the parking lot at afull



sprint, running for the van parked about fifty feet away. He ran in utter silence,
without the crunch of gravel or the creak of shoes, and for a second | thought | saw
maybe an inch and a half of space between where he planted his running feet and the
ground.

“Thomas,” | said. “Glau’s running.”
“Relax,” Thomas said, and his eyes never left Madrigal.

| heard the scrabble of claws on gravel and then Mouse shot out of the shadows
that had hidden Thomas. He flashed by me in what was for him arelaxed lope, but
as Glau approached the van, Mouse accelerated to afull sprint. In the last couple of
steps before Glau reached the van, | thought | saw something forming around the
great dog' s forequarters, tiny flickers of pale colors, amost like Saint EImo’sfire.
Then Mouse threw himself into aleap. | saw Glau’'s expression reflected in thevan's
windshield, his too-wide eyes goggling in total surprise. Then Mouse slammed his
chest and shoulder into Glau' s back like aliving battering ram.

The force of the impact took Glau’ s balance completely, and sent the man into a
vicious impact with the van’s dented front bumper. Glau hit hard, hard enough that |
heard bones breaking from fifty feet away, and his head whiplashed down onto the
hood and rebounded with neck-breaking force. Glau bounced off the van’s front
bumper and hood, and landed in alimp, boneless pile on the ground.

Mouse landed, skidded on the gravel, and spun to face Glau. He watched the
downed man for afew seconds, legs stiff. His back legs dug twice at the gravel,
throwing up dust and rocks in challenge.

Glau never stirred.

Mouse sniffed and then let out a sneeze that might almost have been actual
words: So there.

Then the dog turned and trotted right over to me, favoring one leg dightly,
grinning a proud canine grin. He shoved his broad head under my hand in his
customary demand for an ear scratching. | did it, while something released in my
chest with a painful little snapping sensation. My dog was all right. Maybe my eyes
misted up alittle. | dropped to one knee and slid an arm around the mutt’ s neck.
“Good dog,” | told him.

Mouse' stail wagged proudly at the praise, and he leaned against me.

| made sure my eyes were clear, then looked up to find Madrigal staring at the
dog in shock and fear. “That isn't adog,” the vampire whispered.

“But he'll do anything for a Scooby Snack,” | said. “ Spill it, Madrigal. What are
you doing in town? How are you involved with the attacks?’

He licked hislips and shook his head. “I don’t have to talk to you,” he said.
“And you don’t have time to make me. The gunshots. Even in this neighborhood,
the police will be here soon.”

“True,” | said. “So here' s how it’s going to work. Thomas, when you hear a



siren, pull the trigger.”
Madrigal made a choking sound.

| smiled. “I want answers. That’s all. Give them to me, and we go away.
Otherwise...” | shrugged, and made a vague gesture at Thomas.

Mouse stared at him and a steady growl bubbled from his throat.

Madrigal shot alook over at the fallen Glau, who, by God, was moving his arms
and legsin an aimless, stunned fashion. Mouse' s growl grew louder, and Madrigal
tried to squirm alittle farther from my dog. “Even if | did talk, what’ s to keep you
from killing me once I’ ve told you?’

“Madrigal,” Thomas said quietly. “You're aviciousllittle bitch, but you’ re still
family. I d rather not kill you. We left your jann aive. Play ball and both of you
wak.”

“Y ou would side with this mortal buck against your own kind, Thomas?’
“My own kind booted me out,” Thomas replied. “1 take work where | can get it.”

“Pariah vampire and pariah wizard,” Madrigal murmured. “| suppose | can seethe
advantages, regardless of how the war turns out.” He watched Thomas steadily for a
moment and then looked at me. | want your oath onit.”

“You haveit,” | said. “Answer me honestly and | let you leave Chicago
unharmed.”

He swallowed, and his eyes flicked to the shotgun still pressed to his cheek. “My
oath aswell,” he said. “I'll speak true.”

And that settled that. Pretty much everything on the supernatural side of the street
abided by arigid code of traditional conduct that respected things like one’s duties
as a host, one’ sresponsibility as a guest, and the integrity of a sworn oath. | could
trust Madrigal’ s oath, once he’ d openly made it.

Probably.

Thomas looked at me. | nodded. He eased his boot off of Madrigal’s neck and
took a step back, holding the shotgun at his side, though his stance became no less
wary.

Madrigal sat up, wincing at hislegs. There was alow, crackling kind of noise
coming from them. The bleeding had already stopped. | could see portions of his
calf, where the pants had been ripped away. The skin there actually bubbled and
moved, and as | watched a round lump the size of a peaformed in the skin and
burst, expelling around buckshot that fell to the parking lot.

“Let'sstart smple,” | said. “Where' s the key to the manacles?’
“Van,” hereplied, histone cam.

“My stuff?’

“Van.”



“Keys.” | held out my hand.

Madrigal drew arental-car key ring from his pocket and tossed it to me,
underhand.

“Thomas,” | said, holding them up.
“You sure?’ he asked.
“Mouse can watch him. | want this fucking thing off my arm.”

Thomas took the keys and paced over to the van. He paused to idly check his
hair in the reflection in the windshield before opening the van. Vanity, thy nameis
vampire.

“Now for thereal question,” | told Madrigal. “How are you involved with the
attacks?’

“I’m not involved,” he said quietly. “Not in the planning and not in the execution.
I’ ve been scheduled here for more than ayear.”

“Doesn’'t scream alibi tome,” | sad.

“I'm not,” heinsisted. “Of course, | thought them entertaining. And yes, the...”
His eyelids half lowered and his voice went suddenly husky. “The... storm of it. The
horror. Empty night, so sweet, all those soulsin fear...”

“Get off the creepy psychic vampiretrain,” | said. “Answer the question.”

He gave me an ugly smile and gestured at his healing legs. “You see. I’ ve fed, and
fed well. Tonight, particularly. But you have my word, wizard, that whatever these
creatures are, they are none of my doing. | was merely a spectator.”

“If that’ strue,” | said, “then why the hell did you grab me and bring me here?’

“For gain,” he said. “And for enjoyment. | don’t let any buck talk to me as you
did. Since I'd planned on replying to your arrogance anyway, | thought | might as
well turn aprofit on it at the sametime.”

“God bless America,” | said. Thomas returned with my magical gear— staff,
backpack, a paper sack with my various foci init, and an old-fashioned key with big
teeth. | popped it in the slot on the manacles, fumbling with the stiff, uncooperative
fingers of my left hand, and got the thing off my arm. My skin tingled for a moment,
and | reached experimentally for my magic. No whiteout of pain. | wasawizard
again.

| put on my amulet, bracelet, and ring. | felt the backpack to make sure Bob's
skull was still in there. It was, and | breathed a mental sigh of relief. Bob's arcane
knowledge was exceeded only by hisinability to distinguish between moral right and
wrong. His knowledge, in the wrong hands, could be dangerous as hell.

“No,” | said quietly. “Itisn’'t a coincidence that you' re there, Madrigal.”
“I'just told you—"

“1 believeyou,” | said. “But | don’t think it was a coincidence, either. | think you
were there for areason. Maybe one you didn’t know.”



Madrigal frowned at that, and looked, for amoment, alittle bit worried.

| pursed my lips and thought aloud. “Y ou’ re high-profile. Y ou're known to feed
on fear. You're at war with the White Council.” Two and two make four. Four and
four make eight. | glanced up at Thomas and said, “Whoever it is behind the phage
attacks, they wanted me to think that Darby, here, wasit.”

Thomas's eyebrows went up in sudden understanding. “Madrigal’ s supposed to
takethefal.”

Madrigal’ s face turned even whiter. “What do you—"
He didn’t get to finish the question.

Glau screamed. He screamed in pure, shrieking terror, hisvoice pitched as high as
awoman’s.

Everyone turned in surprise, and we were in time to see something haul the
wounded Glau out of sight on the other side of the van. Red sprayed into the air. A
piece of him, probably an arm or aleg, flew out from behind the van and tumbled
for several paces before falling heavily to earth. Glau’ s voice abruptly went silent.

Something arched up from behind the van and landed, rolling. It bumped over the
gravel and came to a stop.

Glau’ s head.

It had been physically ripped from his body, the flesh and bone torn and
wrenched apart by main strength. His face was stretched into a scream, showing his
sharklike teeth, and his eyes were glazed and frozen in death.

Orange light rose up behind the van, and then something, a creature perhapsten
or eleven feet in height, rose up and turned to face us. It was dressed all in rags, like
some kind of enormous hobo, and was inhumanly slender. Its head was a bulbous
thing, and it took me a second to recognize it as a pumpkin, carved with evil eyes
like ajack-o'-lantern’s. Those eyes glowed with a sullen red flame, and flashed
intensely for amoment asit spied us.

Then it took along step over the hood of the van and came at us with strides that
looked slow but ate up yards with every step.

“Good God,” Rawlins breathed.
M ouse snarled.
“Harry?’ Thomas said.

“ Another phage in a horror movie costume. The Scarecrow, thistime,” |
murmured. “I’ll handleit.” | took my staff in hand and stepped out to meet the
oncoming phage. | called up the Hellfire once more, as | had against the other phage,
until my skin felt like it was about to fly apart. | gathered up energy for a strike more
deadly than | had used earlier in the night. Then | cried out and unleashed my will
against the creature, hitting it as hard as | possibly could.

The resulting cannonball of blazing force struck the Scarecrow head-on while it



was twenty feet away, exploding into a column of searing red flame, an inferno of
heat and light that went off with enough force to throw the thing halfway across Lake
Michigan.

Imagine my surprise when the Scarecrow stepped through my spell asif it had not
existed. Its eyes regarded me with far too much awareness, and its arm moved,
striking-snake fadt.

Fingers as thick and tough as pumpkin vines suddenly closed around my throat,
and in arush of sudden, terrifying understanding, | realized that this phage was
stronger than the little one I’ d beaten at the hotel. This creature was far older, larger,
stronger, more dangerous.

My vision darkened to a star-spangled tunnel as the Scarecrow wrapped its other
hand around my left thigh, lifted me to the horizontal over its head, and started to rip
mein half.

Chapter Twenty-nine

«N»

“Harry!” Thomas shouted. | heard arasp of steel, and saw Thomas draw an old
U.S. Cavalry saber from inside my duster. He tossed the shotgun to the wounded
Rawlins and rushed forward.

Mouse beat him there. The big dog snarled and threw himself at the Scarecrow,
obliging the creature to release my leg so that it could swing a spindly arm and fist at
my dog. The Scarecrow was strong. It struck Mouse in midleap and batted him into
the corrugated steel wall of the Full Moon Garage like he was atennis ball. There
was a crash, and Mouse bounced off the wall and landed heavily on his side, leaving
adent in the steel where he'd hit. He thrashed his legs and managed to riseto a
wobbly stand.

Mouse had given Thomas an opening, and my brother leapt to the top of an old
metal trash bin, then bounded fifteen feet through the air, whipping the sword down
on the wrist of the arm that held me in choke. Thomas was never weak, but he was
tapping into his powers as a vampire of the White Court as he attacked, and his skin
was aluminous white, his eyes metallic silver. The blow parted the Scarecrow’s
hand from its arm, and dropped me a good five or six feet to the ground.

Evenas| fell, | knew | had to move away from the creature, and fast. | managed
to have my balance more or lessin place when | hit, and | fell into aroll, using the
momentum to help me rise to arunning start. But a problem developed.

That damned Scarecrow’ s hand had not ceased choking me, and had not lost any
of its strength. My headlong retreat turned into a drunken stumble as my air ran out,
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and | clutched at the tough vine-fingers crushing my windpipe shut. | went to my

knees and one hand, and out of the corner of my eye | saw Rawlins lift the shotgun
and begin pumping rounds into the oncoming Scarecrow from where he sat on the
ground. The rounds slowed the oncoming creature, but they did nothing to harm it.

My throat was on fire, and | knew | had only seconds of consciousness left. In
pure desperation, | took my staff and, in adizzying gesture, dragged it through a
complete circlein the gravel at my feet. | touched my hand to the circle, willing
power into it, and felt the field of magic that it formed spring up around mein a
slent, invisible column.

The circle' s power cut the Scarecrow’ s severed hand off from the main body of
the creature, and like the phage in the hallway of the hotel, it abruptly transformed
into transparent jelly that splattered down onto the gravel beneath my chin and
soaked my shirt in sticky goo.

| sucked in a breath of pure euphoria, and though | was on my knees, | turned to
face the Scarecrow and did not retreat. So long as the circle around me maintained
its integrity, there was no way for the phage to get to me. It should buy me alittle
time, to get the air back into my lungs and to work out my next attack.

The Scarecrow let out an angry hissing sound and swung its stump of an arm
down at Rawlins. The veteran cop saw it coming and rolled out of the way as though
he were an agile young man, barely avoiding the blow. Thomas used an old meta oil
drum as a platform for another leap, this time driving his heels into the Scarecrow’s
back, at what would have been the base of its spine on a human. The impact sent the
Scarecrow to the ground, but asit landed it kicked along leg at Thomas and struck
his saber arm, breaking it with awet snap of bone.

Thomas howled, scrambling back, leaving his fallen sword on the ground. The
Scarecrow whirled back to me, eyes blazing with an alien rage, and | could swear
that | saw recognition in them. It looked from me to Rawlins, and then with ahissing
cackle it went after the cop.

Dammit. | waited until the last second and then broke the circle with a sweep of
my foot, snatching up Thomas's sword. | charged forward.

The Scarecrow whirled the moment the circle went down, sweeping out a great
fist that could have broken my neck, but it hadn’t expected me to charge, and | was
inside its reach before it realized what | had done. | let out a shout and struck at one
of the Scarecrow’ s legs, but it was quicker than | thought, and the saber’ s blade
barely clipped the thick, sturdy, viny limb. The Scarecrow let out a hissloud and
sharp enough to hurt my ears and tried to kick me, but | slipped to one side just in
time, and the blow intended for me instead scattered several stacks of tires.

Madrigal Raith rose up from among the fallen tires only a couple of feet away
from me, shrieking with fear. The Scarecrow’s eyes blazed into painfully bright
flames when it saw Madrigal, and it started for him.

“Get to the van!” | shouted, hopping back to stand beside Madrigal. “We need
whedlsif we're going to get away from this—"



Without so much as a second’ s hesitation, Madrigal stuck out his hand and
shoved me between himself and the monster, sending me into a sprawl at the
Scarecrow’ s feet while he turned to flee in the opposite direction.

Before | hit the ground, | was already calling power into my shield bracelet and |
twisted to land on my right side, holding my left hand and its shield up. If I'd been
half a second slower, the Scarecrow would have stomped its foot down onto my
skull. Instead, it hit the half sphere of my sorcerous shield with so much force that
the shield sent off aflare of light and heat, so that it looked like an enormous
blue-white bowl above me.

Furious, the Scarecrow seized an empty barrel and hurled it down at my shield. |
hardened my will asit struck, and turned the force of the throw, sending the barrel
bouncing over the gravel, but it had gotten closer to me than the first blow. A
second later, its fist hammered down, and then it found a bent aluminum ladder in a
pile of junk and lammed it down at me.

| managed to block the attacks, but each one came alittle closer to my hide. |
didn’t dare to let up my concentration for amoment in an effort to move away. The
damned thing was so strong. | wouldn’t survive amistake. A single blow from one
of itslimbs or improvised weapons would probably kill me outright. But if | didn’t
get away, the creature would hammer through the shield anyway.

Mouse charged in again, on three legs this time, bellowing an amost leonine battle
roar as he did so. The Scarecrow struck out at Mouse, but the dog’ s attack had
been afeint, and he avoided the blow while remaining just out of the Scarecrow’s
reach. The Scarecrow turned back to me, but Mouse rushed it again, forcing the
Scarecrow to abandon its attack lest Mouse close in from behind.

| rolled clear of the Scarecrow’ s reach and regained my feet, sword in my right
hand, shining blue shield blazing on my left. I’ d been throwing an awful lot of magic
around tonight, and | wasfeeling it. My legs trembled, and | wasn’t sure how much
more | could do.

Mouse and | circled the monster opposite one another, playing wolf pack to the
Scarecrow’ s bear, each of us menacing the creature’ s flanks when it turned to the
other. We held our own for maybe a minute, but it was alosing bet, long-term.
Mouse was moving on three legs and tiring swiftly. | wasn’'t much better off. The
second one of us slipped or moved too slowly, the Scarecrow would drive usinto
the ground like afence post. A wet, red, squishy fence post.

Light shone abruptly on my back, an engine roared, and a car horn blared. |
hopped to one side. Madrigal’ s rental van shot past me and sslammed into the
Scarecrow. It knocked the creature sprawling all the way across the parking lot to
the edge of the street.

Thomas leaned his head out the window and shouted, “Get in!”

| hurried to oblige him, snatching up my staff on the way, and Mouse was hard on
my heels. We piled into the van, where | found Rawlins unconscious in the back. |
slammed the side door shut. Thomas threw up a cloud of gravel whirling the van



around, banged over the concrete median between the gravel lot and the street, and
shot off down the road.

A wailing, whistling shriek of rage and frustration split the air behind us. | checked
out the window, and found the Scarecrow pursuing us. When Thomas reached an
Intersection and turned, the Scarecrow cut across the corner, bounding over a phone
booth with ease, and slammed into the back quarter of the van. The noise was
horrible and the van wobbled, tires screeching and dithering while Thomas fought to
control the dide.

The Scarecrow shrieked and slammed the van again. The wounded Mouse added
his battle roar to the din.

“Do something!” Thomas shouted.
“Likewhat?’ | screamed. “It’simmuneto my fire!”

Another crunch blasted my ears, rocked the van, and sent me sprawling over
Rawlins.

“We're going to find traffic in aminute!” Thomas called. “Figure something out!”

| looked frantically around the van’ sinterior, trying to think of something. There
was little enough there: Glau’ s briefcase, an overnight bag containing, presumably,
Glau' s shower kit and foot powder, and two flats of expensive spring water in
plastic bottles.

| could hear the Scarecrow’ s heavy footsteps outside the van, now, and a motion
in the corner of my eye made me look up to see its blazing, terrifying eyes gazing
Into the van’ s window.

“Left!” | howled at Thomas. The van rocked, tires protesting. The Scarecrow
drove its arm through the van’' s side window, and its long fingers missed me by an
inch.

Do something. | had to do something. Fire couldn’t hurt the thing. | could
summon wind, but it was large enough to resist anything but my largest gale, and |
didn’t have the magical muscle to manage that, exhausted as | was. It would haveto
be something small. Something limited. Something clever.

| stared at the bottled water, then thought of something and shouted, “ Get ready
for aU-turn!” | shouted.

“What?" Thomas yelled.

| picked up both flats of bottles and shoved them out the broken window. They
vanished, and | checked out the rear window to see them tumbling along in our
wake, still held together by heavy plastic wrapping. | took up my blasting rod,
pointed it at them, and called up the smallest and most intense point of heat | knew
how, releasing it with awhispered, “ Fuego.”

The rear window glass flashed; a hole the size of a peanut suddenly appeared, the
glass dribbling down, molten. Bottles exploded as their contents heated to boiling in
under a second, spattering that whole section of road with athin and expensive layer



of water.
“Now!” | hollered. “U-turn!”

Thomas promptly did something that made the tires how! and almost threw me
out the broken window. | got an up-close look at the Scarecrow as the van slewed
into a bootlegger reverse. It reached for me, but its claws only raked down the van’'s
quarter panel, squealing as they ripped through the paint. The Scarecrow, though
swift and strong, was also very tall and ungainly, and we reversed directions more
quickly than it could, giving us a couple of seconds’ worth of alead.

| gripped my blasting rod so hard that my knuckles turned white, and struggled to
work out an evocation on the fly. I'm not much of an evocator. That's, the whole
reason | used tools like my staff and blasting rod to help me control and focus my
energy. The very thought of spontaneously trying out a new evocation was enough
to make sweat bead on my forehead, and | tried to remind myself that it wasn't a
new evocation. It wasjust avery, very, very skewed application of an old one.

| leaned out the broken window, blasting rod in hand, watching behind us until the
Scarecrow’ s steps carried it into the clump of empty plastic bottles in a shallow
puddle.

Then | gritted my teeth, pointed my blasting rod at the sky, and reached out for
fire. Instead of drawing the power wholly from within myself, | reached out into the
environment around me—into the oppressive summer air, the burning hesat of the
van's engine, from Mouse, from Rawlins, from the blazing streetlights.

And from the water I’ d spread in front of the Scarecrow.
“Fuego!” | howled.

Flame shot up into the Chicago sky like a geyser, and the explosion of sudden
heat broke some windows in the nearest buildings. The van’'s engine stuttered in
protest, and the temperature inside the van dropped dramatically. Lights flickered out
on the street, the abrupt temperature change destroying their fragile filaments as my
spell sucked some of the heat out of everything within a hundred yards.

And the expensive puddle of water instantly froze into a sheet of glittering ice.

The Scarecrow’ s leading foot hit the ice and slid out from under its body. Its
too-long limbs thrashed wildly, and then the Scarecrow went down, awkward limbs
flailing. Its speed and size now worked against it, throwing it down the concrete like
atumbleweed until it smacked hard into amunicipal bus stop shelter.

“Go, go, go!” | screamed.

Thomas gunned the engine, recovering its power, and shot down the street. He
turned at the nearest corner, and when he did the Scarecrow had only begun to
extricate its tangle of limbs from the impact. Thomas hardly slowed, took a couple
more turns, and then found a ramp onto the freeway.

| watched behind us. Nothing followed.
| sagged down, breathing hard, and closed my eyes.



“Harry?’ Thomas demanded, his voice worried. “ Areyou all right?’

| grunted. Even that much was an effort. It took me a minute to manage to say,
“Just tired.” | recovered from that feat and added, “Madrigal pushed me into that
thing and bugged out.”

Thomas winced. “Sorry | wasn't there sooner,” he said. “1 grabbed Rawlins. |
figured you’ d have told me to get him out anyway.”

“I would have,” | said.

He looked up at mein the rearview mirror, his eyes pale and worried. “Y ou sure
you'redl right?’

“We'readl aive. That's what counts.”

Thomas said nothing more until we did off the highway and he began to slow the
van. | busied myself checking Rawlins. The cop had kept going in the face of severe
pain and even more severe weirdness. Damned heroic, really. But even heroes are
human, and human bodies have limits you can’t exceed. Everything had finally
caught up to Rawlins. His breathing was steady, and his wounded foot had swollen
up so badly that his own shoe held down the bleeding, but | don’t think a nuclear
war could have woken him.

| ground my teeth at what | had to do next. | set my deformed left hand on the
floor of the van at the angle Lasciel had shown me and let my weight fall suddenly
onto it. There was an ugly pop, more pain, and then the agony subsided somewhat.
It was agiddy feeling, and my hand looked human again, if bruised and swollen.

“S0,” | said, after | had worked up the energy. “It was you following me around
town.”

“1 didn’t want to be seen openly with you,” he said. “| figured the Council might
take it badly if they found out you had taken a White Court vampire on a Warden
ride-along.”

“Probably,” | said. “I take it you followed them from the parking garage?’

“No, actually,” Thomas said. “I tried but | lost them. Mouse didn’t. | followed
him. How the hell did they keep him away from you when they grabbed you?’

“They hit him with thisvan,” | said.

Thomas raised his eyebrows and glanced back at Mouse. “ Seriously?’ He shook
his head. “Mouse led meto you. | was trying to figure out how to get into that
garage without getting us shot. Then you made your move.”

“You stole my coat,” | said.
“Borrowed,” he corrected.
“They never talk about this kind of crap when they talk about brothers.”

“You weren't wearing it,” he pointed out. “Hell, you think I'm going to walk into
one of your patented Harry Dresden anarchy-gasms without all the protection | can
get?’



| grunted. “Y ou looked good tonight.”

“1 always ook good,” he said.

“You know what | mean,” | told him quietly. “Better. Stronger. Faster.”
“Like the Six Million Dollar Man,” Thomas said.

“Stop joking, Thomas,” | told him in an even tone. “Y ou used a lot of energy
tonight. Y ou're feeding again.”

He drove, eyes guarded, hisface blank.

| chewed on my lip. “Y ou want to talk about it?’
He ignored me, which | took asa*“no.”

“How long have you been active?’

| was sure he was stonewalling when he said, in avery quiet voice, “ Since last
Haloween.”

| frowned. “When we took on those necromancers.”

“Yeah,” hesaid. “There's... look, there’ s something | didn’t tell you about that
night.”

| tilted my head, watching his eyesin the rearview mirror.
“Remember, | said Murphy’s bike broke down?’
| did. | nodded.

“It wasn't the bike,” Thomas said. He took a deep breath. “It was the Wild Hunt.
They came across me while | was trying to catch up with you. Sort of filled up the
rest of my evening.”

| arched my eyebrows. “Y ou didn’t have to lie about something like that, man. |
mean, everyone who won't join the Hunt becomesits prey. So it’s not your fault the
Hunt chased you around.” | scratched at my chin. Stubble. | needed a shave. “Hell,
man, you should be damned proud. | doubt that more than five or six peoplein
history have ever escaped the Hunt.”

He was quiet for aminute and then said, “I didn’t run from them, Harry.”
My shoulders twitched with sudden tension.

“l joined them,” he said.

“Thomas...” | began.

He looked up at the mirror. “I didn’t want to die, man. And when push comes to
shove, I'm a predator. A killer. Part of me wanted to go. Part of me had a good
time. | don't like that part of me much, but it’s still there.”

“Hell’sbells,” | said quietly.

“1 don’t remember very much of it,” he said. He shrugged. “I let you down that
night. Let myself down that night. So | figured thistime I’d try to help you out, once
you told me you were on ajob again.”



“You've got acar now, too,” | said quietly.
“Yeah.”

“Y ou’ re making money. And feeding on people.”
“Yeah.”

| frowned. | didn’t know what to say to that. Thomas had tried to fit in. He tried
to get himself an honest job. He tried it for most of two years, but always ended
badly because of who and what he was. | had begun to wonder if there was anyplace
in Chicago that hadn’t fired him.

But he' d had thisjob, whatever it was, for awhile now.
“There anything | need to know?’ | asked him.

He shook his head, atiny gesture. His reticence worried me. Though he' d been
repeatedly humiliated, Thomas had never had any trouble talking—complaining,
really—about the various jobs he' d tried to hold. Once or twice, he'd opened up to
me about the difficulty of going without the kind of intense feeding he’ d been used
to with Justine. Y et now he was clamming up on me.

An uncharitable sort of person would have gotten suspicious. They would have
thought that Thomas must have been engaging in something, probably illegal and
certainly immoral, to make hisliving. They would have dwelt on the idea that, asa
kind of incubus, it would be a simple matter for him to seduce and control any
wealthy woman he chose, providing sustenance and financesin a single package.

Good thing I’m not one of those uncharitable guys.

| sighed. If he wasn’t going to talk, he wasn’'t going to talk. Time to change the
subject.

“Glau,” | said quiedy. “Madrigal’s sidekick, there. Y ou said he was ajann?”’

Thomas nodded. “ Scion of a djinn and a mortal. He worked for Madrigal’s
father. Then my father arranged to have Madrigal’ s father go skydiving naked. Glau
stuck with Madrigal after that.”

“Was he dangerous?’ | asked.

Thomas thought about it for a moment and then said, “He was thorough. Details
never slipped by. He could play a courtroom like some kind of maestro. He was
never finished with something until it was dissected, labeled, documented, and
locked away in storage somewhere.”

“But hewasn't athreat in afight.”

“Not as such things go. He could kill you dead enough, but not much better than
any number of things.”

“Funny, then,” | said. “The Scarecrow popped him first.”
Thomas glanced back at me, arching a brow.
“Think about it,” | said. “This thing was supposed to be a phobophage, right?



Going after the biggest source of fear.”
“Sure.”

“Glau was barely conscious when it grabbed him,” | said. “It was probably me or
Madrigal who was feeling the most tension, but it took out Glau, specifically.”

“Y ou think someone sent it for Glau?’
“I think it’s areasonable conclusion.”
Thomas frowned. “Why would anyone do that?’

“To shut himup,” | said. “I think Madrigal was supposed to go down for these
attacks, at least in front of the supernatural communities. Maybe Glau wasin oniit.
Maybe Glau arranged for Madrigal to be here.”

“Or maybe the Scarecrow went after Glau because he was wounded and separate
from the rest of us. It might have been a coincidence.”

“Possible,” | alowed. “But my gut says it wasn't. Glau was their cutout man.
They killed him to cover their trail.”
“Who do you think ‘they’ is?’

“Uhhhhhh.” | rubbed at my face, hoping the stimulation might move some more
blood around in my brain and knock loose some ideas. “Not sure. My head hurts.
I’m missing some details somewhere. There should be enough for me to piece this
together, but damned if | can seeit.” | shook my head and fell quiet.

“Where to?’ Thomas asked.
“Hospital,” | said. “We'll drop Rawlins off.”
“Then what?’

“Then | pick up the trail of those phages, and seeif | can find out who
summoned them.” | told him briefly about the events of the afternoon and evening.
“If we're lucky, al we'll find is some maniac’s corpse with a surprised look on his
face”

“What if we aren’t lucky?’ he asked.

“Then it means the summoner isahell of alot better than | am, to fight off three
of those things.” | rubbed at one eye. “And we'll have to take him down before he
hurts anyone else.”

“The fun never ends,” Thomas said. “Right. Hospital.”

“Then circle the block around the hotel. The spell | diverted the phages with had
the tracking element worked into it. Sunrise will unravel it, and we don’t know how
long it will take to follow thetrail.”

| directed Thomas to the nearest hospital, and he carried the unconscious Rawlins
through the emergency room doors. He came back a minute later and told me,
“They’re on the job.”

“Let’ s go, then. Otherwise someone will want to ask us questions about gunshot



wounds.”
Thomas was way ahead of me, and the van headed back to the hotel.

| got the spell ready. It wasn't adifficult working, under normal circumstances,
but | felt aswrung out as adirty dishrag. It took me three tries to get the spell up and
running, but | managed it. Then | climbed into the passenger seat, where | could see
evidence of the phages passing asatrail of curling, pale green vapor intheair. |
gave Thomas directions. We followed the trail, and it led us toward Wrigley.

Not awhole hell of alot of industry was going on in my aching skull, but after a
few minutes something began to gnaw at me. | looked blearily around, and found
that the neighborhood looked familiar. We kept on the trail. The neighborhood got
more familiar. The vapor grew brighter aswe closed in.

We turned alast street corner.
My stomach twisted in a spasm of horrified nausea

The green vapor trail led to atwo-story white house. A charming place, somehow
carrying off the look of suburbia despite being inside the third largest city in
America. Green lawn, despite the heat. White picket fence. Children’stoysin
evidence.

The vapor led up to the picket fence, first. There were three separate large holes
in the fence, where some enormous force had burst the fence to splinters. Heavy
footprints gouged the lawn. An imitation old-style, wrought-iron gaslight had been
bent to parallel with the ground about four feet up. The door had been torn from its
hinges and flung into the yard. A minivan parked in the driveway had been crushed,
asif by adropped wrecking ball.

| couldn’t be sure, but | thought | saw blood on the doorway.

The decorative mailbox three feet from me read, in cheerfully painted letters: THE
CARPENTERS.

Oh, God.
Oh, God.
Oh, God.
I’d sent the phages after Molly.

Chapter Thirty

«N»

| got out of the van, too shocked to see anything but the destruction. It made no
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sense. It made no sense at al. How in the hell could this have happened? How could
my spell have turned the phages and sent them here?

| stood on the sidewalk outside the house with my mouth hanging open. The
streetlights were all out. Only the lights of the van showed the damage, and Thomas
turned them off after only a moment. There was no disturbance on the street, no
outcry, no police presence. Whatever had happened, something had taken steps to
keep it from disturbing the neighbors.

| don’t know how long | stood there. | felt Mouse' s presence at my side. Then
Thomas's, on the other side of me.

“Harry?’ he said, asif he was repeating himself. “What is this place?’

“It's Michael’ s house,” | whispered. “His family’s home.”

Thomas flinched. He looked back and forth and said, “Those things came here?’
| nodded. | felt unsteady.

| felt so damned tired.

Whatever happened here, it was over. There was nothing | could do at this point,
except see who had been hurt. And | did not want to do that. So | stood there
staring at the house until Thomas finaly said, “1’ll keep watch out here. Circle the
house, see if there' s anything to be seen.”

“Okay,” | whispered. | swallowed, and my stomach felt like I’d swallowed a
pound of thumbtacks. | wanted nothing in the world so much as to run away.

But instead, | dragged my tired ass over the damaged lawn and through the
house’ s broken doorway. Mouse, walking on three legs, followed me,

There were sprinkles of blood, already dried, on the inside of the doorway.

| went on inside the house, through the entry hall, into the living room. Furniture
lay strewn all over the place, discarded and broken and tumbled. The television lay
on its side, warbling static on its screen. A low sound, all white noise and faint
interference, filled the room.

There was utter silence in the house, otherwise.
“Hello?’ | called.

No one answered.

| went into the kitchen.

There were school papers on the fridge, most of them written in exaggerated,
childish hands. There were crayon drawings up there, too. One, of a smiling stick
figurein adress, had awavering line of letters underneath that read: | LOW OU
MAMA.

Oh, God.

The thumbtacks in my belly became razor blades. If I’d hurt them... | didn’t
know what | would do.



“Harry!” Thomas called from outside. “Harry, come here!”

His voice was tense, excited. | went out the kitchen door to the backyard, and
found Thomas climbing down from atree house only alittle nicer than my
apartment, built up in the branches of the old oak tree behind the Carpenters’ house.
He had a still form draped over his shoulder.

| drew out my amulet and called wizard light as Thomas laid the oldest son,
Daniel, out on the grass in the backyard. He was breathing, but looked pale. He was
wearing flannel pajama pants and a white T-shirt soaked with blood. There was a cut
on his arm; not too deep, but very messy. He had bruises on hisface, on one arm,
and the knuckles on both his hands were torn and ragged.

Michael’ s son had been throwing punches. It hadn’t done him any good, but he’'d
fought.

“Coat,” | said, terse. “He’ s cold.”

Thomas immediately took off my duster and draped it over the boy. | propped
his feet up on my backpack. “Stay here,” | told him. | went in the house, fetched a
glass of water, and brought it out. | knelt down and tried to wake the boy up, to get
him to drink alittle. He coughed alittle, then drank, and blinked open his eyes. He
couldn’t focus them.

“Danidl,” | said quietly. “Danidl, it's Harry Dresden.”
“D-dresden?’ he said.
“Yeah. Your dad'sfriend. Harry.”

“Harry,” he said. Then his eyes flew open wide and he struggled to sit up.
“Molly!”

“Easy, easy,” | told him. “Y ou're hurt. We don’t know how bad yet. Lie still.”

“Can’t,” he mumbled. “They took her. We were... is Mom okay? Are thelittle
ones okay?’

| chewed on my lip. “I don’t know. Do you know where they are?’
He blinked several times and then he said, “Panic room.”

| frowned. “What?’

“S-second floor. Safe room. Dad built it. Just in case.”

| traded alook with Thomas. “Whereisit?’

Daniel waved avague hand. “Mom had the little ones upstairs. Molly and me
couldn’t get to the stairs. They were there. We tried to lead them away.”

“Who, Daniel? They who?”’
“The movie monsters. Reaper. Hammerhand.” He shuddered. “ Scarecrow.”

| snarled afurious curse. “Thomas, stay with him. Mouse, keep watch.” | stood
up and stalked into the house, crossed to the stairs, and went up them. The upstairs
hallway had a bunch of bedrooms off it, with the oldest children’s rooms being at



the opposite end of the hall from the master bedroom, the younger children being
progressively closer to mom and dad. | looked inside each room. They were all
empty, though the two nearest the head of the stairs had been torn up pretty well.
Broken toys and shattered, child-sized furniture lay everywhere.

If I hadn’t been looking for it, | wouldn’t have noticed the extra space between
the linen closet and the master bedroom. | checked the closet in the master bedroom
and turned up nothing. Then | opened the door to the linen closet, and found the
shelves in complete disarray, sheets and towels and blankets strewn on the floor. |
hunkered down and held up my mother’ s amulet, peering closely, and then found a
section of the back wall of the closet just dightly misaligned with the corner it met. |
reached out and touched that part of the wall, closed my eyes, extending my senses
through my fingertips.

| felt power there. It wasn't award, or at least it was unlike any ward | had ever
encountered. It was more of aquiet hum of constant power, and was similar to the
power |I'd felt stirring around Michael on several occasions—the power of faith.
There was aform of magic protecting that panel.

“Lasciel,” | murmured quietly. “Y ou getting this?’

She did not appear, but her voice rolled through my thoughts. Yes, my host.
Angelic work.

| exhaled. “ Real angels?’
Aye. Rafael or one of his lieutenants, from the feel of it.
“Dangerous?”’

There was an uncertain pause. It is possible. You are touched by more darkness
than my own. But it is meant to conceal the room beyond, not to strike out at an
intruder .

| took a deep breath and said, “Okay.” Then | reached out and rapped hard on
the panel, three times.

| thought | heard a motion, weight shifting on afloorboard.
| knocked again. “Charity!” | called. “It's Harry Dresden!”

This time, the motion was definite. The panel clicked, then rolled smoothly to one
side, and a double-barreled shotgun slid out, aimed right at my chin. | swallowed and
looked down the barrel. Charity’ s cold blue eyes faced me from the other end of the
gun.

“Y ou might not be the real Dresden,” she said.
“Surel am.”
“Proveit,” she said. Her tone was quiet, balanced, deadly.

“Charity, there’ s no time for this. Y ou want me to show you my driver’'s
license?’

“Bleed,” she said instead.



Which was a good point. Most of the things who could play doppel-ganger did
not have human plumbing, or human blood. It wasn’t an infallible test by any means,
but it was as solid as anything a nonwizard could use for verification. So | pulled out
my pen knife and cut my aready mangled left hand, just alittle. | couldn’'t feel itin
any case. | bled red, and showed her.

She stared at me for along second, and then eased the hammers on the shotgun
back down, set the weapon aside, and wriggled out of the space beyond the pandl. |
saw acandlelit back there. The rest of the Carpenter children, sans Molly, were
inside. Aliciawas sitting up, awake, her eyes worried. The rest were sacked out.

“Moally,” she said, once she'd gained her feet. “Daniedl.”
“1 found him hiding in the tree house,” | said. “He’ s hurt.”
She nodded once. “How badly?’

“Bruised up pretty good, groggy, but | don’t think he’sin immediate danger.
Mouse and afriend of mine are with him.”

Charity nodded again, features calm and remote, eyes cold and calculating. She
had a great cool-headed act going, but it wasn't perfect. Her hands were trembling
badly, fingers clenching and unclenching arrhyth-mically. “And Molly?’

“l haven't found her yet,” | said quietly. “Daniel might know what happened to
her.”

“Were they Denarians?’ she asked.
| shook my head. “ Definitely not.”
“Isit possible that they may return?’
| shrugged. “It isn’t likely.”

“But possible?’

“Yes”

She nodded once, and her voice had the quality of someone thinking aloud.
“Then the next thing to do isto take the children to the church. We'll make sure
Daniel iscared for. I'll try to send word to Michael. Then we'll find Molly.”

“Charity,” | said. “Wait.”

Charity thrust the heel of her hand firmly into my chest and pushed my shoulders
back against the opposite wall. Her voice was quiet and very precise. “My children
are vulnerable. I’ m taking them to safety. Help me or stand aside.”

Then she turned from me and began bringing her children out. Aliciahelped as
much as she could, her studious featurestired and worried, but the littlest ones were
sleepy to the point of hibernation, and remained limp as dishrags. | pitched in,
picking up little Harry and Hope, carrying one on each hip. Charity’ s expression
flashed briefly with both worry and thanks, and | saw her control dlip. Tears formed
in her eyes. She closed them again, jaw clenched, and when she looked up she had
regained her composure.



“Thank you,” she said.
“Let’'smove,” | replied, and we did.

Tough lady. Very tough. We' d had our differences, but | had to respect the
proud core of her. She was the kind of mother you read about in the paper, the kind
who lifts a car off of one of her kids.

It was entirely possible that I'd just killed her oldest daughter. If Charity knew
that, if she knew that I'd put her children in danger, she’d murder me.

If Molly had been hurt because of me, I'd help.

* % *

Saint Mary of the Angelsis more than just a church. It's a monument. It’ s huge,
its dome rising to seventeen stories, and covered in every kind of accessory you
could name, including angelic statues spread over the roof and ledges. Y ou could
get alot of people arguing over exactly what it's a monument to, | suppose, but one
cannot see the church without being impressed by its size, by its artistry, by its
beauty. In acity of architectural mastery, Saint Mary of the Angels need bow its
head to no one.

That said, the back of the place, the delivery doors, looked quite modestly
functional. We went there, Charity driving her family’s minivan, Thomas, me, and
Mouse in Madrigal’s battered rental van. Mouse and | got out. Thomas didn't. |
frowned at him.

“1’m going to find someplace to park this,” he said. “Just in case Madrigal
decidesto report it as stolen or something.”

“Think he'll make trouble for us?’ | asked.

“Not face-to-face,” Thomas said, his voice confident. “He’s more jackal than
wolf.”

“Look on the bright side,” | said. “Maybe the Scarecrow turned around and got

him.

Thomas sighed. “Keep dreaming. He' sagreasy littlerat, but he survives.” He
looked up at the church and then said, “1’ll keep an eye on things from out here.
Come on out when you're done.”

| got it. Thomas didn’t want to enter holy ground. As avampire of the White
Court, he was as close to human as vampires got, and as far as | knew, holy objects
had never inconvenienced him. So thiswasn’t about supernatural allergies. It was
about his perceptions.

Thomas didn’t want to go into the church because he wasn't optimistic that the
Almighty and his institutions would smile on him. Like me, he favored maintaining a
low profile with regards to matters temporal. And if he had gone back to older



patterns, doing what came naturally to his predator’ s nature, it might incline himto
stay off the theological radar. Worse, entering such a place as the church might force
him to face his choices, to question them, to be confronted with the fact that the
road he' d chosen kept getting darker and further from the light.

| knew how he felt.

| hadn’t been in a church since I’d smacked my hand down on Lasciel’ s ancient
silver coin. Hell, | had afreaking fallen angel in my head—or at least afacsimile of
one. If that wasn’'t asquirt of lemon juicein God's eye, | didn’t know what was.

But | had ajob to do.
“Becareful,” | told him quietly. “Call Murphy. Tell her what’s up.”
“You' d better get some rest soon, Harry,” hereplied. “You don’t look good.”

“I never look good,” | said. | offered him my fist. He rapped my knuckles gently
with his own.

| nodded and walked over to knock on the delivery doors while he drove off in
Madrigal’s van. I'd taken my duster back, once Daniel had a blanket on him. Screw
the heat. | wanted the protection. Its familiar weight on my shoulders and motion
against my legs were reassuring.

Forthill answered my knock, fully dressed, the white of hisclerical collar easily
seen in the night. His bright blue eyes |ooked around the parking lot once, and he
hurried toward the van without a word being exchanged. | followed him. Forthill
moved briskly, and we unloaded the van, Alicia shepherding the mobile kids indoors
while he and Charity carried Daniel in between them. | followed with the two little wet
dishrags, trying to keep my tired muscles from shaking too obvioudly.

Forthill led us to the storage room that sometimes doubled as refugee housing.
There were half a dozen folded cots against one wall, and another one already
opened, set out, and occupied by alump under a blanket. Forthill and Charity got
the wounded Daniel onto a cot first, and then opened the rest of them. We deposited
tired children on them.

“What happened?’ Forthill asked, his voice quiet and calm.

| didn’t want to hear Charity talk about it. “Got a cramp,” | told them. “Need to
walk it off. Come find me when Daniel gets coherent.”

“Very well,” Charity said.
Forthill looked back and forth between us, frowning.

Mouse rose with agrunt of effort to limp after me. “No, boy. Stay and keep an
eyeon thekids.”

Mouse settled down again, almost gratefully.

| beat it, and started walking. It didn’t matter where. There were too many things
flying around in my head. | just walked. Motion wasn't a cure, but | wastired
enough that it kept the thoughts, the emotions, from drowning me. | walked down



hallways and through empty rooms.

| wound up in the chapel proper. I’ ve been in smaller stadiums. Gleaming
hardwood floors shine over the whole of the chapel. Wooden pews stand in ranks,
row upon row upon row, and the altar and nave are gorgeously decorated. It seats
more than a thousand people, including the balcony at the rear of the chapel, and
every Sunday they still have to run eight masses in four different languagesto fit
everyonein.

More than size and artistry, though, there is something el se about the place that
makes it more than ssmply abuilding. There' s a sense of quiet power there, deep and
warm and reassuring. There's peace. | stood for amoment in the vast and empty
room and closed my eyes. Right then, | needed all the peace | could get. | drifted
through the room, idly admiring it, and wound up in the balcony, all the way at the
top, in adark corner.

| leaned my head back against awall.

Lasciel’ s voice came to me, very quietly, and sounded odd. Sad. It is beautiful
here.

| didn’t bother to agree. | didn’t tell her to get lost. | leaned my head back against
the rear wall and closed my eyes.

| woke up when Forthill’ s steps drew near. | kept my eyes closed, half hoping
that if | didn’t seem to waken he would go away.

Instead, he settled a couple of feet down the pew from me, and remained patiently
quiet.

The act wasn’t working. | opened my eyes and looked at him.
“What happened?’ he asked quietly.
| pressed my lips together and looked away.

“It'sall right,” Forthill said quietly. “If you wish to tell me, I’ll speak of it to no
one.”

“Maybe | don’'t want to talk to you,” | said.

“Of course,” he said, nodding. “But my offer stands, should you wish to talk.
Sometimes the only way to carry a heavy burden isto share it with another. It isyour
choice to make.”

Choices.

Sometimes | thought it might be nice not to make any choices. If | never had one,
| could never screw it up.

“There are things | don’t care to share with apriest,” | told him, but | was mostly
thinking out loud.

He nodded. He took off his collar and set it aside. He settled back into the pew,
reached into hisjacket, and drew out a slender silver flask. He opened it, took a sip,
and offered it to me. “Then share it with your bartender.”



That drew afaint, snorting laugh from me. | shook my head, took the flask, and
sipped. An excellent, smooth Scotch. | sipped again, and | told him what happened
at the convention, and how it had spilled over onto the Carpenter household. He
listened. We passed the flask back and forth. | finished by saying, “I sent those
things right to her door. | never meant it to happen.”

“Of course not,” he said.

“It doesn’'t make me feel any better about it.”

“Nor should it,” he said. “But you must know that you are a man of power.”
“How s0?”

“Power,” he said, waving a hand in an all-encompassing gesture. “All power isthe
same. Magic. Physical strength. Economic strength. Political strength. It all servesa
single purpose—it givesits possessor a broader spectrum of choices. It creates
alternative courses of action.”

“l guess,” | said. “So?’

“S0,” he said. “You have more choices. Which means that you have much
improved odds of making mistakes. Y ou' re only human. Oncein awhile, you're
going to screw the pooch.”

“l don’t mind that,” | said. “When I’'m the only one who pays for it.”

“But that isn't in your control,” he said. “Y ou cannot see all outcomes. Y ou
couldn’t have known that those creatures would go to the Carpenter house.”

| ground my teeth. “ So? Daniel’ s still hurt. Molly could be dead.”

“But their condition was not yoursto ordain,” Forthill said. “All power hasits
limits.”

“Then what' s the point?’ | snarled, suddenly furious. My voice bounced around
the chapel in rasping echoes. “What good isit to have power enough to kill my
friend’ s family, but not power enough to protect them? What the hell do you expect
from me? |’ ve got to make these stupid choices. What the hell am | supposed to do
with them?’

“Sometimes,” he replied, histone serious, “you just have to have faith.”

| laughed, and it came out loud and bitter. Mocking echoes of it drifted through
the vast chamber. “Faith,” | said. “Faith in what?’

“That things will unfold asthey are meant to,” Forthill said. “ That even in the face
of an immediate ugliness, the greater picture will resolve into something all the more
beautiful .”

“Show me,” | spat. “ Show me something beautiful about this. Show me the silver
fucking lining.”

He pursed his lips and mused for amoment. Then he said, “There’ s a quote from
the founder of my order: There is something holy, something divine, hidden in the
most ordinary situations, and it is up to each one of you to discover it.”



“What'’ s that supposed to mean?’ | asked.

“That the good that will come is not always obvious. Nor easy to see. Nor in the
place we would expect to find it. Nor what we personally desire. Y ou should
consider that the good being created by the events this night may have nothing to do
with the defeat of supernatural evils or endangered lives. It may be something very
quiet. Very ordinary.”

| frowned at him. “Like what?”’

He finished off the little flask and then rose. He put it away and put his collar back
on. “I’m afraid I’'m not the one you should ask.” He put a hand on my shoulder and
nodded toward the altar. “But | will say this: I’ ve been on this earth afair while, and
one way or another, thistoo shall pass. | have seen worse things reverse themselves.
Thereisyet hope for Molly, Harry. We must strive to do our utmost, and to act with
wisdom and compassion. But we must also have faith that the things beyond our
control are not beyond His.”

| sat quietly for aminute. Then | said, “Y ou almost make me believe.”
He arched an eyebrow. “But?’
“l don’'t know if | can do that. | don’t know if it's possible for me.”

The corners of his eyes wrinkled. “Then perhaps you should try to have faith that
you might one day have faith.” Hisfingers squeezed and then released my shoulder.
He turned to go.

“Padre,” | said.
He paused.
“You... won't tell Charity?’

He turned his head, and | could see sadness in his profile. “No. Y ou aren’t the
only onetoo afraid to believe.”

Sudden footsteps clattered into the chapel, and Alicia hurried in, accompanied by
Mouse. The big grey dog sat down and stared up at the balcony. Alicia, panting,
looked up. “Father?’

“Here,” Forthill said.
“Come quick,” she said. “Mamasaid to tell you Daniel’s awake.”

Chapter Thirty-one

«N»

We listened to Daniel’ s recounting of the attack. It was simple enough. He'd
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heard Molly moving around downstairs and had come down to talk to his sister.
There had been aknock at the door. Molly had gone to answer it. There had been an
exchange of words, and then Molly had screamed and slammed the door.

“She came running into the living room,” Daniel said. “And they broke down the
door behind her and camein.” He shivered. “They were going upstairs and Molly
said we had to distract them, so | grabbed the poker from the fireplace and just sort
of jumped them.” He shook his head. “| thought they were just costumes. Y ou
know. Like... really stupid burglars or something. But the Reaper grabbed me. And
he was going to... you know. Cut me with that curved knife.” He gestured vaguely at
his wounded arm. “Molly hit him and he dropped me.”

“With what?’ | asked him.

He shook his head. His thin, awkward, adolescent features were hollow with pain,
weariness, and akind of lingering disbelief. Hiswords were al dightly tiff, wooden,
asif reporting events in an unappealing motion picture, rather than actual
experiences. “I couldn’'t see. | think she must have had a bat or something. He
dropped me.”

“Then what?’ | asked him.

He swallowed. “I fell, and bumped my head on the floor. And they grabbed her.
The Reaper and the Scarecrow. And they carried her out the door. She was
screaming...” Hebit hislip. “I tried to stop them, but Hammerhand chased me. So |
ran out the back and up into the tree house, cause | figured, you know. He doesn’t
have any hands. Just hammers. So how’ s he going to climb up after me?’

He looked to Charity and said, shame in hisvoice, “I’m sorry, Mom. | wanted to
stop them. They werejust... too big.” Tearswelled up in his eyes and his thin chest
heaved. Charity caught himin afierce hug, squeezing him hard and whispering to
him. Daniel broke down, sobbing.

| got up and walked to the far side of the room. Forthill joined me there.

“These creatures,” | told him quietly, “inflict more than ssmple physical damage.
They rip into the psyches of those they attack.”

“This happened to Daniel?’ Forthill asked.

“1"d have to take a closer ook to be certain, but it’s probable. Kid’ s gonna have
it tough for awhile,” | said. “It’slike emotional trauma. Someone dying, that kind of
thing. It tears people up the same way. They don’t get over it fast.”

“I"'ve seen it too,” Forthill said. “I haven't brought this up yet, but | thought you
should know that Nelson came to me earlier this evening.”

| nodded at the cot that had been occupied when we camein. “ That him?”’
“Yes”
“How’d he strike you?’ | asked.

Forthill pursed hislips. “If | didn’t know you sent him, | would have thought he
was having a bad reaction to drugs. He was amost incoherent. Very agitated.



Terrified, in point of fact, though he would not or could not explain why. | managed
to get him calmed down and he all but fainted.”

| frowned, running the fingers of my right hand back through my hair. “Did you
have the sense that anyone was following him?’

“Not at al. Though | might have missed something.” He essayed atired smile.
“It'slate. And I’'m not as spry as | used to be, after ten o’ clock or so.”

“Thank you for helping him,” | said.
“Of course. Who is he?’

“Molly’s boyfriend,” | said. | glanced across the room, at the mother holding her
son. “Maybe Charity doesn’t need to know that part, either.”

He blinked and then sighed, “ Oh, dear.”

“Heh. Yeah,” | said.
“May | ask you aquestion?’ he asked.
“SJre.”

“These creatures, these phages. If they are what you say, beings of the spirit
world, then how did they manage to cross the house' s threshold?”’

“Traditional way,” | said. “They got an invitation.”

“From whom?”’

“Probably Molly,” | said.

He frowned. “I have difficulty believing that she would do such athing.”

| felt my mouth tighten. “ She probably didn’t know they were monsters. They’re
shapeshifters. They probably appeared to her as someone she knew, and would
invitein.”

Forthill said, “Ah. | see. Someone such as you, perhaps.”

“Perhaps,” | said quietly. “Makes it the second time someone has used my face
to get ashot at Michael’ s family.”

Forthill said nothing for amoment. Then he said, “It occurs to me that these
creatures killed without compunction in your previous encounters. Why would they
carry Molly away instead of smply murdering her?”

“l don’'t know yet,” | said. “I don’t know how my spell managed to bring them to
Molly. | don’t know precisely what these things are, or where they hail from. Which
means | can’t figure out why they’ ve been showing up, or where they might have
taken the girl.” | waved a hand in afrustrated gesture. “It’ s driving me insane. I’ ve
got tons of facts and none of them are lining up.”

“You'retired,” Forthill said. “ Perhaps some rest—"

| shook my head. “No, Padre. The things that took her won't rest. The longer
she'sin their hands, the lesslikely it iswe'll ever see her again.” | rubbed at my eyes.



“| need to rethink it.”

Forthill nodded at me and rose. On the other side of the room, Charity was
covering her exhausted son with a blanket. Even Alicia had surrendered to fatigue,
and now only the adults were awake. “I’ll leave you to it then. Have you eaten
recently?’

“Sometime in the Mesozoic Era,” | said.
“Sandwich?’
My stomach made agurgling noise. “Only if you insist.”

“I'll seetoit,” Forthill said. “Excuse me.” He went over to Charity and took her
arm, leading her out as he spoke quietly to her. Now that her children had been cared
for, she looked like she might come apart at the seams. They |eft the room together,
leaving me in the dimness with Mouse and alot of sleeping kids.

| thought. | thought some more. | picked up all the facts | knew, turning them
every which way, trying to figure out something, anything, that would let me put a
stop to thisinsanity.

The phages. The answer was in the phages. Once | knew their identity, | could
begin to work out who might be using them, and what | might do to learn more
about them. There had to be acommonality to them, somewhere; something that
linked them together, some fact that could provide me a context in which to judge
their motivations and intentions.

But what the hell could they have in common, other than being monsters who fed
on fear? They’ d shown up randomly in a bathroom, akitchen, a parking lot, a
conference room. Thelr victims had been disparate, seemingly random. They had al
appeared as figures from horror movies, but that fact seemed fairly unremarkable,
relatively speaking. Try as| might, | could find nothing to join them together, to let
me recognize them.

Frustrated, | rose and went over to Daniel’s cot. | called up my Sight. It took me
longer than normal. | braced myself and regarded the boy.

I’ d been right. He' d taken a psychic flogging. The phage had been worrying at his
mind, his spirit, even as it had threatened his flesh. | could see the wounds as long,
bleeding tearsin his flesh. Poor little guy. It would haunt him. | hoped he would be
able to get alittle rest before the nightmares woke him up.

| stared at him for a good while, making sure his suffering was burned indelibly
into my head. | wanted to remember for the rest of my life what the consequences of
my screw-ups might be.

| heard a sound to the side and glanced up without thinking, turning my Sight
upon the source of the sound—a restlessly stirring Nelson.

If little Daniel had been the recipient of a savage beating, Nelson’s spirit had been
in the hands of Hell itself. His entire upper body was disfigured under my Sight,
covered in hideous, festering boils and raw, bleeding burns. The damage was worst



around his head, and faded gradually as it descended his torso.

And each of histemplesboretiny, neat holes, sharp and cauterized, asif by a
laser scalpel.

Just like Rosie.

Chains of logic cascaded through my brain. My head swam. | shoved the Sight
away from me, and my assfell straight down to the floor.

| knew.

| knew why my spell had sent the phages after the Carpenters.

| knew why Molly had been taken. | could make a good guess at where.
| knew what the phages all had in common.

| knew who had sent them. The realization terrified me with afear so cold and
sharp that it literally paralyzed me. | could barely clap my hand over my mouth to
keep from making whimpering sounds.

It took me awhile to force myself to cam down. By thetime | did, Forthill had
returned bearing sandwiches. He settled down on a cot, clearly exhausted, and went

to sleep.
| ate my sandwiches. Then | went looking for Charity.

| found her in the chapel, sitting up high in the balcony. She stared down at the
altar, and did not react when | came up the steps to her and settled down on the
bench beside her. | sat with her in silence for a minute.

“Charity,” | whispered. “I need to ask you something.”

She sat in stony silence. Her chin moved a fraction of a degree up and down.
“How long?’ | murmured.

“How long since what?’ she asked.

| took a deep breath. “How long has it been since you'’ ve used your magic?’

Chapter Thirty-two

«N»

| couldn’t have gotten more of areaction if I'd shot her. Charity’ s face turned
sheet white, the blood draining from it. She froze in place grasping the edge of the
wooden pew in front of her with both hands. Her knuckles turned white, and the
wood creaked. She gnashed her teeth and bowed her head.

| didn't push. | waited.
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She opened her eyes again, and she wasn't hard to read. Her thoughts and
emotions were clear on her face. Panic. Desperation. Self-loathing. Her eyesflicked
from one possibility to another. She considered denying it. She considered lying to
me. She considered ssimply walking away.

“Charity,” | told her. “Tell me the truth.”
Her breathing quickened. | saw her desperation growing.

| reached out with one hand and turned her face toward me. “Y our daughter
needs you. If we don’'t help her, she’s going to die.”

Charity flinched and pulled away from me. Her shoulders shook with a silent sob.
She fought to control her breathing, her voice, and whispered, “A lifetime.”

| felt some tension ease in me. Her reaction confirmed that | was on the right
track.

“How did you know?" she asked.
“Just putting lots of little thingstogether,” | said. “Please, Charity. Tell me.”

Her voice was rough, half strangled, as though the breath that carried her words
had been tainted with something rotten. “1 had some talent. It showed just before my
sixteenth birthday. Y ou know how awkward that kind of thing can be.”

“Yeah,” | said. “How’d your family take it?’

Her mouth twisted. “My parents were wealthy. Respectable. When they had time
to notice me, they expected me to be normal. Respectable. They found it easier to
believe that | was a drug addict. Emotionally unbalanced.”

| winced. There were alot of situations that could meet someone with a
burgeoning magical talent. Charity’ s was one of the worst.

“They sent me away to schools,” she said. “And to hospitals disguised as
schools.” She waved ahand. “1 eventually left them. Just left them. | struck out on
my own.”

“And fell in with abad crowd,” | said quietly.
She gave me a bitter smile. “Y ou’ve heard this story before.”
“It isn’'t uncommon,” | said quietly. “Who was it?’

“A... coven, of sorts, | suppose,” she said. “More of acult. There was a young
man leading it. Gregor. He had power. He and the others, all young people, mixed in
religion and mysticism and philosophy and... well. Y ou’ ve probably seen such
things before.”

| nodded. | had. A charismatic leader, dedicated followers, a collection of strays
and homeless runaways. It rarely developed into something positive.

“l wasn't strongly gifted,” she said. “Not like you. But | learned about some of
what happens out there. About the White Council.” The bitter smile returned.
“Everyone was terrified of them. A Warden visited us once. He delivered awarning
to Gregor. He' d been toying about with some kind of summoning spells, and the



Wardens got wind of it. They interviewed each of us. Evaluated us. Told usthe
Laws of Magic, and told us never to break them if we wished to live.”

| nodded and listened. She spoke more quickly now, the words coming out in a
growing rush. They had been pent up along time.

“Gregor resented it. He grew distant. He began practicing magic that walked the
crumbling edges of the Council’s Laws. He had us all doing it.” Her eyes grew cold.
“The others began disappearing. One by one. No one knew where they had gone.
But | saw what was happening. | saw Gregor growing in power.”

“Hewas trading them,” | said.

She nodded once. “He saw my face, when | realized it. | was the next one to go.
He came to take me away, and | fought him. Tried to kill him. Wanted to kill him.
But he beat me. | remember only parts of it. Being chained to an iron post.”

“Thedragon,” | said.

She nodded. Some of the bitterness faded from her smile. “And Michael came.
And he destroyed the monster. And saved me.” She looked up at me. Tearsfilled
her eyes and streaked down her cheeks, but she did not blink. “1 swore to myself
that | would leave that behind me. The magic. The power. | had... urges.” She
swallowed. “To do things only... only amonster would do. When Siriothrax died,
Gregor went mad. Utterly mad. But | wanted to turn my power against him anyway. |
couldn’t think of anything else.”

“Hard to do,” | said quietly. “Y ou were akid. No real training. Exposed to some
nasty uses of power.”

“Yes,” shesaid. “Without Michael, | would never have been able to leave it
behind me. He never knew. He still doesn’'t know. He remained near me, in my life.
Making sure that | was all right. And... he was such agood soul. When he smiled at
me, it was like all the light in the world was shining out at me. | wanted to be worthy
of that smile.

“My husband saved my life, Mister Dresden, and not only from the dragon. He
saved me from myself.” She shook her head. “1 never touched my power again after
the night | met Michael. We married soon after. And in time, the power withered.
And good riddanceto it.”

“So when Molly’ stalent began to manifest,” | said quietly, “you tried to get her to
abandon it aswell.”

“1 was well aware of how dangerousit could be,” she said. “How innocent it
could seem.” She shook her head. “I did not want her exposed to the things that had
nearly destroyed my life.”

“But shedid it anyway,” | guessed. “That’s what really came between the two of
you. That’ s why she ran away from home.”

Charity’ svoice turned raw. “Yes. | couldn’t get through to her how dangerous it
was. What she might be sacrificing.” She made no effort to stem or hide her tears.



“And you were there. A hero who fought beside her father. Used his power to help
people.” Shelet out atired laugh. “For the love of God, you saved my life. We
named our child for you. Once she realized she had the talent, nothing could keep
her fromit.”

Christ. No wonder Charity hadn’t much liked me. Not only was | dragging her
husband off to who knew where to fight who knew what, | was aso setting an
example to Molly of everything Charity wanted her to avoid.

“I didn’t know,” | told her.

She shook her head. Then she said, “1 have been honest with you. No one else
knows what you do now. Not Michael. Not my daughter. No one.” She drew a
Kleenex from her pocket and wiped at her eyes. “What has happened to my
daughter?’

| exhaled. “What I’ ve got right now is still mostly guesswork,” | said. “But my
gut tellsmeit all fitstogether.”

“| understand,” she said.

| nodded, and told Charity about the attacks at the convention, and about how
Molly had gotten me involved. “| examined the victims of the first two attacks,” |
said quietly. “One of them, agirl named Rosie, showed evidence of aland of
psychic trauma. At the time, | attributed it to the phage’ s attack on her.”

Charity frowned. “It wasn't?’

| shook my head. “I found an identical traumaon Nelson.” | took a deep breath
and said, “Molly isthe link between them. They’ re both her friends. | think she was
the one who hurt them. | think she used magic to invade their minds.”

Charity stared at me, her expression sickened. “What? No...” She shook her
head. “No, Molly wouldn’t...” Her face grew even more pale. “Oh, God. She's
broken one of the Council’s Laws.” She shook her head more violently. “No, no,
no. She would not do such athing.”

| grimaced and said, “I think | know what she did. And why she did it.”
“Tel me”

| took a deep breath. “Rosie is pregnant. And she showed physical evidence of
drug addiction, but none of the psychological evidence of withdrawal. | think Molly
took steps when she found out her friend was pregnant—to force her away from the
drugs. | think she did it to protect the baby. And then | think she did the same thing
to Nelson. But something went wrong. | think what she did to him broke something.”
| shook my head. “He got paranoid, erratic.”

Charity stared down at the altar below, shaking her head. “Isit the Council then,
that took her?’

“No,” | said. “No. What she did to Rosie and Nelson left akind of mark on her.
A stain. | think she forced Rosie and Nelson to feel fear whenever they came near
their drugs. Fear is a powerful motivator and it’s easy to exploit. She wanted them to



be afraid of the drugs. She had good intentions, but she wanted her friendsto be
frightened.”

“| don’t understand.”

“Whoever called up these phages,” | said, “needed a way to guide them from the
Nevernever to the physical world. They needed a beacon, someone who would
resonate with a sympathetic vibe. Someone who, like the phages, wanted to make
people feel fear.”

“And they used my Moally,” Charity whispered. Then she stared at me for a
moment. “You did it,” she said quietly. “Y ou tried to turn the phages back upon
their summoner. Y ou sent them after my daughter.”

“l didn't know,” | told her. “My God, Charity. | swear to you that | didn’t know.
People were dead, and | didn’t want anyone else to be hurt.”

The wooden pew creaked even more sharply in her grip.

“Who did thisthing?’ she said, and her voice was deadly quiet. “Who is
responsible for the harm to my children? Who is the one who called the things that
invaded my home?’

“1 don’t think anyone called them,” | told her quietly. I think they were sent.”
She looked up at me, and her eyes narrowed. “ Sent?’

| nodded. “I hadn’t considered that possibility, until | realized what all of the
attacks had in common. Mirrors.”

“Mirrors?’ Charity asked. “I don’t understand.”

“That was the common element,” | said. “Mirrors. The bathroom. Rosie's
makeup mirror in the conference room. Plenty of reflective steel surfacesin a
commercia kitchen. And Madrigal’ s rental van’s windshield was reflecting images
very clearly.”

She shook her head. “I still don’t understand.”

“There are plenty of things that can use mirrors as windows or doorways from
the spirit world,” | said. “But there’' s only one thing that feeds on fear and uses
mirrors as pathways back and forth from the Nevernever. It's called afetch.”

“Fetch.” Charity tilted her head, her eyes vague, as though searching through old
memories. “I’ve heard of them. They’re... aren’t they creatures of Faerie?’

“Yeah,” | said quietly. “ Specifically, they’re creatures of deepest, darkest
Winter.” | swallowed. “Even more specificaly, they’ re Queen Mab'’ s elite spies and
assassins. Shapeshifters with alot of power.”

“Mab?’ shewhispered. “ The Mab?’

| nodded slowly.

“And they’ ve taken my daughter,” she said. “ Carried her away to Faerie.”

| nodded again. “She’ll be arich resource for them. A magically talented young



mortal. Compatible energy. Not enough experience to defend herself. They can feed
on her and her magic for hours. Maybe days. That's why they didn’t just kill her and
have done.”

Charity swallowed. “What can we do?’
“I"m not sure,” | said. “It would be nice to have your husband along, though.”

She bit her lip and sent what might have been a hateful ook down at the altar.
“He' s out of reach. Messages have been left, but...”

“We're on our own,” | said.

“We must do something,” she said.

“Yeah,” | agreed. “The problem is that we don’t know where to do it.”
“1 thought you just said that they had taken her back to Faerie.”

“Yeah,” | said. “But just because | tell you Ayer's Rock isin Australia doesn’t
mean you'’ re going to be able to find the damned thing. Australia sbig. And Fagerie
makes it look like Rhode Idland.”

Charity clenched her jaw. “There must be something.”
“I"'mworking onit,” | said.
“What will...” She paused and cleared her throat. “How long does she have?’

“Hard to say,” | told her. “Time can go by at different rates between here and
there. A day here, but an hour there. Or vice versa.”

She stared steadily at me.

| looked away and said, “Not long. It depends on how long she holds out.
They’ll get adl the fear out of her that they can and then...” | shook my head. “A
day. At most.”

She shook her head. “No,” she said quietly. “I will not let that happen. There
must be a way to take her back.”

“l can get to Faerie,” | said. “But you’ ve got to understand something. We're
talking about opening a path into deep Winter. If I’ m strong enough to open the way,
and if I’m strong enough to hold it open while ssmultaneously running a rescue
operation against at least one ancient fetch who ate my magic like candy earlier
tonight, we're still talking about defying the will of Queen Mab. If she' sthere,
there’ s not adamned thing | can do. | don’'t have enough power to challenge her in
the heart of her domain. The whole damned White Council doesn’t have enough
power. On top of that, I'd have to know precisely where to cross over into Faerie,
because I’ d have only minutes to grab her and get out. And | have no idea where she
IS.”

“What are you saying?’ she asked quietly.

“That | can’'t doit,” | told her. “It’s suicide.”

Charity’ s back stiffened. “ So you' re willing to leave her there?’



“No,” | said. “But it meansthat I’ m going to have to find help wherever | can get
it. Maybe from people and things that you won't much like.” | shook my head. “ And
it'spossible I’'ll get myself killed before | can even make the attempt. And evenif |
get her out... there could be aprice.”

“Ill pay it,” she said. Her voice was flat, strong, certain. “For Molly, I'll pay it.”

| nodded. | didn’t say the next thought out loud—that even if we did get the girl
back, there might not be much left of her mind. And she’ d broken one of the Laws
of Magic. She could wind up on the floor of some lonely warehouse, a black bag
over her head, until Morgan’s sword took it off her shoulders. Or, maybe worse, she
could already have been twisted by the power she’'d used.

Evenif | could find Molly and bring her home, it might already be too late to save
her.

But | could burn that bridge when | cameto it. First, | had to find her. The only
way to do that was to learn where the fetches had carried her through to the
Nevernever. Geography in the Nevernever isn't like geography in the normal world.
The Nevernever touches our world only at certain points of sympathetic energy. The
portion of the Nevernever that touched an empty and abandoned warehouse might
not be anywhere near the area of the spirit world that touched the full and busy
child-care center across the physical street from the warehouse. To make it worse,
the connections between the mortal world and the Nevernever changed slowly over
time, as the world changed.

There could be a thousand placesin Chicago where the fetches might have
dragged Molly back to their lair. | had to find the correct one. And | had to do it
before dawn, before the rising sun scattered and dispersed the residual traces of her
presence that would be my only trail.

| had about two hours, tops, to get my aching body back to my apartment to
bathe and prepare for a spell that would have been dangerous had | been rested and
entirely whole. Tired, hurting, pressured, and worried as | was, | would probably kill
myself on Little Chicago’strial run.

But my only other option was walk away and leave the girl in the hands of
creatures that made nightmares afraid of the dark.

“I’ll need something of hers,” | said, rising. “Hair or fingernail clippings would be

best.”
Charity said, “1 have alock of her hair in her baby book.”
“Perfect,” | said. “I'll pick it up from your place. Where' s the book?’
Sherose. “I'll show you.”

| hesitated. “1 don’t know if that’s wise.”



Chapter Thirty-three

«N»

“Thisis Thomas,” | told Charity, waving a hand at my brother, who had fallen
into step beside me as | left the church. “He's more dangerous than he looks.”

“1 have ablack belt,” Thomas explained.

Charity arched an eyebrow, looked at Thomas for about a second, and said,
“Y ou’ re the White Court vampire who took my husband to that strip bar.”

Thomas gave Charity atoothy smile and said, “Hey, it’s nice to be remembered.
And to work with someone who has a clue.” He hooked a thumb at me and added,
sotto voce, “For a change.”

Charity’ sregard didn’t change. It wasn't icy, nor friendly, nor touched by
emotion. It was simply aremote, steady gaze, the kind one reserves for large dogs
who pass nearby. Cautious observation, unexcited and deliberate. “1 appreciate that
you have fought beside my husband before. But | also want you to understand that
what you are gives me reason to regard you with suspicion. Please do nothing to
deepen that sentiment. | do not remain passive to threats.”

Thomas pursed hislips. | half expected anger to touch his gaze, but it didn’t. He
simply nodded and said, “Understood, ma am.”

“Good,” she said, and we reached her van. “You ride in the rearmost seat.”

| started to protest, but Thomas put his hand on my shoulder and shook his head.
“Her ride, her rules,” he murmured to me in passing. “I can respect that. So can
you.”

So we al got in and headed for the Carpenters house.
“How’s Mouse?’ Thomas asked.

“Leg’'shurt,” | said.

“Took one hell of ashot to do it,” he noted.

“That’swhy | left him back there,” | said. “ Could be he' s pushing his luck.
Besides, he can help Forthill keep an eye on the kids.”

“Uh-huh,” Thomas said. “Am | the only one who is starting to think that maybe
Mouse is something special ?’

“ Always thought that,” | said.
“| wonder if he' s an actual breed.”

Charity glanced over her shoulder and said, “He looks something like a
Caucasian.”

“Impossible,” | said. “He has rhythm and he can dance.”
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Charity shook her head and said, “It's a dog bred by the Soviet Union in the
Caucasus Mountains for use in secured military installations. It’s one of the only
breeds that grows so large. But they tend to be a great deal more aggressive than
your dog.”

“Oh, he' s aggressive enough for anybody, when he needsto be,” | said.

Thomas engaged Charity in a polite conversation about dogs and breeds, and |
leaned my head against the window and promptly fell asleep. | woke up briefly when
the van stopped. Charity and Thomas spoke, and | dozed as they loaded some
thingsinto the van. | didn’t wake up again until Thomas touched my shoulder and
said, “We're a your apartment, Harry.”

“Yeah,” | mumbled. “Okay.” | blinked a couple of times and hopped out of the
van. “Thomas,” | said. “Get in touch with Murphy for me, and tell her | need her at
my place, now. And... here...” | fumbled in my duster’ s pockets and found a white
napkin and a marker. | wrote another number. “Call this number. Tell them that I'm
caling in my persona marker.”

Thomas took the paper and arched a brow. “Can’t you be any more specific?’

“l don’'t haveto be” | said. “They’ll know why | want them. Thiswill just tell
them that it’' s time for them to get together with me.”

“Why me?’ Thomas asked.

“Because | don't havetime,” | said. “So unless you want to play with dangerous
magic divinations, call the damned number and stop making me waste energy
explaining myself.”

“Heil, Harry,” Thomas said, histone a bit sullen. But | knew he’d do it.
“Hair?’ | asked Charity.
She passed me an unmarked white envelope, her expression a mask.

“Thank you.” | took it and headed for my apartment, the two of them following
after me. “I’ll be working downstairs. The two of you should stay in the living room.
Please be as quiet as you can and don’t walk around too much.”

“Why?" Charity asked.

| shook my head tiredly and waved a hand. “No, no questions right now. I’ [l need
everything I’ ve got to find where they took Molly, and I’ m aready rushing this thing.
Let me concentrate. I'll explainit later.” If | surviveit, | thought.

| felt Charity’s eyes on me, and | glanced back at her. She gave her head a brief,
stiff nod. | took down the wards and we went inside. Mister came over and rammed
his shoulder against my legs, then wound his way around between Thomas'slegs,
accepting afew token pats from my half brother. Then he surprised me by giving
Charity the same treatment.

| shook my head. Cats. No accounting for taste.
Charity looked around my apartment, frowning, and said, “It’s very well kept up.



| had expected more... debris.”
“He cheats,” Thomas said, and headed for the refrigerator.

| ignored them. There wasn't time for the full ritual cleansing and meditation, but
my day had exposed meto all kinds of stains, external and otherwise, and |
considered the shower to be the most indispensable portion of the preparation. So |
went into my room, stripped, lit acandle, and got into the shower. Cool water
sluiced over me. | scrubbed my skin until it was pink, and washed my hair until it got
sore.

The whole while | sought out a quiet place in my mind, somewhere sheltered from
pain and guilt, from fear and anger. | pushed out every sensation but for the bathing,
and without conscious effort my motions took on the steady rhythm of ritual,
something commonplace transformed into an act of art and meditation, like a
Japanese tea ceremony.

| longed for my bed. | longed for sleep. Warmth. Laughter. | pinned down those
longings one at atime and crucified them, suspending them until such time as my
world was a place that could afford such desires. One last emotion was too big for
me, though. Try though | might, | could not keep fear from finding away to dither
into my thoughts. Little Chicago’s maiden run was an enormous unknown quantity.
If I'd doneit all right, | would have myself one hell of atool for keeping track of
thingsin my town.

If I’d made even atiny mistake, Molly was dead. Or worse than dead. And I'd
get to find out what the light at the end of the long tunnel really was.

| couldn’t escape the fear. It was built in to the situation. So instead | tried to
make my peace with it. Fear, properly handled, could be turned into something
useful. So | made asmall, neat place for its use in my head, akind of psychic litter
box, and hoped that the fear wouldn’t start jumping around at the worst possible
moment.

| got out of the shower, dried, and slipped into my white robe again. | kept my
thoughts focused, picked up my backpack and the white envelope, and went down
to the basement lab. | shut the door behind me. If Little Chicago went nova,
preventative spells |’ d laid to keep energies from escaping the lab should mitigate the
damage significantly. It wasn't a perfect plan, by any means, but I'm only human.

Which was a disturbing thought as | stared at the model on the table. Even atiny
mistake. Only human.

| set the envelope at the edge of the table, my backpack on a shelf, and went
around the basement lighting candles with amatch. A spell would have been faster
and neater, but | wanted to save every drop of power for managing the divination.
So | made lighting each candle aritual of its own, focusing on my movements, on
precision, on nothing but the immediate interplay of heat and cold, light and
darkness, fire and shadow.

| lit the last candle and turned to the modél city.



The buildings shone silver in the candlelight, and the air quivered with the power
I’d built into the model. Some tiny voice of common sense in my head told me that
thiswas a horribly bad idea. It told me that | was making decisions because | wasin
pain and exhausted, and that it would be far wiser to get some sleep and attempt the
spell when | stood a reasonable chance of pulling it off.

| crucified that little voice, too. There was no room for doubts. Then | turned to
the table, and to the elongated circle of silver I'd built into its surface.

Lasciel appeared between me and the table, in her usual white tunic, her red hair
pulled back into atight braid. She held up both hands and said, quietly, “I cannot
permit you to do this.”

“You,” | saidin aquiet, distant voice, “are amost as annoying as a sudden phone
cdl.”

“Thisispointless,” she said. “My host, | beg you to reconsider.”
“l don’'t havetimefor you,” | said. “I have ajob to do.”
“A job?" she asked. “Evading your responsibilities, you mean?’

| tilted my head dightly. In my current mental state, the emotions| felt seemed
infinitely far away and al but inconsequential. “How so?’

“Look at yourself,” shereplied, her voice that low, quiet, reasonable tone one
uses around madmen and ugly drunks. “Listen to yourself. You'retired. You're
injured. Y ou’' re wracked by guilt. Y ou're frightened. Y ou will destroy yourself.”

“And you with me?’ | asked her.

“Correct,” shesaid. “I do not fear the end of my existence, my host but | would
not be extinguished by one too self-deluded to understand what he was about.”

“I"m not deluded,” | said.

“But you are. You know that this effort shall probably kill you. And once it has
done so, you will be free from any onus of what happened to the girl. After all, you
heroically died in the effort to find her and retrieve her. Y ou won't have to attend her
funeral. You won't have to explain yoursalf to Michadl. Y ou won't have to tell her
parents that their daughter is dead because of your incompetence.”

| did not reply. The emotions grew alittle closer.

“Thisisn't anything more than an elaborate form of suicide, chosen during a
moment of weakness,” Lasciel said. “I do not wish to see you destroy yourself, my
host.”

| stared at her.

| thought about it.

She might beright.

It didn’t matter.

“Move,” | murmured. “Before | move you.” Then | paused and said, “Wait a



minute. What am | thinking? It isn’t as though you can stop me.” Then | simply
stepped through Lasciel’simage to the table, and reached for the white envel ope.

The white envel ope began to spin in place on the table, and abruptly became
dozens of envelopes, each identical, each whirling like a pinwhed.

“But | can,” Lasciel said quietly. | looked up to find her standing on the opposite
side of the table from me. | witnessed the birth of timeitself. | watched the mortal
coil spring forth from perfect darkness. | watched the stars form, watched thisworld
coalesce, watched as life was breathed into it and as your kind roseto ruleit.” She
put both hands on the table and leaned toward me, her blue eyes cold and hard.
“Thusfar, | have behaved as a guest ought. But do not mistake propriety for
weakness, mortal. | beg you not to oblige me to take further action.”

| narrowed my eyes and reached for my Sight.
Before | could useit, my left hand exploded into flame.

Pain, pain, PAIN. Fire, scorching, parboiling my hand as | tried to hold it back
with my shield bracelet. The memory of my injury in that vampire-haunted basement
came rushing back to mein THX, and my nerve endings were listening.

| fought down a scream, breathing, my teeth snapping together so suddenly and
sharply that afleck of one of my molars chipped away.

It was anillusion, | told myself. A memory. It’s a ghost, nhothing more. It cannot
harm you if you do not allow it to do so. | pushed hard against that memory, turning
the focus of my will against it.

| felt the illuson-memory wobble, and then the pain was gone, the fire out. My
body pumped endorphins into my bloodstream a heartbeat |ater, and | drifted on
them as my focus started to collapse. | leaned hard against the table, my left hand
held close to my chest in pure reflex, my right supporting my weight. | turned my
attention to the envelopes and forced my will against them until the illusions grew
translucent. | picked up the real envelope.

Lasciel regarded me steadily, her beautiful face unyielding, determined.

“Sooner or later I' I push through anything you throw,” | panted. “Y ou know
that.”

“Yes,” shesaid. “But you will not be able to focus on the divination until you are
quit of me. | may force you to exhaust yourself resisting me, in which case you will
not attempt the divination. Even if | only delay you until dawn, there will be no need
for you to attempt it.” Shelifted her chin. “Whatever happens, the divination will not
be successful.”

| let out alow chuckle, which made Lasciel frown at me. “You missed it,” | sad.
“Missed what?’

“Theloophole. | can kill myself trying it while you rock the boat. And after all,
this entire exercise is nothing more than a suicide attempt in any case. Why not go
through with it?’



Her jaw clenched. “Y ou would murder yourself rather than yield to reason?’
“More mandlaughter than murder, 1I'd say.”
“You' remad,” thefallen angel said.

“Get me some Alka-Seltzer and I'll foam at the mouth, too.” Thistime| hit
Lasciel with the hard look. “There' s a child out there who needs me. I'd rather die
than let her down. I’'m doing the spell, period. So fuck off.”

She shook her head in frustration and looked away, frowning. “Y ou are quite
likely to die.”

“Broken record much?’ | asked. | got out the lock of baby-fine hair, set my knife
down on the table, and lit the ceremonia candles there. The fallen angel was correct,
dammit. The fear stirred dangerously inside me and my fingers shook hard enough
to break the first kitchen match instead of kindling it to life,

“If you must do this,” Lasciel said, “at least attempt to surviveit. Let me help
you.”

“Y ou can help me by shutting the hell up and going away,” | told her. “Hellfire
Isn’t going to be any use to me here.”

“Perhaps not,” Lascidl said. “But there is another way.”

There was a shimmer of light in the corner of my eye, and | turned to see aslowly
pulsing silver glow upon the floor in the middle of my summoning circle. Two feet
beneath it lay the Blackened Denarius where the rest of Lasciel was imprisoned.

“Take up the coin,” she urged me. “I can at least protect you from a backlash. |
beg you not to throw your life away.”

| bit my lip.

| didn’t want to die, dammit. And the thought of failing to save Molly was almost
worse than death. The holder of one of the thirty ancient silver coins had accessto
tremendous power. With that kind of boost, | could probably pull the spell off, and
even if it went south | could survive it under Lasciel’ s protection. Somehow, | knew
that if | choseto doit | could get the coin out from under the concretein only a
moment, too.

| stared at the silver glow for a moment.
Then | rolled my eyes and said, “Are you still here?’

Lasciel’ s face smoothed into an emotionless mask, but there was a subtle, ugly
tone of threat in her voice. “Y ou are much easier to talk to when you are asleep, my
host.”

And she was gone.

Fear rattled around inside me. | tried to calm it, but | couldn’t regain my earlier
detachment—not until | thought of young Daniel, mangled beneath my wizard Sight,
wounded defending his family from something | had sent after them.

| thought of Molly’s brothers and sisters. | thought of her mother, her father. |



thought of the laughter, the sheer, joyous, rowdy life of Michael’s family.

Then | pinked my fingertip with my ritual knife, touched the lock of baby hair to
it, and laid it down within Little Chicago. | used a second drop of blood and an
effort of will to touch the circle on the tabletop, closing it up and beginning the spell.
| closed my eyes, focusing, murmuring a stream of faux Latin as | reached out to the
model and brought it to life.

My senses blurred, and suddenly | was standing on the tabletop, at the model of
my own boardinghouse. | thought the silver-colored model had grown to life size at
first, then realized that the inverse was more accurate. | had shrunk to scale with
Little Chicago, my awareness now within the spell rather than in my own body,
which stood over the table like Godzilla, murmuring the words of the spell.

| closed my eyes and thought of Molly, my blood touched upon her lock of hair,
and to my utter surprise | shot off down the street with no more effort than it took to
peddle abicycle. The streets beneath me and the buildings around me glowed with
white energy, the whole of the place humming like high-power tension lines.

Stars and stones, Little Chicago worked. It worked well. A surge of jubilation
went through me, and my speed increased in proportion. | flashed through the
streets, seeing faint images of people, like ghosts, the unsteady reflections of those
now moving through the real Chicago around me. But then the spell wavered, and |
found myself moving in acircle like a baffled hound trying to pick up a scent trail.

It didn’'t work.

| made an effort and stood back in my own body, staring down at Little Chicago,
badly fatigued.

Exhausted, | reached for my backpack, sat down, and fumbled Bob into my lap.

His eyeslit up at once and he said, “Don’t get me wrong, big guy, | like you. But
not that way.”

“Shut up,” | growled at him. *“Just tried to use Little Chicago to find Molly’ strail.
It fizzled.”

Bob blinked. “It worked? The model actually worked? It didn’t explode?’

“Obvioudly,” | said. “It worked fine. But | used a ssimple tracking spell, and it
couldn’t pick up her trail. So what’s wrong with the damned thing?’

“Put me on the table,” Bob said.

| reached up and did so. He was quiet for a minute before he said, “It’ sfine,
Harry. | mean, it'sworking just fine.”

“Like hell,” I growled. “I’ ve done that tracking spell hundreds of times. It must be
the model.”

“I"'m telling you, it’s perfect,” Bob said. “I’'m looking at the darn thing. If it
wasn't your spell, and it wasn’'t the model... Hey, what did you use to focus the
tracking spell?’



“Lock of her hair.”
“That’ s baby hair, Harry.”
113 %?1

Bob let out a disgusted sound. “So it won’t work. Harry, babies are like one big
enormous blank slate. Molly has changed quite a bit since that lock was taken. She
doesn’t have much to do with the person it got snipped from. Naturally the spell
couldn’t track her.”

“Dammit!” | snarled. | hadn’t thought of that, but it made sense. | hadn’t ever
used alock of baby hair in the spell before, except once, to find a baby. “ Dammit,
dammit, dammit.”

A tiny mistake.
| was only human.
And | had failed Mally.

Chapter Thirty-four

«N»

| turned away from the table and hauled myself laboriously up the ladder to my
living room.

Charity sat on the edge of the couch with her head bowed, her lips moving. As|
emerged, she stood up and faced me, tension quivering through her. Thomas, who
had a kettle on my little wood-burning stove, glanced over his shoulder.

| shook my head at them.
Charity’ s face went white and she slowly sat down again.

| went to the kitchen, found my bottle of aspirin, and chewed up three of them,
grimacing at the taste. Then | drank a glass of water. “Y ou make those calls?’ |
asked Thomas.

“Yeah,” hesaid. “In fact, Murphy should be here in a minute.”

| nodded at him and walked over to settle into one of the easy chairs by the
fireplace with my glass of water, and told Charity, “I thought | could find her. I'm
sorry. |...” | shook my head and trailed off into silence.

“Thank you for trying, Mister Dresden,” she said quietly. She didn’t look up.

“It was the baby hair,” | said to Charity. “It didn’t work. Hair was too old. |
couldn’t...” | sighed. “Just too tired to think straight, maybe,” | said. “I’'m sorry.”
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Charity looked up at me. | expected fear, anger, maybe alittle bit of contempt in
her features. But none of that was there. There was instead something that I’ d seen
in Michael when the situation was redlly, redlly bad. It was akind of quiet calm, a
surety totally at odds with the situation, and | could not fathom its source or
substance.

“Wewill find her,” she told me quietly. “We'll bring her home.” Her voice held
the solid confidence of someone stating afact as simple and obvious as two plus
two isfour.

| didn’t quite break out into a bitter laugh. | was too tired to do that. But | shook
my head and stared at the empty fireplace.

“Mister Dresden,” she said quietly. “I don’t pretend to know as much about
magic as you do. I’'m quite certain you have a great deal of power.”

“Just not enough,” | said. “Not enough to do any good.”

In the corner of my eye, | saw Charity actually smile. “It’ sdifficult for you to
realize that you are, at times, as helpless as the rest of us.”

She was probably right, but | didn’t say as much out loud. “1 made a mistake,
and Molly might be hurt because of it. | don’t know how to live with that.”

“You'reonly human,” she said, and there was atrace of pensive reflection in her
voice. “For all of your power.”

“That answer isn’'t good enough,” | said quietly. | glanced at her, to find her
watching me, her dark eyesintent. “Not good enough for Molly.”

“Have you done all that you can to help her?’ Charity asked me.
| racked my brain for a useless moment and then said, “Y eah.”
She spread her hands. “ Then | can hardly ask you for more.”

| blinked at her. “What?’

She smiled again. “Yes. It surprises me to hear myself say it, aswell. | have not
been tolerant of you. | have not been pleasant to you.”

| waved atired hand. “Yeah. But | get why not.”
“| redlize that now,” she said. “Y ou saw. But it took all of thisto make me seeit.
“See what?’

“That much of the anger I’ ve directed at you was not rightfully yours. | was
afraid. | let my fear become something that controlled me. That made me harm
others. You.” She bowed her head. “And | let it worsen matters with Molly. | feared
for her safety so much that | went to war with her. | drove her toward what | most
wished her to avoid. All because of my fear. | have been afraid, and | am ashamed.”

“Everyone gets scared sometimes,” | said.

“But | allowed it to rule me. | should have been stronger than that, Mister
Dresden. Wiser than that. We al should be. God did not give us a spirit of fear, but



of love, of power, and of self-control.”
| absorbed that for amoment. Then | asked, “ Are you apologizing to me?’
She arched an eyebrow and then said, her tone wry, “1 am not yet that wise.”
That actually did pull aquiet laugh from me.

“Mister Dresden,” she said. “We' ve done all that we can do. Now we pray. We
havefaith.”

“Faith?’ | asked.

She regarded me with calm, confident eyes. “That a hand mightier than yours or
mine will shield my daughter. That we will be shown away. That He will not leave
his faithful when they arein need.”

“I’'m not al that faithful,” | said.

She smiled again, tired but unwavering. “| have enough for both of us.” She met
my eyes steadily and said, “There are other powers than your magic, or that of the
dark spirits that oppose us. We are not alone in this fight, Mister Dresden. We need
not be afraid.”

| averted my eyes before a soulgaze could get going. And before she could see
them tear up. Charity, regardliess of how she'd treated me in the past, had been there
when the chips were down. She' d cared for me when I’ d been injured. She'd
supported me when she didn’t have to do so. As abrasive, accusatory, and harsh as
she could be, | had never for an instant doubted her love for her husband, for her
children, or the sincerity of her faith. I'd never liked her too much—but | had always
respected her.

Now more than ever.

| just hoped she was right, when she said we weren't in thisalone. | wasn't sure |
really believed that, deep down. Don’'t get me wrong; I’ ve got nothing against God,
except for maybe wishing He was allittle less ambiguous and had better taste in hired
help. People like Michael and Charity and, to a lesser extent, Murphy, had made me
take some kind of faith under consideration, now and again. But | wasn't the sort of
guy who did well when it came to matters of belief. And | wasn’t the sort of guy
who | thought God would really want hanging around his house or his people.

Hell. Therewas afallen angel in my brain. | counted myself lucky that | hadn’t
met Michael or one of the other Knights from the business end of one of the
Swords.

| looked at the gift popcorn tin in the corner by the door, where my staff and rod
were settled, along with my practice fighting staff, an unearned double of my
wizardly tool, my sword cane, an umbrella, and the wooden cane shezath of
Fidelacchius, one of the three swords borne by Michael and his brothers in arms.

The sword' s last wielder had told me that | was to keep it and passit on to the
next Knight. He said | would know who, and when. And then the sword sat there in
my popcorn tin for years. When my house had been in-vaded by bad guys, they’d



overlooked it. Thomas, who had lived with me for almost two years, had never
touched it or commented on it. | wasn't sure that he' d ever noticed it, either. It just
sat there, waiting.

| glanced at the sword, and then up at the roof. If God wanted to throw alittle
help our way, now would be a good time to get that foreordained knowledge of who
to give the sword to, at least. Not that it would do us all that much good, |
supposed. With or without Fidelacchius, we had afair amount of power of the
ass-kicking variety. What we needed was knowledge. Without knowledge, all the ass
kicking in the world wouldn’t help.

| watched the sword for aminute, just in case.

No light show. No sound effects. Not even a burst of vague intuition. | guess that
wasn’t the kind of help Heaven was dishing out at the moment.

| settled back in my chair. Charity had returned to her quiet prayers. | tried to
think thoughts that wouldn’t clash, and hoped that God wouldn’t hold it against
Molly that | was on her side.

| glanced back over my shoulder. Thomas had listened to the whole thing with an
amost supernatural quality of noninvolvement. He was watching Charity with
troubled eyes. He traded a glance with me that seemed to mirror most of what | was
feeling. Then he brought everyone a cup of tea, and faded immediately back to the
kitchen alcove again while Charity prayed.

Maybe ten minutes later, Murphy knocked at the door and then opened it. Besides
Thomas, she was the only person I’ d entrusted with an amulet that would let her
through my wards without harm. She wore one of her usual work ouitfits: black
jacket, white shirt, dark pants, comfortable shoes. Grey predawn light backlit her.
She took alook around the place, frowning, before she shut the door. “What’ s
happened?’

| brought her up to speed, finishing with my failure to locate the girl’ s trail.
“So you'retrying to find Molly?” Murphy asked. “With a spell?’
“Yeah,” | said.

“1 thought that was pretty routine for you,” Murphy said. “I mean, | can think of
four or five times at least you' ve done that.”

| shook my head. “That’ s tracking down where something is. I’ m looking for
where Mally’s been. It'sadifferent bag of snakes.”

“Why?" Murphy asked. “Why not go straight to her?”’

“Because the fetches have taken her back home with them,” | said. “She'sin the
Nevernever. | can’t zero in on her there. The best | can do isto try to find where
they crossed over, follow them across, and use aregular tracking spell oncel’'m
through.”

“Oh.” She frowned and walked over to me. “And for that you need her hair?”’
“Yeah,” | said. “Which we don’t have. So we' re stuck.”



She chewed on her lip. “Couldn’t you use something else?’

“Nail clippings,” | said. “Or blood, if it was fresh enough.”

“Uh-huh,” Murphy said. She nodded at Charity. “What about her blood?’

“What?' | said.

“She’' sthe girl’s mother,” Murphy said. “Blood of her blood. Wouldn't that
work?’

“No,” | said.

“Oh,” Murphy said. “Why not?’

“Because...” | frowned. “Uh...” | looked up at Charity for amoment. Actually,
there was amagical connection between parents and children. A strong one. My
mother had worked a spell linked to Thomas and me that would confirm to us that
we were brothers. The connection had been established, even though she had been
the only common parent between us. The blood connection was the deepest known
to magic. “It might work,” | said quietly. | thought about it some more and breathed,
“Stars and stones, not just work. Actually, for this spell, it might work better.”

Charity said nothing, but her eyes glowed with that steady, unmovable strength. |
thought to myself, That’s what faith looks like.

| nodded my head to her in abow of acknowledgment.

Then | turned to Murphy and gave her ajubilant kiss on the mouth.
Murphy blinked in total surprise.

“Yes!” | whooped, laughing. “Murphy, you rock! Go team Dresden!”
“Hey, I’'m the one who rocks,” she said. “Go team Murphy.”

Thomas snorted. Even Charity had a small smile, though her eyes were closed
and her head was bowed again, murmuring thanks, presumably to the Almighty.

Murphy had asked the exact question I’ d needed to hear to tip me off to the
answer. Help from above? | was not above taking help from on high, and given
whose child was in danger it was entirely possible that divine intervention was
precisely what had happened. | touched the brim of my mental hat and nodded my
gratitude vaguely heavenward, and then turned to hurry back to the lab. “ Charity, |
presume you' re willing to donate for the cause?’

“Of course,” she said.

“Then we're in business. Get ready to move, people. Thiswill only take me a
minute.”

| stopped and put a hand on Charity’s shoulder. “ And then we' re going to get
your daughter back.”

“Yes,” she murmured, looking up at me with firein her eyes. “Yes, we are.”

Thistime, the spell worked. | should have known where the fetches had found the
swiftest passage from their realm to Chicago. It was one of those things that, in



retrospect, was obvious.

Charity’ s minivan pulled into the little parking lot behind Clark Pell’ s rundown old
movie theater. It was out of view of the street. The sun had risen on our way there,
though heavy cloud cover and grumbling thunder promised unusually bad weather
for so early in the day. That shouldn’t have surprised me either. When the Queens of
Faerie were moving around backstage, the weather quite often seemed to reflect their
presence.

Murphy pulled her car in right behind the minivan and parked besideit.
“All right Murph, Thomas,” | said, getting out of the van. “Faerie Fighting 101.”
“l know, Harry,” Thomas said.

“Yeah, but I’m going to go over it anyway, so listen up. We' re heading into the
Nevernever. We' ve got some wicked faeriesto handle, which means we have to be
prepared for illusions.” | rummaged in my backpack and came out with asmall jar.
“Thisis an ointment that should let you see through most of their bullshit.” | went to
Thomas and slapped some on him, then did Murphy’s eyes, and then did my own.
The ointment was my own mixture, based on the one the Gatekeeper used. Mine
smelled better, but stained the skin it touched with a heavy brown-black tone. |
started to put the jar away. “ After we—"

Charity calmly took the jar from my hands, opened it, and put ointment on her
OwWn eyes.

“What are you doing?’ | asked her.

“I’m preparing to take back my daughter,” she said.
“You aren't going with us,” | told her.

“Yes, | am.”

“No, you're not. Charity, thisis seriously dangerous. We can’t afford to babysit
you.”

Charity put the lid back on the jar and dropped it into my backpack. Then she
opened the diding door on the minivan and drew out a pair of heavy-duty plastic
storage bins. She opened the first, and calmly peeled out of her pullover jersey.

| noted a couple of things. First, that Charity had won some kind of chromosomal
lottery when it came to the body department. She wore a sports bra beneath the
sweater, and she looked like she could have modeled it if she cared to do so. Molly
had definitely gotten her looks from her mother.

The second thing | noticed was Charity’s arms. She had broad shoulders, for a
woman, but her arms were heavy with muscle and toned. Her forearms, especially,
looked lean and hard, muscles easily seen shifting beneath tight skin. | traded a
glance with Murphy, who looked impressed. | just watched Charity for a minute,
frowning.

Charity took an arming jacket from the first tub. It wasn’t some beat-up old relic,
either. It was a neat, quilted garment, heavy black cotton over the quilting, which was



backed by what looked alot like Kevlar ballistic fabric. She pulled it on, belted it into
place, and then withdrew an honest-to-God coat of mail from the tub. She dlipped
into it and fastened half a dozen clasps with the swift assurance of long practice. A
heavy sword belt came next, securing the mail coat. Then she pulled on atight-fitting
cap made in the same manner as the jacket, tucking her braided hair up into it, and
then dlipped aridged steel helmet onto her head.

She opened the second tub and drew out a straight sword with a cruciform hilt.
The weapon was only dlightly more slender and shorter than Michael’ s blessed
blade, but after she inspected the blade for notches or rust, she flicked it around a
few times as lightly as she would a rolled-up newspaper, then dlid the weapon into
the sheath on the sword belt. She tucked a pair of heavy chain gloves through the
belt. Finally, she took a hammer from the big tub. It had a steel-bound handle about
four feet long, and mounted a head almost as large as a sledgehammer’ s, backed by
awicked-looking spike.

She put the hammer over her shoulder, balancing its weight with one arm, and
turned to me. She looked ferocious, so armed and armored, and the heavy black
stain around her eyes didn’t do anything to soften the image. Ferocious, hell. She
looked competent—and dangerous.

Everyone just stared at her.

She arched a golden eyebrow. “I make al of my husband’s armor,” she said
camly, “aswell as his spare weaponry. By hand.”

“Uh,” | said. No wonder she was buff. “Y ou know how to fight, too?’

She looked at me as though | was a dim-witted child. “My husband didn’t
become a master swordsman by osmosis. He works hard at it. Who did you
suppose he's practiced against for the last twenty years?’ Her eyes smoldered again,
adirect challenge to me. “These creatures have taken my Molly. And | will not
remain here while sheisin danger.”

“Maam,” Murphy said quietly. “Practiceis very different from the real thing.”
Charity nodded. “Thiswon’'t be my first fight.”

Murphy frowned for amoment, and then turned a troubled glance to me. |
glanced at Thomas, who was facing away, alittle apart from the rest of us, staying
out of the decision-making process.

Charity stood there with that warhammer over one shoulder, her weight planted,
her eyes determined.

“Hell’s bells,” | sighed. “Okay, John Henry, you’ re on the team.” | waved a hand
and went back to the briefing. “ Faeries hate and fear the touch of iron, and that
includes stedl. It burns them and neutralizes their magic.”

“There are extraweapons in the tub, as well as additional coats of mail,” Charity
offered. “Though they might not fit you terribly well, Lieutenant Murphy.”

Charity had thought ahead. | was glad one of us had. “Mail coat isjust the thing



for discouraging nasty faerie beasties with claws.”

Murphy looked skeptical. “1 don’t want to break up the Battle of Hastings dress
theme, Harry, but | find guns generally more useful than swords. Are you serious
about this?’

“Y ou might not be ableto rely on your guns,” | told her. “Reality doesn’t work
the same way in the Nevernever, and it doesn’'t always warn you when it’s changing
therules. It's common to find areas of Faerie where gunpowder is nhoncombustible.”

“You'rekidding,” she said.

“Nope. Get some steel on you. There' s not a thing the faeries can do about that.
It' s the biggest edge mortals have on them.”

“The only edge,” Charity corrected. She passed me a sleeveless mail shirt,
probably the only one that would fit me. | dumped my leather duster, armored
myself, and then put the duster back on over the mail. Murphy shook her head, then
she and Thomas collected mail and weaponry of their own.

“Couple more things,” | said. “Once we'reinside, don't eat or drink anything.
Don't accept any gifts, or any offers from afaerie interested in making adeal. Y ou
don’t want to wind up owing favors to one of the Sidhe, believe you me.” |
frowned, thinking. Then | took a deep breath and said, “One thing more. Each of us
must do everything possible to control our fear.”

Murphy frowned at me. “What do you mean?’

“We can’t afford to carry in too much fear with us. The fetchesfeed onit. It
makes them stronger. If we go in there without keeping our fear under control, they’ll
sense ameal coming. We're all afraid, but we can’t let it control our thoughts,
actions, or decisions. Try to keep your breathing steady and remain as calm as you

Murphy nodded, frowning faintly.
“All right, then. Everyone hat up and sing out when you’ re good to go.”

| watched as Murphy got her gear into place. Charity helped her secure the armor.
Her mail was a short-sleeved shirt, maybe one of Charity’s spare suits. She'd
compensated for the oversize armor by belting it in tight, but the short leevesfell to
her elbows, and the hem reached most of the way to her knees. Murphy looked like
akid dressing up in an adult’s clothes.

Her expression grew calm and distant as she worked, the way it did when she was
focused on shooting, or in the middle of one of her fivetrillion and three formal
katas. | closed my eyes and tentatively pushed my magical sensestoward her. |
could feel the energy in her, thelife, pulsing and steady. There were tremorsin it,
here and there, but there was no screaming beacon of violent terror that would
trumpet our approach to the bad guys.

Not that | thought there would be. What she lacked in height, she more than made
up for in guts. On the other hand, Murphy had never been in the Nevernever, and



even though Faerie was as normal a place as you can find there, it could get pretty
weird. Despite training, discipline, and determination, novice deepwater divers can
never be sure that they will remain free from the onset of the condition called
“pressure sickness.” The Nevernever was much the same. Y ou can’t tell how
someone is going to react the first time they fall down the rabbit hole.

Thomas, being Thomas, made the mail into a fashion statement. He wore black
clothing, black combat boots, and the arming jacket and mail somehow managed to
go with the rest of his wardrobe. He had his saber on his belt on hisleft side, carried
the shotgun in his right hand, and made the whole ensemble look like an upper-class
version of The Road Warrior.

| checked on Thomas with my wizard' s senses, too. His presence had never been
fully human, but like the other members of the White Court the vampiric aspects of
him were not obvious to casual observation, not even to wizards. There was
something feline about his aura, the same quality | would expect in a hungry leopard
waiting patiendy for the next meal to approach; enormous power held in perfect
balance. There was a darker portion of him, too, the part I’ d always associated with
the demonic presence that made him avampire, ablack and bitter well of energy,
equal parts lust, hunger, and self-loathing. Thomas was no fool—he was certainly
afraid. But the fear couldn’t be sensed under that still, black surface.

Charity, after she finished helping Murphy, stepped back from her and went to
her knees in the parking lot. She folded her hands in her lap, bowed her head, and
continued praying. Around her | felt akind of ambient warmth, as though she knelt in
her own persona sunbeam, the same kind of energy that had always characterized
her husband'’ s presence. Faith, | suppose. She was afraid, too, but it wasn't the
primitive survival fear the fetches required. Her fear was for her daughter; for her
safety, her future, her happiness. And as | watched her, | saw her lips form my
name, then Thomas's, then Murphy’s.

Charity was more afraid for us than herself.

Right there, | promised myself that | would get her back home with her daughter,
back to her family and her husband, safe and sound and whole. | would not, by
God, hesitate for a heartbeat to do whatever was necessary to make my friend's
family whole again.

| checked myself out, taking inventory. Leather duster, ill-fitting mail shirt, staff,
and blasting rod, check. Shield bracelet and amulet, check. My abused left hand
ached alittle, and what | could fedl of it felt stiff—but | could move my fingers. My
head hurt. My limbs felt alittle bit shaky with fatigue. | had to hope that adrenaline
would kick in and make that problem go away when it counted.

“Everyone good to go?’ | asked.
Murphy nodded. Thomas drawled, “Yep.”
Charity rose and said, “Ready.”

“Let me sweep the outside of the building first,” | said. “Thisistheir doorway
home. It’ s possible that they’ ve got the place booby-trapped, or that they’ ve set up



wards. Once| clear it, we'll goin.”

| trudged off to walk aslow circle around Pell’ s theater. | let my fingertips drag
along the side of the building, closed my eyes most of the way, and extended my
wizard's senses into the structure. It wasn't a quick process, but | tried not to
dawdle, either. As| walked, | sensed a kind of trapped, suffocated energy bouncing
around inside the building—Ileakage from the Nevernever probably, from when the
fetchestook Molly across. But severa times| also felt tiny, malevolent surges of
energy, too random and mobile to be spells or wards. Their presence was
disturbingly similar to that of the fetch I’ d destroyed in the hotdl.

| came back to where I’ d begun about ten minutes later.
“Anything?’ Thomas asked.

“No wards. No mystic land mines,” | told him. “But | think there's something in
there.”

“Like what?’

“Likefetches,” | said. “Smaller than the big ones we' re after, and probably set to
guard the doorway between here and the Nevernever.”

“They’ll try to ambush us when we go in,” Murphy said.

“Probably,” | said. “But if we know about it, we can turn it against them. When
they come, hit them fast and hard, even if it seems like overkill. We can’'t afford any
injuries.”

Murphy nodded.

“What are we waiting for?” Thomas asked.

“More help,” | replied.

“Why?’

“Because I'm not strong enough to open a stable passage to deep Faerie,” | said.
“Evenif | wasn't tired, and | managed to get it open, | doubt it would stay that way
for more than afew seconds.”

“Which would be bad?’ Murphy asked.
“Yeah”
“What would happen?’ Charity asked quietly.

“We'ddie,” | said. “We'd be trapped in deep Faerie, near the strongholds of all
kinds of trouble, with no way to escape but to try to find our way to the portions of
Faerie that are near Earth. The locals would eat us and spit out the bones before we
got anywhere close to escape.”

Thomasrolled his eyes and said, “ Thisisn’t exactly helping me keep my mind off
my fear, man.”

“Shut up,” | told him. “Or I’ll move to my second initiative and start telling you
knock-knock jokes.”



“Harry,” Murphy said, “if you knew you couldn’t open the door long enough to
let us get the girl, how did you plan to manage it?’

“1 know someone who can help. Only she’ stotally unableto help me.”

Murphy scowled at me, then said, “Y ou’re enjoying this. You just love to dance
around questions and spring surprises when you know something the rest of us
don't.”

“It'slike heroin for wizards,” | confirmed.

An engine throbbed nearby, and tires made a susurrus on asphalt. A motorcycle
prowled around the theater to its rear parking lot, bearing two helmeted riders. The
rearmost rider swung down from the bike, a shapely woman in leather pants and a
denim jacket. She reached up, took off her green helmet, and shook out her
snow-white hair. It fell at once into a silken sheet without the aid of abrush or a
comb. The Summer Lady, Lily, paused to give me a slight bow, and she smiled at
me, her green eyes particularly luminous.

The bike' s driver proved to be Fix. The Summer Knight wore close-fitting black
pants and a billowing shirt of green silk. He bore arapier with a sturdy guard on his
hip, and the leather that wrapped its handle had worn smooth and shiny. Fix put both
helmets on arack on the motorcycle, nodded at us, and said, “ Good morning.”

| made introductions, though | went into few details beyond names and titles.
When that was done, | told Lily, “Thank you for coming.”

She shook her head. “I am yet in your debt. It wasthe least | could do. Though |
feel | must warn you that | may not be able to give you the help that you require.”

Meaning Titania’ s compulsion to prevent Lily from helping me was still in force.
But I’ d thought of away to get around that.

“1 know you can’'t help me,” | said. “But | wish to tell you that the onus of your
debt to me has been passed to another in good faith. | must redress awrong | have
done to the girl named Molly Carpenter. To do so, | offer her mother your debt to
me as payment.”

Fix barked out a satisfied laugh. “Hah!”

Lily’s mouth spread into a delighted smile. “Well done, wizard,” she murmured.
Then she turned to Charity and asked, “ Do you accept the wizard’ s offer of

payment, Lady?’
Charity looked alittle lost, and she glanced at me. | nodded my head at her.
“Y-yes,” shesaid. “Yes.”

“So moteit be,” Lily said, bowing her head to Charity. “Then | owe you a debt,
Lady. What may | do to repay it?’

Charity glanced at me again. | nodded and said, “ Just tell her.”

Charity turned back to the Summer Lady. “Help us retrieve my daughter, Molly,”
she said. “Sheis aprisoner of the fetches of the Winter Court.”



“1 will be more than happy to do all in my power to aid you,” Lily said.
Charity closed her eyes. “Thank you.”

“It will not be as much help as you might desire,” Lily told her, her voice serious.
“|1 dare not directly strike at the servants of Winter acting in lawful obligation to their
Queen, except in self-defense. Were | to attack, the consequences could be grave,
and retaliation immediate.”

“Then what can you do?’ Charity asked.

Lily opened her mouth to answer, but then said, “The wizard seemsto have
something in mind.”

“Yep,” | said. “I was just coming to that.”
Lily smiled at me and bowed her head, gesturing for me to continue.

“Thisiswhere they took the girl across,” | told Lily. “Must be why they attacked
Pell first—to make sure the building was shut down and locked up, so that they
would have an immediate passage back, if they needed it. I'm also fairly sure they
left some guardians behind.”

Lily frowned at me and walked over to the building. She touched it with her
fingers, and her eyes closed. It took her less than atenth of the time it had me, and
she never moved from the spot. “Indeed,” she said. “ Three lesser fetches at |east.
They cannot sense us yet, but they will know when anyone enters, and attack.”

“I’'m counting onit,” | said. “I’m going to go in first and let them see me.”

Fix lifted his eyebrows. “ At which point they tear you to bits? Thisisacraftier
plan than | had anticipated.”

| flashed him agrin. “Wouldn’t want you to feel left out, Fix. | want Lily to hold a
veil over everyone else. Once the fetches show up to rip off my face, Lily drops the
vell, and the rest of you drop them.”

“Y eah, that’s a much better plan,” Fix drawled, hisfingertips tracing over the hilt
of hissword. “And | can cut up vassals of Winter, so long asit is no inconvenience
to you, of course, m’lady.”

Lily shook her head. “Not at all, sir Knight. And | will be glad to veil you and
your dlies, Lady Charity.”

Charity paused and said, “Wait a minute. Do | understand this situation correctly?
Y ou are not allowed to assist Harry, but because Harry has... what? Passed his debt
to me?”’

“Banks buy and sell mortgages al thetime,” | said.

Charity arched a brow. “ And because he’s given me your debt to him, you're
doing whatever you can to help?’

Fix and Lily exchanged a helpless glance.

“They’ re d'so under a compulsion that prevents them from directly discussing it
with anyone,” | filled in. “But you’ ve got the basics right, Charily.”



Charity shook her head. “Aren’t they going to be in trouble for this? Won't...
who commands her?’

“Titania,” | said.

Charity blinked at me, and | could tell she'd heard the name before. “The... the
Faerie Queen?”’

“One of them,” | said. “Yeah.”

She shook her head. “I don't... enough people are already in danger.”

“Don’t worry about us, ma am,” Fix assured her, and winked. “Titania has
already laid down the law. We ve obeyed it. Not our fault if what she decreed was
not what she wanted.”

“Trandation,” | said. “We got around her fair and square. She won't like it, but
she'll accept it.”

“Oh yeah,” Thomas muttered under his breath. “Thisisn’t coming back to bite
anyonein the ass later.”

“Ixnay,” | growled at him, then turned and walked toward the theater’ s rear
entrance. | took up my staff in afirm grip and put itstip against the chains holding
the door shut. | took a moment to slow my breathing and focus my thoughts. This
wasn't agross-power exercise. | wouldn’t have to put nearly as much oomph into
shattering the chain if | kept it small, precise, focused. Blasting a door down was a
relatively smple exercise for me. What | wanted here was to use a minimum of
power to snap asingle link in the chain.

| brought my thoughts to a pinpoint focus and muttered, “ Forzare.”

Power lashed through the length of the staff, and there was a hiss and a sharp
crack nearly asloud as a gunshot. The chain jumped. | lowered my staff, to find one
singlelink split into two pieces, each broken end glowing with heat. | nudged the
heated links to the ground with the tip of my staff, faintly surprised and pleased with
how little relative effort it had taken.

| reached out and tried the doorknob.
L ocked.
“Hey, Murph,” | said. “Look at that zeppelin.”

| heard her sigh and turn around. | popped a couple of stiff metal tools out of my
duster’ s pocket and started finagling the lock with them. My left hand wasn’'t much
help, but it was at least able to hold the tool steady while my right did most of the
work.

“Hey,” Thomas said. “When did you get those?’

“Butters saysit’s good for my hand to do physical therapy involving the use of
manual dexterity.”

Thomas snorted. “ So you started learning to pick locks? | thought you were
playing guitar.”



“Thisissimpler,” | said. “And it doesn’'t make dogs start howling.”

“I might have killed you if I'd heard * House of the Rising Sun’ one more time,”
Thomas agreed. “Where' d you get the picks?’

| glanced over my shoulder at Murphy and said, “Little bird.”

“One of these days, Dresden,” Murphy said, still stubbornly faced away.

| got the tumblers lined up and twisted with slow, steady pressure. The dead bolt
dlid to, and | pulled the door dlightly gjar. | rose, put the tools away, and took up my
staff again, ready for instant trouble. Nothing happened for amoment. | Listened at
the door for half a minute, but heard not a sound.

“All right,” | said. “Here we go. Everyone ready to—"

| glanced over my shoulder and found the parking lot entirely empty except for
me.

“Wow,” | said. “Good velil, Lily.” Then | turned back around just asif my nerves
weren't jangling like guitar strings and said, “Ding, ding. Round one.”

Chapter Thirty-five

«N»

| kicked the door open, staff held ready to fight, and shouted, “And I’'m all outta
bubble gum!”

The pale grey light of the overcast sunrise coming in over the lake showed me a
service corridor, the kind with walls that have marks and writing all over them, floors
with the paint chipped off al down the middle of the walkway, and lots of stuff
stacked up here and there. At the far end of the hallway was a door, propped open
with arubber wedge. A worn sign on the door reead EMPLOYEES ONLY. A
curtained doorway about halfway down the hall opened onto what must have been
the concessions counter in the little theater’ s lobby.

Silence reigned. Not asingle light shone within.

“Guess you had to seethat one,” | said to the empty building. “ John Carpenter.
Rowdy Roddy Piper. Longest fight scene ever. Y ou know?’

Slence.
“Missed that one, huh?’ | asked the darkness.

| stood there, hoping the bad guys would make this one easy. If they charged me,
| could duck aside and then let my concealed allies take them apart. Instead, as bad
guys so often do, they failed to oblige me.


E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\

| started to fedl alittle silly just standing there. If | went ahead, the narrow passage
would negate the participation of those now lurking in veiled ambush behind me. But
had | really been alone, the hallway would have been as reasonable a fighting position
as | could hope to gain—no way for the fetches to encircle me, no way to use their
advantage of numbers. Had | really been alone, | would have needed to jump on an
opportunity like that. There are stupid faeries, but fetches aren’t among them. If |
didn’t behave like alone wolf come to party, it would tip off the presence of my
entourage.

So, like a crazed loner with more death wish than survival instinct, | boldly strode
into the building, staff held ready, teeth bared in afighting grin. The place was dim,
and cooler than it should have been, even given the time of day. My breath turned to
frost in front of my nose. The movie-theater scent of popcorn had sunk into the very
foundations, and was now as much a part of the building as its walls and floor. My
stomach rumbled. Like certain other portions of my anatomy, it had a tendency to
become easily sidetracked, and to hell with little details like survival.

Therest of me was nervous. | had seen how fast one of those creatures could
move. | could have ducked out of the way if they’d come charging from the far end
of the hall at me, but not by much. Maybe two or three stepsin, | reached a point
where | judged that | wouldn’t have time to retreat and let my allies ambush the
attacker. For afew seconds, at least, I’d be on my own.

A few seconds are forever in afight.

| shook out my shield bracelet, willed power into it, and walked with my left hand
before me, both providing me some protection against a possible charge and casting
low blue light that would let me see as | moved forward. “Do you know what part of
amoviethisis?’ | said to myself as| moved. “Thisisthe part where the old farmer
with the torch and the shotgun just can’t keep himself from walking forward into the
dark cave, even though he damn well knows there’ s amonster in there.” | moved up
to the hanging curtain and did it aside with my staff. Several quick glances out
showed me a small and dingy concessions stand to go along with the small and
dingy lobby.

Nothing tried to eat my face.

“Oh, comeon,” | said, louder. “I’m starting to feel alittle insulted, here. If you
guys keep this up, I’'m going to take drastic, cliched measures. Maybe walk
backward through a doorway or something.”

My instincts suddenly screamed, and | flung myself through the curtained
doorway, getting clear of the hall, as something darted toward me from the hall’ s far
end. | didn’t want to catch any bullets or blasts of fire or hurled hammers from my
backup.

There was aroar of sound from the hallway—something letting out a ululating
howl, a heavy handgun, a roaring shotgun, and the buzzing snap of an arc of
electricity. Blinding blue-white light blazed through the curtain as | dove through
it—and showed me the fetch that had lurked in ambush on the other side.



It was crouched on top of the glass cabinet atop the concessions stand’ s
popcorn machine, and had taken the form of a creature that could only loosely be
called a“cat.” It wastwice Mister’s size, and its moldy black fur stood out in tufts
and spikes. Its shoulders were hunched, amost deformed with muscle, and its
muzzle was broad and filled with teeth too heavy to belong to any feline short of a
lion. Its eyes gleamed with a sickly, greenish luminescence, and it flashed through the
air, claws extended, teeth bared, emitting a mind-splitting how! of rage.

| had no time or space to strike first, and it was a damned good thing I’ d
prepared my shield ahead of time. | brought it up and into a quarter dome between
me and the fetch, blue power hissing.

| should have kept in mind how easily the Scarecrow had shed my magic the night
before. The lesser fetch must have had some measure of the same talent, because it
changed the tone of its howl in the middle of its leap, impacted my shield, and oozed
through it as though the solid barrier was athick sludge.

There was no space to dodge in and no room to swing my staff, so | dropped it
asthe fetch’ s face emerged from my shield and drove my fist into the end of its
feline nose. | dropped the shield as | did. With the shield gone, the only force acting
on the fetch was the impact of my punch, and the shapeshifter flew backward into
the old cash register on the concessions counter. It was made of metal. Blue sparks
erupted from the fetch asits flesh hit the iron, along with ayowl of protest, tendrils
of smoke, and an acrid odor.

| heard footsteps in the corridor behind me, and then atrio of gunshots.
“Harry!” Murphy called.

“Here!l” | shouted. | didn’'t have time to say anything else. The nightmare cat
bounced up from the cash register, recovered its balance, and flung itself at me
again, every bit as swiftly asthe fetch I’ d faced earlier. | ducked and tried to throw
myself under the fetch, to get behind it, but my body wasn’t operating as swiftly as
my mind, and the fetch’s claws raked at my eyes.

| threw up an arm, and the fetch lammed into it with a sudden, harsh impact that
made my arm go numb from the elbow down. Claws and fangs flashed. The
spell-bound leather of my duster held, and the creature’ s claws didn’t penetrate.
Except for a shallow cut arandom claw accidentally inflicted on my wrist, below the
duster’s leeve, | escaped it unharmed. | hit the ground and rolled, throwing my arm
out to one side in an effort to slam the fetch onto the floor and knock it loose. The
creature was deceptively strong. It braced one rear leg against the counter, claws
digging in, robbing the blow of any real force. It bounced off the floor with rubbery
agility, pounced onto my chest, and went for my throat.

| got an arm between the fetch and my neck. It couldn’t rip its way through the
duster, but it was stronger than it had any right to be. | was lying mostly on my back
and had no leverage. It wrenched at my arm, and | knew | only had a second or two
before it overpowered me, threw my arm out of its way, and tore my throat out.

| reached down with my other hand and ripped my duster all the way off the front



of my body. Cold iron seared the nightmare cat’s paws in a hissing fury of sparks
and smoke. The fetch let out another shrieking yow! and bounded almost straight up.

Gunshots rang out again as the fetch reached the apogee of itsreflexive leap. It
twitched and screamed, jerking sharply. Asit came back down, it writhed wildly in
midair, atering itstrajectory, and landed on the floor beside me.

Murphy’s combat boot lashed out in a stomping kick that sent the fetch dliding
across the floor, and the instant it was clear of me she started shooting again. She
put half a dozen shots into the creature, driving it over the floor, howling in pain but
thrashing with frenzied strength. The gun went empty. Murphy slammed another clip
into the weapon just as the fetch began gathering itself up off the floor. She kept
pouring bulletsinto it as fast as she could accurately shoot, and stepped with
deliberate care to one side as she did so.

Thomas came through the curtain with preternatural speed, his face bone white.
He seized the stunned fetch by the throat and slammed it overhand into the cash
register, again and again, until | heard its spine snap. Then he threw it over the
concessions stand into the lobby.

Light flashed. Something that looked like a butterfly sculpted from pure fire shot
over my head like atiny comet. | scrambled to my feet, to see the blazing butterfly
hit the fetch square in the chest. The thing screamed again, front legs thrashing, rear
legs entirely limp, as fire exploded over its flesh, burned a holein its chest, and then
abruptly consumed it whole.

| leaned on the counter and panted for a second, then looked around to see the
curtain slide aside of its own accord as Lily stepped through it. At that moment, the
Summer Lady did not ook sweet or caring. Her lovely face held an implacable,
restrained anger, and half a dozen of the fiery butterflies flittered around her. She
stared at the dying fetch until the fire winked out, leaving nothing, not even residual
ectoplasm, behind.

Murphy reloaded and came over to me, though her eyes were still scanning for
danger. “You're bleeding. You al right?’

| checked. Blood from the injury on my wrist had trickled down over my pam
and fingers. | pushed back my sleeve to get alook at the wound. The cut ran parale
to my forearm. It wasn’t long, but was deeper than I’ d thought. And it had missed
opening up the veinsin my wrist by maybe half an inch.

My belly went cold and | swallowed. “Simple cut,” | told Murphy. “Not too
bad.”

“Let me see,” Thomas said. He examined the injury and said, “ Could have been
worse. You' |l need a stitch or three, Harry.”

“Notime,” | told him. “Help me find something to wrap it up good and tight.”
Thomas looked around the concessions area and suggested, “ Silly straws?’

| heard an expressive sigh. Charity appeared at the curtained doorway, flipped
open aleather case on her sword belt, and tossed Thomas a compact medical kit.



He caught it, gave her anod, and went to work on my hand. Charity stepped back
into the hallway, her expression alert. Fix glanced in and then went by the curtained
doorway, presumably to the other end of the hall.

“What happened?’ | asked Murphy.

“One of those things charged down the hall to jump on your back,” she said.
“Looked like some kind of mutant baboon. We took it down.”

“Nature Red,” Thomas mused. “Remember that movie? The one where the
retrovirus gets loose in the zoo and starts mutating the animals? Baboon was from
there. That cat thing, too.”

“Huh,” | said. “Yeah.”
“l don't get it,” Murphy said. “Why do they all look like movie monsters?’

“Fear,” | said. “ Those images have been a part of this culture for awhile now.
Over time, they’ ve generated alot of fear.”

“Come on,” Murphy said. “I saw Nature Red. It wasn't that scary.”

“Thisisacase of quantity over quality,” | said. “Even if it only makes you jump
in your chair, there’ s alittle fear. Multiply that by millions. The fetches take the form
so that they can tap into a portion of that fear in order to create more of it.”

Murphy frowned and shook her head. “Whatever.”

A light appeared in the hallway leading back to the actual theater. In an eyeblink,
Murphy and Thomas both had their guns pointed at it and my shield bracelet was
dripping hesatless blue sparks, ready to spring into place.

“It' sall right,” Lily said, her voice low.

Fix appeared in the doorway at the far end of the lobby, sword in hand. Fire
gleamed aong the length of the blade asiif it had been coated in kerosene and
ignited. He looked around, frowning, and said, “It isn’'t back thisway.”

“What isn’'t?’ | asked.

“Thethird,” Lily said. “Therewill be athird fetch.”

“Why?" | asked.

“Because they’re fetches,” Fix answered. “We should check the bathrooms.”
“Not alone,” | said. “Murph, Charity.”

Murphy nodded and slipped around the counter to join Fix. Charity slipped
through the curtain and to the lobby in her wake. The three of them moved in
cautious silence and entered the restrooms. They returned a moment later. Fix shook
his head.

“There,” Thomas said, finishing off the bandage. “Too tight?’

| flexed the fingers of my right hand and stooped to recover my staff. “It's
good.” | squinted around the place. “One room left.”



We all looked at the double doors leading to the actual theater. They were closed.
Faint lights flickered, barely noticeable from within the radius of our own
iHlumination.

“If itain't broke, don't fix it,” | said, walking around the counter and into the
lobby. | headed for the doors and tried to project confidence. “ Same plan.”

| paused at the doors while everyone gathered behind me. | looked back to check
that they were ready, which iswhy | was the only one who saw what happened.

The plastic trash can about six inches behind Charity suddenly exploded, the top
flipping off, and paper cups and popcorn bags flew everywhere. Something
humanoid and no larger than atoddler shot from the trash can. It had red hair and
overdls, and it held abig old kitchen knife in one tiny hand. It hit Charity just above
her tailbone, driving her into the ground, and lifted the knife.

My companions had been taken by surprise—just a second or two, but asfar as
Charity was concerned it might as well have been forever. There was no time for
thought. Before | realized what | was doing, | took apair of long steps, shifting my
grip on my staff as| went, and swung it like agolf club at the fetch’'s head. It
impacted with a meaty thunk.

Its head flew off, bounced off of apillar, and rolled to a stop not far from the rest
of the thing. | had only a second to regard the doll’ s features before it began
dissolving into ectoplasm.

Thomas blinked at it and said, “ That was Bucky the Murder Doll.”
“Kind of awimp,” | said.
Thomas nodded. “Must have been the runt of the litter.”

| traded a glance with Murphy. “Personally,” | said, “I never understood how
anyone could have found that thing frightening to begin with.” Then | went to
Charity’ s side and offered her a hand up. She grimaced and took it. “Are you all
right?’

“Nothing broken,” she replied. She winced and put her hand to her back. “I
should have stretched out.”

“Next timewe' Il know better,” | said. “Lily? Isthat it?’

The Summer Lady’s eyes went distant for a moment and then she murmured,
“Yes. There are no longer agents of Winter in this place. Come.”

She stepped forward and the doors to the theater proper opened of their own
accord. We followed. It was your typical movie theater. Not one of the new
stadium-seating fancy theaters, but one of the old models with only adight inclinein
the floor. Light played over the screen, though the projector was not running.
Spectral colors shifted, faded, changed, and melded like the aurora borealis, and |
was struck with the sudden intuition that the color and light were somehow being
projected from the opposite side of the screen. The air grew even colder aswe
followed Lily down the aide.



She stopped in front of the screen, staring blankly at it for a moment, then
shuddered. “Dresden,” she said quietly. “This crossing leads to Arctis Tor.”

My stomach fluttered again. “Oh, crap.”
| saw Thomas arch an eyebrow at me out of the corner of my eye.
“Crap?’ Murphy asked. “Why? What is that place?’

| took a deep breath. “It’ sthe heart of Winter. It'slike...” | shook my head.
“Think the Tower of London, the Fortress of Solitude, Fort Knox, and Alcatraz all
rolled up into one giant ball of fun. It's Mab’s capital. Her stronghold.” | glanced at
Lily. “If what I’ ve read about it is correct, that is. I’ ve never actually seen the place.”

“Y our sources were accurate enough, Harry,” Lily said. Her manner remained
remote, strained. “Thisis going to severely limit what help | can give you.”

“Why?' | asked.

Lily stared intently at me for a second, then said, “My power will react violently to
that of Mab. | can open the way to the Arctis Tor, but holding the way open for
your return will occupy the whole of my strength. Furthermore, so long as | hold the
way open | run therisk of letting creatures from deep Winter run free in Chicago.
Which means that Fix must remain here to guard the passage against them. | cannot
in good conscience send him with you.”

| scowled at the shifting colors on the screen. “ So once we go in, we're on our
own.”

[11 Y%.”

Super. Without Lily and Fix’s power to counter that of the Winter fae within
Arctis Tor, our odds of success would undergo a steep reduction— and | had
hoped we would be attacking an independent trio of faerieslairing in acave or under
abridge or something. | hadn’t figured on storming the Bastille.

| looked up and met Charity’s eyes for a second.

| turned back to the dancing lights on the movie screen and told the others,
“Thingsjust got alot worse. I'm still going. None of you have to come with me. |
don’t expect you to—"

Before | finished speaking, Charily, Murphy, and Thomas stepped up to stand
beside me.

A bolt of warmth, fierce with joy and pride and gratitude, flashed through me like
sudden lightning. | don’t care about whose DNA has recombined with whose. When
everything goes to hell, the people who stand by you without flinching—they are
your family.

And they were my heroes.

| nodded at Lily. She closed her eyes, and the shimmering colors on the screen
grew brighter, more vibrant. The air grew colder.

“All right,” | said quietly. “Each of you get ahand on my shoulder.” | resettled



my grip on my wizard' s staff and murmured, “Round two.”

Chapter Thirty-six

«N»

Every time | opened away to the Nevernever, it always looked pretty much the
same—an uneven vertical rip in the air that let in the sights and sounds and scents of
the world on the other side. The longer | wanted the rift to stay open, the bigger I'd
rip the hole. More experienced wizards had made a comment or two over the years
to suggest that | still had alot to learn on the subject.

When Lily opened the way to Arctis Tor, | understood why. Light and color
shifted over the screen, their flow quickening, deepening. At first nothing else
happened. The movie screen was ssmply a surface. Then the hairs on the back of my
neck rose, and a cold wind wafted into my face, bringing with it the dry, sterile scent
of winter in high, barren mountains and the high, lonely cry of some kind of wild
beast like nothing in the real world.

Deep blue came to dominate the colors on the screen, and a moment later
resolved itself into the shapes of mountains towering beneath the light of an
impossibly enormous silver moon. They were bleak and hateful stone peaks,
wreathed in mist and wrapped in ice and snow. The wind moaned and blew frozen
crystalsinto our faces, then sank into atemporary lull.

The blowing snow cleared just enough to get me my first look at Arctis Tor.

Mab's stronghold was afortress of black ice, an enormous, shadowy cube sitting
high up the dope of the highest mountain in sight. A single, elegant spire rose above
the rest of the structure. Flickers of green and amethyst energy played within theice
of thewalls. | couldn’t make a good guess at how big the thing was. The walls and
battlements were lined with inverted icicles.

They made me think of the fanged jaws of ahungry predator. A single gate, small
in comparison to the rest of the fortress, stood open.

Hell’s bells. How the hell was | supposed to get in there? It was almost arelief
when the wind rose again, and blowing snow once more obscured the fortress from
view.

It was only then that | realized that the way was open. Lily had brought it forth so
smoothly that | hadn’t been able to tell when image gave way to redlity. By
comparison, my own ability to open away to the Nevernever was about as advanced
asthe paintings of a particularly gifted gorilla

| glanced back at Lily. She gave me a small smile and then gestured with one
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hand. One of the fiery butterflies fluttering around her altered course and soared over
to me. “Thismuch | can do for you all,” she murmured. “It will lead you through the
storm, and ward away the cold until you can return here. Do not tarry, wizard. | do
not know how long | will be able to hold the way open for your return.”

| nodded. “Thank you, Lily.”

Thistime her smile was warmer, more like that of the girl she had been before
becoming the Summer Lady. “Good luck, Harry.”

Fix took a deep breath and then hopped up onto the stage floor at the base of the
movie screen. He turned to offer me ahand up. | took it, stared at the frozen
wasteland for a second, and then stepped directly forward, into what had been the
screen.

| found myself standing in knee-deep snow, and the howling winds forced my
eyes amost shut. | should have been freezing, but whatever enchantment Lily’s
blazing butterfly used seemed effective. The air felt dmost as warm as that of a ski
slope seeing its last day of the season. Thomas, Murphy, and Charity stepped out of
ashimmer inthe air, and Fix followed them a second later.

“Hey, Fix,” | said. | had to raise my voice to be heard over the wind. “1 thought
you weren’'t coming.”

The Summer Knight shook his head. “I’m not. But it will be easier to stop
anything going through from this side,” he said. He regarded us and asked lightly,
“You bring enough iron, you think?’

“We're about to find out.”
“Christ. You're going to piss off Mab something fierce, bringing iron here.”
“1 was doing that anyway,” | assured him.

He nodded, then glanced back at therift and frowned. “Harry,” he said. “There’'s
something you should know before you go in.”

| arched an eyebrow and listened.

“We just got word from our observers that there' s a battle underway. The Reds
found one of the mgjor headquarters of the Venatori Umbrorum.”

“Who?’ Charity asked.

“Secret organization,” | told her. “Like the Masons, but with machine guns.”
“The Venatori sent out acall for help,” Fix continued. “The Council answered it.”
| chewed my lower lip. “ Do you know where?’

“Oregon, couple hours from Seettle,” he said.

“How bad isit?

“So far it'stoo close to call. But it’s not good. The Reds had their sorcerous
types mucking around with alot of the Council’ s pathways through the Nevernever.
A lot of the Wardens got sidetracked from the battle completely.”



“Dammit,” | muttered. “Isn’t there anything Summer can do to help?’

Fix grimaced and shook his head. “Not with the way Mal'’ s forces are disposed.
If we pull enough of our forces from Summer to help the Council, it will weaken us.
Winter will attack.” He stared at the looming fortress, glimpsed in half instants
through the gusting snow, and shook his head. “The Council’ s mind-set is too
defensive, Harry. If they keep sitting tight and reacting to the enemy, instead of
making the Reds react to them, they’ll lose thiswar.”

| grunted. “ Clausewiz would agree. But | don’t think the Merlin knows from
Clausewitz. And thisis along way from over. Don’t count us out yet.”

“Maybe,” he said, but his voice wasn't confident. “I wish | could do more, but
you'’ d better get going. I’ [l hold the door for you.”

| offered him my hand and he shook it. “Be careful,” | said.
“Good hunting,” he replied.
| glanced at my three companions and called, “Ready?’

They were. We followed the burning butterfly through the snow. Without its
protection from the elements, | doubt we would have made it, and | made it a point
to remember to wear sufficient cold-weather gear in the event that | somehow
survived this ongoing idiocy and was crazy enough to come back a second time.
Even with the Summer magic to protect us, it was a pretty good hike over unfriendly
terrain. I’d done worse in the past, with both Justin DuMorne and Ebenezar, and
there are times when having long legs can be areal advantage on rough terrain.
Charity seemed all right, too, but Thomas had never been much of an outdoors-man,
and Murphy’s height put her at a disadvantage that the unaccustomed weight of her
armor and cutlery exacerbated.

| traded a glance with Charity. | started giving Thomas a hand on rough portions
of our climb. Charity helped Murphy. At first | thought Murphy might take her arm
off out of wounded pride, but she grimaced and visibly forced herself to accept the
help.

The last two hundred yards or so were completely open, with no trees or
undulation of terrain to shield our approach from the walls of the fortress. | lifted a
hand to call ahalt at the edge of the last hummock of stone that would shelter us
from view. Lily’ s butterfly drifted in erratic circles around my head, snowflakes
hissing to steam where they touched it.

| peered over the edge of afrozen boulder at Arctis Tor for along time, then
settled back down again.

“l don’'t see anyone,” | said, trying to keep my voice down.

“Doesn’'t make any sense,” Thomas said. He was panting and shivering alittle,
despite Lily’ swarding magic. “I thought this was supposed to be Mab’s
headquarters. This place looks deserted.”

“It makes perfect sense,” | said. “Winter's forces are all poised to hit Summer.



Y ou don’t do that from the heart of your own territory. Y ou gather at strong points
near the enemy’ s border. If we're lucky, maybe there' s just a skeleton garrison
here.”

Murphy peered around the edge of the stones and said, “The gate’ s open. | don’t
see any guards.” She frowned. “There are... there’s something on the open ground
between here and there. See?”’

| leaned next to her and peered. Vague, shadowy shapes stirred in the wind
between us and the fortress, insubstantial as any shadow. “Oh,” | said. “It'sa
glamour. Illusion, laid out around the place. Probably a hedge maze of some kind.”

“And it fools people?’ she asked uncertainly.

“1t fools people who don’'t have groovy wizard ointment for their eyes,” | said.
Then | frowned and said, “Wait aminute. The gateisn’t open. It’s gone.”

“What?" Charity asked. She leaned out and stared. “There is a broken lattice of
ice on the ground around the gate. A portcullis?’

“Could be,” | agreed. “And inside.” | squinted. “I think | can see some heavier
pieces. Like maybe someone ripped apart the portcullis and blew the gate in.” | took
adeep breath, feeling a hysterical little giggle lurking in my throat. “ Something huffed
and puffed and blew the house in. Mab’ s house.”

The wind howled over the frozen mountains.

“Well,” Thomas said. “That can’'t be good.”

Charity bit her lip. “Molly.”

“1 thought you said this Mab was al mighty and stuff, Harry,” Murphy said.
“Sheis,” | said, frowning.

“Then who plays big bad wolf to her little pig?’

“1...” | shook my head and rubbed at my mouth. “I’m starting to think that
maybe I’ m getting alittle bit out of my depth, here.”

Thomas broke out into arippling chuckle, afaint note of hysteriato it. He turned
his back to the fortress and sat down, chortling.

| glowered at him and said, “It’s not funny.”

“Itisfrom here,” Thomas said. “| mean, God, you are dense sometimes. Are you
just now noticing this, Harry?’

| glowered at him some more. “To answer your question, Murph, | don’t know
who did this, but the list of the people who could isfairly short. Maybe the Senior
Council could if they had the Wardens along, but they’re busy, and they’ d have had
to fight a campaign to get this far. Maybe the vampires could have done it, working
together, but that doesn’t track. | don’t know. Maybe Mab pissed off agod or
something.”

“Thereisonly one God,” Charity said.



| waved ahand and said, “No capital ‘G,” Charity, in deference to your beliefs.
But there are beings who aren’t the Almighty who have power way beyond anything
running around the planet.”

“Like who?” Murphy asked.

“Old Greek and Roman and Norse deities. Lots and lots of Amerind divinity, and
African tribal beings. A few Australian aboriginal gods; othersin Polynesia,
southeast Asia. About a zillion Hindu gods. But they’ ve al been dormant for
centuries.” | frowned at Arctis Tor. “And | can’'t think what Mab might have done to
earn their enmity. She’s avoided doing that for thousands of years.”

Unless, of course, | thought to myself, Maeve and Lily are right, and she really
has gone bonkers.

“Dresden,” Charity said. “Thisis academic. We either go in or we leave. Now.”

| chewed my lip and nodded. Then | dug in my pockets for thetiny via of blood
Charity had provided, and hunted through the rocks until | found a spot clear
enough to chalk out acircle. | empowered it and wrought one of my usual tracking
spells, keying it to a sensation of warmth against my senses. Cold asit was, | would
hardly mind anything that might make me fedl alittle less freeze-dried.

| broke the circle and released the spell, and immediately felt atingling warmth on
my left cheekbone. | turned to face it, and found myself staring directly at Arctis
Tor. | paced fifty or sixty yardsto the side, and faced the warmth again, working out
arough triangulation.

“She’'salive,” | told Charity, “or the spell wouldn’'t have worked. She'sin there.
Let'sgo.”

“Wait,” Charity said. She gave me alook filled with discomfort and then said,
“May | say abrief prayer for usfirst?’

“Can’'t hurt,” | said. “I'll take @l the help | can get.”

She bowed her head and said, “Lord of hosts, please stand with us against this
darkness.” The quiet, bedrock-deep energy of true faith brushed against me. Charity
crossed herself. “Amen.”

Murphy echoed the gesture and the amen. Thomas and | tried to look
theologically invisible. Then, without further speech, | swung out around the frozen
stone cairn and broke into a quick, steady jog. The others followed along.

| passed the first bones fifty yards from the walls. They lay in a crushed, twisted
jumble in the snow, frozen into something that looked like a macabre Escher print.
The bones were vaguely human, but | couldn’t be sure because they had been
pulverized to dust in some places, warped like melted wax in others. It was the first
grisly memorial of many. As| kept going forward, brittle, frozen bones crunched
under my boots, lying closer and thicker, and twisted more horribly, as we drew
closer to Arctis Tor. By the time we got to the gate, | was shin-deep in icy bones.
They spread out on either side in an enormous wheel of horrible remains centered on
the gate. Whoever they had been, thousands of their kind had perished here.



Charity’ s guess about the portcullis had been bang on. Pieces of it lay scattered
about, mixed among the bones. Where the gate arched beneath the fortress walls,
there were still more bones, waist-deep on me, and slabs of planed dark ice, the
remains of the fortress gate, stuck out at odd angles. The walls of Arctis Tor had
been pitted with what | could only assume had been an acid of some kind. There
were larger gouges blown out of the walls here and there, but against their monolithic
volume, they were little more than pockmarks.

| pushed ahead to the gate, plowing my way through bones. Once there, | caught
afaint whiff of something familiar. | leaned closer to one of the craters blown out of
the wall and sniffed.

“What isit?’” Thomas asked me.
“Sulfur,” | said quietly. “Brimstone.”
“What does that mean?’ he asked.

“No way totell,” I half lied. But my intuition was absolutely certain of what had
happened here. Someone had thrown Hellfire against the walls of Arctis Tor. Which
meant that the forces of the literal Hell, or their agents, were also playing a part in the
ongoing events.

Way, way, way out of my depth.

| told myself that it didn’t matter. There was a young woman inside that frozen
boneyard who would dieif | did not burgle her out of this nightmare. If | did not
control my fear, there was an excellent chance that it would warn her captors of my
approach. So | fought the fear that threatened to make me start throwing up, or
something equally humiliating and potentially fatal.

| readied my shield, gripped my staff, ground my teeth together, and then
continued pushing my way forward, through the bones and into the eerie dimness of
the most ridiculously dangerous place | had ever been.

Chapter Thirty-seven

«N»

The black ice walls of Arctis Tor were sixty feet thick, and walking through the
gateway felt more like walking through arailroad tunnel.

Except for al the bones.

Every breath, every step, every rasp of bones rubbing against one another,
multiplied into athousand echoes that almost seemed to grow louder rather than
fading away. The bones piled higher as | went, forcing me to walk atop them as best
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| could. The footing was treacherous. The deep green and violet, and occasionally
red or green, pulses of luminance in the black ice walls did nothing to light the way.
They only made the shadows shift and flow subtly, degrading my depth perception.
| started feeling alittle carsick.

If one of the fetches appeared at the far end of the tunnel and charged me, things
would get nasty, and fast, especially given how ineffective my magic had been
against them and how the bones had slowed my pace. That was more than alittle
spooky, and it was hard to keep myself from thrashing ahead more quickly out of
pure fear. | kept a steady pace, held it in, and refused to allow it to control me.

| had been shielding my thoughts from Lasciel for a couple of years now.
Damned if | was going to give a bunch of murderous faerie monsters the chance to
paw through my emotions.

| checked behind me. Charity had trouble managing the awkward task of crawling
over the bones while armored and holding that big old war hammer, but she stuck to
it with grim focus and determination. Behind her, Murphy seemed to have far less
trouble. Thomas prowled along at the rear, graceful as a panther in atree.

| emerged from the gate into the courtyard. The inside of the fortress was bleak,
cold, and beautiful in its ssimple symmetry. Rooms and chambers had either never
been built or had been built into the walls and their entries hidden. Stairs led up to the
battlements atop the walls. The courtyard was flat, smooth, dark ice, and at its center
the single spire reared up from the ground, a round turret that rose to a crenellated
parapet that overlooked the walls and the ground beneath.

The courtyard also held a sense of quiet stiliness to it, asthough it was not a
place meant for living, moving, changing beings. The howl of the wind outside and
overhead did not reach the ground. It was as silent as alibrarian’ s tomb, and each
footstep sounded clearly on the ice. Echoes bounced back and forth in the
courtyard, somehow carrying atone of disapprova and menace with them.

Bones spilled out in awave from the gate, rapidly tapering off after afew yards.
Beyond that were only scattered groupings of bones. Thomas drifted over to one
such and poked at it with his drawn saber. The blade scraped on a skull too big to
stuff into an oil drum, too heavy and thick to look entirely human.

“What the hell wasthis?’ Thomas asked quietly.

“Troll, probably,” | said. “Big one. Maybe fourteen, fifteen feet tall.” | looked
around. Haifa dozen other enormous skulls lay in the scattered collections of
remains. Another six had fallen very close to each other, at the base of the spire.
“Give me a second. | want to know what we're looking at before we move ahead.”

Charity looked like she wanted to argue, but instead she took up position afew
yards off, watching one way. Thomas and Murphy spread out, each keeping their
eyes on adifferent direction.

Mixed in with the fallen trolls' bones were broken pieces of dark ice that might
have been the jigsaw-puzzle remains of armor and weapons. Each fragment bore the
remnants of ornate engraving employing gold, silver, and tiny blue jewels. Faerie



artistry, and expensive artistry at that. “ Thirteen of them. Thetrollswere Mab’s,” |
murmured. “I saw some of them outfitted like this a couple of years back.”

“How long have they been dead?” Murphy asked quietly.

| grunted and hunkered down. | stretched my left hand out over the bones and
closed my eyes, focusing my attention on sharpening my senses, mundane and
magical alike. Very faintly, | could scent the heavy, bestial stink of atroll. I’d only
seen a couple of the big ones from up close, but you could smell the ugly bastards
from half amile away. There was arotten odor, more like heavy mulch than old
meat. And there was more sulfur and brimstone.

Below that, | could fedl tremorsin the air over the spot, the psychic residue of the
troll’ s violent death. There was a sense of excitement, rage, and then adull,
seldom-felt terror and a rush of sharp, frozen images of violent death, confusion,
terror, and searing agony.

My hand flinched back from the phantom sensation of its own accord, and for
just a moment the memories of my burning took on tangible form. | hissed through
my teeth and held my hand against my stomach, willing the too-real ghost of pain
away.

“Harry?’ Murphy asked.

What the hell? The impression the death had |eft was so sharp, so severe, that |
had actually gotten bits of the troll’s memories. That had never happened to me
before. Of course, | had never tried to pick up vibesin the Nevernever, either. It
made more sense that the substance of the spirit world would leave a clearer spiritual
Impression.

“Harry?’ Murphy said again, more sharply.

“I'mall right,” | said through clenched teeth. The imprint had been more clear
than anything | had ever felt in the real world. In Chicago, | would have thought it
was only afew seconds old. Here...

“l can't tell how old they are,” | said. “My gut says not very, but | can’t be sure.

“It must have been weeks,” Thomas said. “It takes that long for bones to get this
clean.”

“It'sall relative,” | said. “Time can pass at different ratesin Faerie. These bones
could have fallen athousand years ago, by the local clock. Or twenty minutes ago.”

Thomas muttered something under his breath and shook his head.
“What killed them, Harry?" Murphy asked.

“Fire. They were burned to death,” | said quietly. “Down to the bone.”
“Could you do that?” Thomas asked.

| shook my head. “I couldn’t make it that hot. Not at the heart of Winter.” Not
even with Hellfire. The remains of perhaps athousand creatures lay scattered about.
I’d cut loose once in the past and roasted a bunch of vampires—and maybe some



of their victims with them—but even that inferno hadn’t been big enough to catch
more than atithe of the fallen defenders of ArctisTor.

“Then who did it?’ Charity asked quietly.

| didn’t have an answer for her. | rose and nudged a smaller skull with my staff.
“Thelittler oneswere goblins,” | said. “Foot soldiers.” | rolled atroll-sized
thighbone aside with my staff. An enormous sword, also of that same black ice, lay
shattered beneath it. “ These trolls were her personal guard.” | gestured back at the
gate. “Covering her retreat to the tower, maybe. Some of them got taken down along
the way. The others made a stand at the tower’s base. Died there.”

| paced around, checking what the tracking spell had to say, and triangulated
again. “Molly’sin the tower,” | murmured.

“How do we get in?" Murphy asked.
| stared at the blank wall of the spire. “Um,” | said.

Charity glanced over my shoulder and nodded at the spire. “L ook behind those
trolls. If they were covering aretreat, they should be near the entrance to the tower.”

“Maybe,” | said. | walked over to the tower and frowned at the black ice. | ran
my right hand over its surface, feeling for cracks or evidence of a hidden doorway,
my senses tuned to discover any magic that might hide a door. | had the sudden
impression that the black ice and the lowly pulsing colors inside were somehow
alive, aware of me. And they did not like me at al. | got a sense of aien hatred, cold
and patient. Otherwise, | got nothing for my trouble but half-frozen fingers.

“Nothing here,” | said, and rapped my knuckles on the side of the tower, eliciting
the dull thump of avery solid object. “Maybe the trolls just wanted to fight with their
backs to something solid. | might have to go all the way around checking for—"

Without any warning at all theice of the tower parted. An archway appeared, the
ice that had hidden it flowing seamlessly into the rest of the tower. The interior of the
tower was al shadows and slowly shifting lights that did little to provide any
illumination. Inside was nothing but a spiral staircase, winding counterclockwise up
through the spire.

| glanced from the archway to my chilled fingers and back. “Next time, | guess
I"ll just knock.”

“Come on,” Charity said. She shifted her grip on the war hammer, holding it at
something like high port arms, handle parallél to her spine, heavy head ready to
descend. “We have to hurry.”

Thomas and Murphy turned to join us at the door.

Anidle, puzzled sense of familiarity gave way to my instincts' furious warning.
Fetches were the masters of the sucker punch. Like the Bucky-fetch who had
jumped us just as we opened the doorsto the theater, they knew how to position
themselves to attack just as their enemies focused their attention on some kind of
distraction.



The suddenly opened doorway wasit.

Mounds of bones around the courtyard exploded into motion. Fetches hurtled at
us over the ground. There weren’t three of them, either—there were dozens.

The fetches, here in Faerie, did not look like movie monsters. Their true forms
were only vaguely humanoid, wavering uncertainly, as black as midnight shadows
but for ghostly white eyes. | could see other shapes around them, translucent and
faint. Here, another one of those alien monster things. There some kind of wolflike
biped. There an enormous man with the head of awarthog. But the salve | had
spread over my eyesreveaed thoseillusions for what they really were, and showed
me the thing beneath the mask.

My magic had arisky batting average against these creatures, but there were
things | could do besides hosing energy directly at the enemy. Hell-fire came to my
call, and my staff’ s runes exploded into light as brilliant as a magnesium flare. Their
flame lit the benighted courtyard while somehow not damaging my clothing or flesh.
My will and the Hellfire roared through me in atorrent as | whirled the staff in acircle
over my head and screamed, “ Veritas cyclis!”

The howling winds thundered down into the silent courtyard asif | had torn off an
unseen roof. They gathered along my spinning staff, fluttering with lightning the same
color as the blazing runes on the staff. | cried out and hurled the winds, not at the
oncoming fetches, but at the thousands of bones lying between them and me.

The wind picked them up with awailing shriek; a sudden cyclone of broken
bones and shattered armor, spinning them into awhirling curtain. The lead fetches
were too late to avoid plunging into the cloud, and the ossified tornado began to rip
them apart, battering to pulp whatever was not sheared away by the edges and points
of bone and broken shards of ice. Fetches following in their wake skidded to a halt,
letting out a startlingly loud chorus of hisses, the sounds filled with rage.

Thomas cried out and | heard heavy footsteps. Another fetch, this one much
larger, came around the curve of the spire’ swall. The ghost image of the Reaper was
al around him. A beat later, another charged us from the other direction, just as
large, this one with the faint image of Hammer-hand, an amost obscenely muscled
figurein black, heavy mallets emerging from the ends of his sleeves.

“Into the tower!” | bellowed.

The Reaper reached Thomas, and its arm rose up, tipped with gleaming black
talonsin its true form, the illusion superimposing the image of the Reaper’s
trademark scythe over them. Thomas caught the Reaper’ s sweeping claws on his
saber, but instead of the ringing of steel on steel, there was a flash of green-white
light and the Reaper-fetch howled in agony as the steel of the blade struck its claws
cleanly from its appendage.

Thomas crouched, hips and shoulders twisting in a sharp, one-two movement.
The saber’ s blade cut and burned aflattened X shape into the fetch’ s abdomen. The
fetch roared in agony, and liquid green-white fire burst from the wound. The creature
swung its other arm, its speed taking even Thomas by surprise. He avoided most of



the power of the blow, but what was left dammed him into the side of the tower.

| heard a gunshot behind me, then another, and then Murphy snarled, “Damn it!” |
turned in time to see her bob to one side and then to the other as Hammerhand
swung amallet limb down at her. The blow crashed into the courtyard with a
cracking impact as loud as arifle shot. Murphy danced in closer to the fetch, inside
the awkward reach of its club-hands. It thrust one down at her. At first | thought she
was slapping it aside, but then she grabbed onto the fetch and continued the motion,
adding her own weight and strength to the fetch’ s and redirecting the force of the
blow so that the fetch’ s weapon-hand crushed its own foot. The fetch bellowed in
pain and lost its balance. Murphy shoved in the same direction and the fetch fell. She
leapt away from it, for the tower door, while | grabbed Thomas and hauled him
inside.

From somewhere up the stairs, | heard aterrified scream.

Molly.

Charity let out a cry and threw herself up the stairs.

“No!” | shouted. “Charity, wait!”

The doorway darkened as a fetch tried to come through. Murphy, her back flat
against the wall beside the door, drew the long fighting dagger she had taken from
Charity’ s box of goodies. Just asits nose cleared the doorway, she whirled in a half
circle and with all the power of her legs, hips, back, and shoulders drove the knife to
its hilt in one of the thing’ swhite eyes.

The fetch went mad with agony. It lammed itself blindly against the inside of the
doorway, more liquid fire erupting from the wound, and lurched back and forth until
Thomas stepped up to it, lifted a boot, and kicked the fetch with crushing strength,
hurling the mortally wounded faerie back out onto the courtyard.

“Go!” he cried. Another fetch began to pressin, and Thomas went to work with
his sword. His blows struck more burning wounds into the fetch, and its blood
sizzled like grease on a stove when it touched the cold iron of his blade. Thomas
dodged areturn blow and pressed his attack with a sneer, driving the thing back
from the doorway.

“Go!” heyelled again. “I’ll hold the door!”

A snakelike, whipping limb shot in aong the floor, seized Thomas's ankle, and
hauled his foot out from under him. | clutched at him and kept him from being drawn
into the open. “Murph!”

Murphy slid up, pointed her pistol out the door, and squeezed off several shots.
A fetch screamed in pain and Thomas's leg suddenly came free. | pulled himin and
he lunged to hisfeet again.

“We'll hold the door,” Murphy said, her voice sharp. “Get the girl!”
Molly screamed again.
Charity’s booted feet thudded unseen from the stairs above me.



| spat out an oath and sprinted after her.

Chapter Thirty-eight

«N»

The spiral staircase spun me in a steady, ascending circle. The low, ugly light
within the walls swirled sickeningly, adding to my sense of motion sickness and
disorientation. Below me, | could hear Thomas's sharp, mocking laughter as he
fought, together with the occasional report of Murphy’s gun. My aching body hated
me for forcing it to run up the stairs—particularly my knees. Anyone my sizeis
prone to that kind of thing.

But there was nothing to be done about it, so | ignored the pain and went on,
Lily’ sfiery butterfly keeping pace with me and lighting my way.

| had longer legs, and | caught Charity as she neared the top of the staircase.
Molly screamed again, pure terror and anguish and pain, and her voice was very
near.

“I’m coming, baby!” Charity gasped, panting. She was in great shape, but no
one’ s exercise program includes running up several hundred feet of spiral stairsin
full mail and helmet carrying a big-ass hammer and a sword. Her legs had slowed,
and she staggered a little when she reached the top stair and found herself in a short,
level, low-ceilinged hall leading afew feet to another open archway. The cold light of
winter night, moonlight on snow, shone in through the arch.

| managed to snag her arm and check her advance just as a heavy door slammed
to cover the archway with tooth-rattling force. If | hadn’t delayed her, it would have
hit her like a speeding truck. She recovered her balance, and while she did we heard
a heavy bolt slide shut on the door. Charity shoved a hand at the door, which
remained fixed. She kicked a booted foot at it, and failed to so much asrattleit inits
frame.

Molly screamed again, still close, though muffled by the closed door. Her cry was
weaker, shorter.

“Molly!” Charity screamed.

| thrust the spread fingers of my left hand against the door, and was instantly
aware of the energy flowing through it, binding it, giving it strength beyond reason to
resist being opened. | looked for a weakness, a soft spot in the adamant magic
supporting the door, but there was none. The ward on the door was, simply put,
flawless. It spread through the door’ s substance as coldly and beautifully as crystals
of ice forming on awindow, the magic of Winter drawn up from the heart of the
land. There was no way for me to unravel the subtle, complex faerie magic.
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But then, it was faerie magic. | didn’t have to be subtle to counter it.
“Charity,” | snapped. “It’ s faerie make! The hammer!”

She shot me a glance of comprehension and nodded. “Clear the door.”
| hurried back, leaving her room to swing.

“Please,” Charity whispered as she planted her feet and drew back the weapon.
“Please, Father. Please.”

Charity closed her eyes and took a deep breath, focusing her concentration on
delivering the most powerful blow she possibly could in the confines of the hallway.
Then she swung the weapon back, golf-club style, cried out, and swung, stepping
forward.

Maybe Charity was way more buff than | thought. Maybe that particular ward had
a particular weakness to cold iron. Maybe it had nothing to do with magic, and
Charity had somehow tapped into the strength available to al mothers when their
young are endangered. Hell, maybe God was on her side.

Whatever happened, that siege door of adamant ice and malevolent, obdurate
magic screamed and shattered at the blow from her hammer, shattered like delicate
glass, shattered into pieces no larger than grains of sand. The whole tower rang with
the power of the blow, the very black ice it was made of seeming to shriek and
groan. Thefloor literally shook, and | had to crouch to keep from taking atumble
back down the stairs.

| heard Charity choke down acry of pain. She had broken the door before us,
but the spells running through it had backlashed against the hammer, and it too had
shattered. A flying piece of fractured metal had cut across her hip and lodged in one
of the rings of her mail. It glowed red-hot, and she frantically dapped it away even as
it burned her. Other pieces of shrapnel from the hammer had struck the walls of the
tower, burning their way into the black ice, sending a network of cracks of
green-white light al through the tower around us like some sort of bizarre infection.

Black ice melted away from the red-hot steel. The tower rumbled again like some
vast, agonized beast.

Charily dropped the handle of the hammer. | could see that her right arm hung
limp and useless, but it didn’'t stop her from making an awkward left-handed draw of
the sword at her hip. | slipped up beside her, staff held ready in both hands, and we
stepped out onto the parapet of the tower of Arctis Tor together.

The parapet was enormous, a hundred feet across, twice as wide as the spire
beneath us. It was a garden of sorts; a garden of ice.

| ce covered the parapet, somehow formed into ghostly trees and flowers. There
were seats here and there in the garden, and they too were made of ice. A frozen
fountain stood silent at the center of the parapet, a bare trickle of water dliding from
the top of a statue so coated in layers and layers of ice that one could not readily
Identify its particulars. Replicarose vines and thorns spread all around the place, all
ice, al cold and beautiful.



Upon the branch of atree perched a cardinal, its bloodred feathers brilliant,
though the bird itself was utterly still. | peered a bit closer, and saw that it was
covered in alayer of transparent ice, frozen into a scul pture every bit as much asthe
rest of the place. Not far from it, a spider’ s web spread between some tree
branches, the spider at its center also transformed into ice sculpture. A swift look
around showed me more beings entombed inice, and | realized that this place was
not a garden.

It was a prison.

Next to the fountain sat alovely young girl in a Byzantine gown, hand entwined
with that of ayoung man in similar historic costume. Not far from them, three
females of the Sidhe, Mab'’ s kindred, the nobility of faerie kind, stood back-to-back,
their shoulders touching in atriangle. The three looked so much alike that they might
have been sisters, and they each held hands with the others, expressions of
determination and fear frozen onto their faces.

The ice sculpture of athick, dead-looking tree held a dead, naked man upon it,
crucified on its branches as a grotesque work of art. Bonds of ice held him there,
transparent enough to let me see the blackened flesh of his hands and feet, the
gangrenous darkness spreading upward through the veins of hisarms and legs. His
hair was long, unwashed, and fell over hisface as he hung limp within his bonds, his
body coated with layers of crystalline frost.

Molly sat at the base of the same tree. Her artfully shredded clothes had been
shredded in truth, and they hung from her as loose rags. Her cotton-candy hair hung
in alimp mass, uncombed and tangled. She shuddered with cold, and her eyes
stared at nothing. Her expression was twisted asif in effort, her mouth open. It took
me a minute to realize that she had never stopped screaming. She' d damaged her
throat, and no sound would emerge. But that didn’t stop her from trying.

Charity shifted her weight to hurry forward, but | cautioned her, “Wait. We'll do
her no good if we're dead.”

She clenched her jaw, but heeded me, and we paused for a moment while | swept
my gaze over the rest of the parapet. Some movement in the shadows behind the
crucifixion tree drew my eye, and | reached back for the handle of my blasting rod,
sticking out of my nylon backpack. | drew the magical tool and primed it with an
effort of will. Red-white fire suddenly glowed at itstip. “There. Behind the treg,” |
said.

A deep voice let out arasping chuckle.

Then, from the darkness | couldn’t quite see into, the Scarecrow appeared.

This thing was no fetch, no changer of form and image and illusion. There was no
shadowy mask over an amorphous form, no glamour atering its appearance, which
my salve would have enabled me to see through. This thing was awhole,
Independent creature. Unless maybe it was a fetch so old and strong that it could
transform itself into the Scarecrow in truth and not ssimply in seeming.

Red flame glittered in the carved-pumpkin head. Its limbs, all long, tough vines as



thick as my wrists, were clothed in ragged tatters of black that looked more like a
funeral robe than afarmer’s castoffs. Its long arms trailed almost to the ground, and
one of them was stretched over to Mally. At the end of the arm, the vines tapered
into dozens of slender, flexible tendrils, and die Scarecrow had them wrapped
around Molly’ s throat and sliding up into her hair.

We stood in silence, facing one another for awhile. Wind moaned somewhere
overhead, not far above the parapet. The sounds of hissing and screaming fetches
drifted up asif from a great distance. Thomas and Murphy still held the door.

| took severa steps to one side and gave the Scarecrow alittle smile. “Hi,” | said.
“Who the hell are you?’

“One who has served the Queen of Air and Darkness since before your kind can
remember,” he replied. “One who has destroyed hundreds like you.”

“You know what, Captain Kudzu?’ | asked. “I’m not here to play guessing
games with you. Give methe girl.”

The bizarre creature’ s face twisted in what might been amusement. “Or what
follows?’

| wasn't absolutely certain the thing was quoting Shakespeare, but that didn’t
mean | couldn’t do it. “Bloody constraint,” | told him. “For should you try to hide
the girl from me, even in your heart, there shall | rake for her.”

Maybe the Scarecrow wasn't a Shakespeare fan. Its eyes flared with angry scarlet
light. “Little man. Move an inch closer and | will crush her soft little neck.”

“Inadvisable,” | said, and raised my blasting rod to level it at the Scarecrow.
“Because she' s the onl