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Chapter 1

| was born amonster.

No big dedl, right? Mongters are everywhere in thisworld. But I'm not talking your swesty pedophile or
your serid killer with acold and silent harem buried in his crawl space. No, I'm talking about the redl
dedl. Cresturesthat scuttled across the surface of thisworld when the air was sulfuric acid and the
nighttime moon al but blocked out the sky. Scales and fangs, blood that doubled as venom, minds and
bodies twisted in concert, dark legends cometo life. These legends had always been aredlity, but they
were one that refused to register on modern human eyes. Mongters, they existed all right, and they were
legion, so what was one more?

Although truthfully, 1 was only half-monster. My mother was human; my father something... ese. When
we were younger my brother and | had called them Grenddls; the rest of the supernatura world called
them Auphe. Y ou say tomato; | say murderous deeth incarnate. It's all good fun. Auphe were the seeds
of thedf fantasy, believeit or not, but this seed was poisonous, and it would kill anything it touched.
Therewas no blond hair or limpid blue eyes, no silken voiceslike atemple bell. Therewas only skin as
pady trangparent asthat of asalamander, eyesthered of lava, and amind blackened and putrid asa
rotting swamp. Okay, they did have the pointed ears; I'll give you that. Sometimes legends do get the
factsright, but that's not much comfort when athousand metal teeth are buried in your throat.

Half monster or whole, in the end it didn't matter. | had my weaknesses, same as anyone else. And | was
facing one of them now.

Clowns.

Y eah, that'swhat | said. Clowns. | hate clowns. Always have. Point one out to me at the age of three
and | would runwailing in the other direction asif the Hounds of Hell had been set on my diapered ass.
Even now they till gave meachill, and wasn't that pretty damn ludicrous? 1'd fought creatures more
monstrous than the mind could grasp. And | was related to things even worse than that, but bottom line,
none of it mattered. | just hated clowns. And honestly, what self-respecting person doesn't? Name one,
just one person whose flesh didn't crawl at the sight of them. Those puffy, bloated hands. Thetiny
gleaming eyes buried in pits of black paint. That maniaca grin awash in lurid scarlet, red as blood. Whose
blood? you'd wonder uneasily to yourself. Could be yoursif you didn't waddle away fast enough on
chunky toddler legs. Then there were the people who dressed like cartoon animals, lolling plush tongues,
glassy saucer eyes, and thick, unhinged laughs. They were nasty in their own right, but they <till had
nothing on clowns. Jesus Chrigt. Don't kids have enough to warp them in thisworld?

"They're only bodachs, Cal." Niko's voice came with acool amusement that had me throwing him a
black scowl. ™Y ou could handle a bodach long before you were potty trained. Granted, that was less
than amonth ago..."

My brother, his bedside manner was less hand-holding and more anice brisk thwap to the back of the
head. "They're not just bodachs," | gritted. "They're bodachs in clown makeup. And that, Cyrano, makes



al the difference in the goddamn world.”

The Roman nose made even more generous by Niko's newly shorn hair snorted. " Sill with the clowns?!
Severa months ago Niko's dark blond hair, most often in aponytail or braid, had trailed nearly to the
base of hisspine. Now it barely touched his ears—or would have if he hadn't ruthlesdy skimmed it back.
He had cut his hair in mourning, a custom of our Greek ancestors. It was one of the few tales our mother
had bothered to share with us. The Gypsy clan she'd grown up in had roamed dl of Europe hundreds of
years ago. They weren't called Travelersfor nothing. Before eventually making their way to the good old
USA, they'd settled for atimein Greece, intermarrying with the natives on occasion, dthough it was
frowned upon by both sides. The result was an odd mixture of Rom and Greek traditions that had lost
Niko hishair. | gave him hdll about it, but not as much as| could have. After al, held doneit to grieve my
death, to mourn me. Smart-ass comments tended to shrivel in my mouth in the face of that.

And | had died, dthough it had been atemporary thing. First Niko had stabbed me, and then ahedler
friend had stopped my heart. My death had lasted only seconds, but dead | had been. Not that | held a
grudge. It was all donein an effort to stop the creature that had taken control of me—a creature bent on
remaking the world. On remaking me. Even a permanent desth would've been better than what it had
planned.

Y eah, for sheer awe-ingpiring terror, that thing had given clownsarun for their money.
"Yes" | snarled. "Still with the clowns™

The carniva was closed for the night, al spiderweb metd and lonely winds rocking the buckets of the
rides, especidly those of the Ferriswhed. Thewhed itsalf loomed like a petrified skeleton, the douching
beast that had never made Bethlehem. Here its carcassrotted, its bones adarkly encrusted silver hung
with the white twinkle of diamonds. The lingering smell of grease and butter had turned rancid, and a
cheap and torn stuffed dog, the prize in any number of fixed games, lay at the base of a garbage can. One
blank button eye had been torn away, leaving araveled stuffing socket. Poor bastard, hed missed his
rideto the Idand of Misfit Toys. The yelow bulbs strung here and there were either dead or dimasa
candleflame. Beneeth it al there was the scuttle of rats claws and the scuttle of something far more
lethd. All indl, I could've chosen abetter location for our first job. In fact, amentally chalenged plaster
garden gnome could've done better.

"I liked working &t the bar better.” What wasthat in the shadows? The pale glimmer of greasepaint?"The
only clownsin bars are smart-ass drunks who dont tip."

To my right, Niko continued to observe me with brotherly disdain. Dressed in black pants and shirt, he
wouldve blended into the night if not for the lighter gleam of his short hair. Hed recently grown aclosely
shorn, immaculately maintained goatee—probably to keep the Zen hair ratio happy—which was equaly
bright againgt hisalive skin. My own hair was indistinguishable from the shadows around us. Normally |
pulled it back into ashort tail, but tonight | let it fall free to obscure some of the full-moon shade of my
skin. Niko could afford to give himsdf away; he was Bruce Lee with ableach job. |, on the other hand,
didn't mind alittle extrahelp. Don't get mewrong; | could hold my own against most things that go bump
inthe night. Vampires, werewolves, boggles, ghouls... trollswere alittle more problematic. Whatever
was out there, | could faceit, but thistime...

Strong fingers came over and squeezed an imaginary round red nose that must've hung just before mine.
"Honk. Honk," Niko said with the utmost gravity. Pictureit if you will. One of the most lethal fightersin
the tristate area, aman who in the game of kill-or-be-killed was solidly king of the former category, and
he was honking. Honking. Jesus.



"Y ou know, since you started getting some, you are redlly beginning to pissme off." | started into the
depths of the carniva, not bothering to check to seeif he wasfollowing. Hewas. It wasn't something |
had to see or hear to know. Niko watched my back, aways. The mountains would fal and the oceans
dry to dust before that ever changed.

"Oneday, little man.” A flegting pat came on my shoulder. "One day."

| didn't respond, only twisted my shoulders dightly and kept moving. That wasn't asubject for discussion,
not now and definitely not here. Niko was smart, so damn smart, but when it came to his baby brother he
wasn't as calculating or logical as he could've been. Should've been. To me there were things that were
clear, s0 clear, it made me wonder why no one else seemed able to see what | could so effortlesdly.

"Ca?" Niko might not seewhat | saw, but he could see when something wasn't quite right. When you
know someone your whole life you can read them quicker than the morning comics, even when they
might not want you to.

| ignored the question in the shape of my name and walked on, my eyes searching every inky clot of
darkness. "Ca." Thistimeit wasn't aquestion; it was ademand. And knowing Nik, an undeniable one.

| can honestly say it wasthe only timein my lifel was glad to see aclown. Even one who was doing his
level best to disembowe me with seven-inch-long razor-edged nails. It shot out of amound of trash, the
furious motion surrounding it in ashower of stale popcorn, stained napkins... and fluttering hanks of
children'shair. The silky strands hung like party streamers from jetty claws—the same clawsthat were
flying & me. The old Scottish legend, as methodicdly stuffed in my head by Niko, said abodach would
dither down ahouse's chimney much like a satanic Santa Clausto eat whatever childrenit could find,
flesh, skin, bones, and dl. Every scrap... except the hair. It didn't like the hair.

| felt my somach twist into a sharp-edged tangle until | recognized the silver locks for what they where.
The bodach held adirty-faced doll in one multijointed hand, adoll with matching blond hair. Thefal of
hair from its other hand was nothing more than arain of cheap polyester. It didn't change the fact that it
all too easly could have been red. Bodachs aren't known for their willpower in the dieting fid. It made
the clown costume so chillingly perfect... theideal camouflage to snare the innocent.

Atop the grimy clown suit of blue, green, and curdied cream, under the ridicul ous corkscrew wig and
white paint, was the face behind the tale. The mummy brown skin was camouflaged by the thick pigment,
but the thickly smiling lips did nothing to conced teeth equally asbrown from dried blood. When it
grinned you would amost swear its head turned inside out, and it was grinning now like Jack the Ripper
on Ladies Night asit dropped the doll and came for me. | lunged to one side, grabbed the thing'sarm
with my free hand, and pulled, letting it continue its motion on past me. Asthe claws and bone white hand
cleared my ribswith room to spare, | buried the muzzle of the Glock under avulpine chin and blew off
thetop of its curly orange head.

The body fell with limbstwitching in the dance of the dectrified. And the smell... on their best day
bodachs weren't exactly asfresh asdaisies. A dying one put off areek that would take paint off acar. It
certainly took the edge off my agppetite. Covering my mouth and nose, | fdlt the digtinctive taste of bile
creep into my mouth. "Holy shit. That isrank.” It was anumber of things worse than that, but | couldn't
get into them without spewing my supper. One of the quirky little side effects of being not exactly human
was an excellent sense of smell. | was no wolf, but 1'd give adrug-sniffing dog arun for its money. Right
now, however, the only running | wanted to do was out of range of this god-awful, hideous stench.
Clamping my lipstight, | swallowed severa times and blinked watering eyes. It was that pained moisture
that had me doubting the Sight before me.



The bodach had stopped quivering. Normally that was good, great even. All hail the conquering heroes.
Strike up the band, toss us the key to the city, and dap some green across our palms. Unfortunately,
normally wasn't the case here. It stopped quivering becauseit got up. That'sright. With the top of its
head split open like arotten egg, it roseto its feet and grinned jack-o0'-lantern wide around the blood
pouring from its mouth. That was more than disturbing enough, but when it started talking. .. it wasa
whole new repulsve bal game.

"Little... boy... blue" it gurgled, each word fighting to the surface. "Blow your horn." It spit derisively,
turning the ground black at itsfeet, and then pointed aclaw at the gun dangling from my hand. "Blow
your horn." Then it moved for me, not asfluidly aswhen it had first attacked, but neither wasit coming at
adow stagger.

"Y ou have got to be shitting me," | said in disbelief. As| spoke, the dashing claws came closer. But
worse than that, so much worse, wasthat so did the smell. That, more than the other considerations, had
me moving fast. Thistime shot it in the kneecaps, assuming it had kneecaps. Whatever peculiar monster
partsthat dlowed itslegsto bend, that'swhat | put afew bulletsthrough. It fell again, yet ill it kept
coming, dragging itslf by jutting knife nails and clown-suit-covered elbows. So | shot those too.

"Blow your horn," it hissed, soraying blood. "Blow your horn." And on it wriggled with the jerky
movements of a broken-backed snake.

Looking down a my gun and then back at the bodach, | was giving serious consideration to throwing the
usdlesspiece of shit at it when aninfinitely patient Sgh blew the hair by my ear. Tgpping my shoulder
lightly with the hilt of hissword, Niko asked camly, "Are you done playing yet?'

The smug son of abitch. | waved my gun hand and took afew steps back, hoping for more breathable
ar."Yeah, sure. Knock yoursdlf out.”

Moving past me with silent grace, he hefted the fal chion and then siwung it with aspeed that was a blur of
shimmering slver. Broad and curved, the blade bit through the bodach's neck, decapitating it instantly.
The head rolled, bounced off the side of my foot, and promptly tried to bite my ankle. | punted it hard
and hissed asthe smell clung to my sneaker. "We should've brought atree shredder,” | grunted, rubbing
the back of my hand across my nosefutilely. All right. Fine. If that was the way this night was going to

be, I'd just haveto rall withit. Grimly, | toed off my shoes and booted them and the stench far away from
me. "Can | borrow abackup sincethisis next to friggin’ useless?’ | asked, shoving the gun into my
shoulder holster.

| wasn't making an unreasonable assumption to think that Niko would have an extra something sharp on
him. What would be far-fetched would be to imagine that his surplus consisted of only one. Niko could
st off meta detectors from ahundred feet with al the wegpons he carried. His hand disappeared in his
long dugter, less of afashion statement and more of arepository of al that wasletha intheworld, and
regppeared with asmall cardboard box. It wasn't quite what | expected and | accepted the box
dubioudy. "Whét the hel1?"

"Explogverounds." He continued as| gave alow whidtle, "And a Desart Eagle. Amazing what they
peddlein some dark aleys."

More happy than amazed actudly, but it didn't slop me from immediately loading the gun. While Niko
was aworshipper of the blade, | was of amore modern bent. If | could kill from ahundred feet away,
hey, it meant fewer dry cleaning bills. What's not to appreciate in that?""Nice. Nothing like an early
Christmas present.”

"Areyou st for any close-up work?' Thetone wasthat of an old-fashioned nun asking if 1'd done my



homework. Only this nun walked softly and carried arazor-edged ruler. | snorted and pulled my own
blade. This one was more aknife than asword, but it was the type you saw in mail-order magazines...
the kind that had mercenaries drooling over the ad. Coated with black Teflon, thelong thick shank was
saw-toothed and capable of treating bone asif it were Jell-O. | might not eat and breathe them like Nik,
but | could use blades and was smart enough to know they never jam or run out of ammunition. Guns
were preferred; kniveswere practical. "1 deegp withit, Nik. I damn sure carry it when we're facing killer
cowns”

"The client said there's at least two more, maybe four. Check back in fifteen." He didn't bother to look at
awatch. Niko claimed an innate understanding of the inner workings of time, space, and the universein
generd. A result of al that meditation and martia artstraining, anatural talent, or smply adesire to show
up hislittle brother—whatever the process behind it, Niko lived as an exampleto uslesser beings.
Pointedly, | checked the watch I'd fished out of last week's ceredl box. "If | see one balloon animd, I'm
waiting in the car.” With that, | turned and jogged farther into the small maze of sagging tents.

I'd never been afan of carnivas. My brother and | had spent afew years off and on in them throughout
our childhood. Sophia, our mother—or, to be more precise, our whiskey-swilling egg donor—had plied
her trade in some of the more run-down onesin the business. She was afortune-tdler; | didn't know the
Latin term for money-grubbing con artist or if it wasin any officia medical journd, but Sophia hadn't met
the nickel shedidn't like or the person she wouldn't glesfully rip off.

Boysliving in acarnival—it should've been exciting for us, fun. Carnies kids got the freerides, the night's
leftover hot dogs and cotton candy, the freedom to run wild from morning to midnight, when the place
closed down. Heaven for anyone under thirteen, right? Heaven for about two and a haf days and then
the thrill palled quickly enough. It even put me off hot dogs for afew years, and | loved those damn tubes
of mystery mest. But try eating them dl day, every day for weeks on end with the only veggie of choice
being fries or greasy popcorn, and it won't be long before you're trying to shoplift fresh fruit at the nearest
gtore. Incipient scurvy aside, the summers had been miserable stretches of endless heat and humidity.
Niko and | spent most nights outside of our tiny trailer with sweat-soaked pillows and asheet to deep
on. Just Niko and me under a sweltering soup of stars. Sophialiked her private time. She made money
that way too. Infinitely practical, Niko had caled her. Nothing like abunch of fancy words when one of
five letterswould've donejust fine.

Eventually Sophia outstayed her welcome and we moved on. Haven't goneto acarniva since. | also
have alove of air-conditioning that will never die. Luckily, it was spring now. The only sweat on mewas
acold one, prickling the nape of my neck. Damn clowns. Leaving footprintsin the damp dirt, | padded
along in socked feet trying to follow the bodach scent. It was o sirong now your average human
couldve picked up on it, no creature-feature DNA needed at al. At the base of the Ferriswhed | circled
once, then looked up with pessimistic expectation. Sure enough, the son of abitch waswaving a me.
Waving, threatening to eviscerate—it was one of the two. Exhding, | holstered my gun and checked out
the controls. The wiring wastorn out in massive chunks, making the ride as dead and petrified asit had
gppeared from the beginning. Adding insult to injury, my fina poke in the innards of the control box had
the whed'swhite lights flickering and dying.

Wondeful. Goddamn wonderful.

My socks went the way of my shoesand | began to climb. | wasn't afraid of heights. A nice, norma fear
like that? Where would be the amusement factor there? But as | pulled mysdlf up by metal handholds
covered in soot and grease and felt the dide of oil under my grasping toes al in near-total darkness, |
wouldn't have minded saying I'd had better days. Within seconds the ground below disappeared,
swallowed up by blackness. If you fdl, you would have no ideawhen you would hit... until you did.



Some would consider that ablessing. Not me—I liked to see the bad news before it took me down.
Continuing upward with agrunted exhdation, | felt aquick biteto the hed of my hand and the warm flow
of blood. From the dull twinge it wasn't too bad and | kept on. Far above, one car rocked
rhythmically... back and forth, back and forth. It was amost hypnotic, the motion.

"Cradlewill rock," the voice crooned from above. Barbwire and ice, acid-etched glass, not exactly made
for singing. Like anice pick through the ear, it went on and on. "Rockabye. Baby. Rockabye."

Nursery rhymes and the smiling face of a child's supposed best friend. Bodachs might not be the most
powerful of the monsters out there, but they seemed to be smart... in their own predatory way. Whether
they were smart enough remained to be seen. With four of them in aplacelikethis, it amazed methe
place wasn't swarming with cops. They couldn't have been herelong or children would've gone missing
by now. Lots and lots of children. Up until now | hadn't heard of bodachs. No big surprise. There were
lots of boogetys that hadn't pinged on my radar. If it hadn't tried to eat mein the past and wasn't currently
gnawing on mein the present, | wasn't going to worry abouit it. Let Niko memorize the mythology section
of the public library; heloved that stuff. Or get the scoop from our new business partner. She had
contacts in the after-sundown crowd. If that failed, hit up our friend by default Goodfellow. He'd been
around since the dawn of time, our own Avatar of Annoyance; if he didn't know about it, it didn't exi<t.
Oneway or the other somebody—somebody besides me, that is—could get the info and fill mein. And
if Niko wanted to photocopy the picture and blurb about our current baddie and pin it to my jacket, |
actualy might read it on theride over. Or | might finish the latest naughty women-in-prison paperback
instead. Y ou just never knew.

| kept climbing and the bodach kept serenading. That aone would've been enough for meto kill it. When
| had nearly reached the apex of the metal framework, the car continued to rock about two feet above
my head. Bracing mysdlf, | balanced asbest as| could, then snagged the rising and fdling lip of the meta
bucket with both hands and surged over it. A red-and-green-clad back was turned to me, the colors
appearing as pastel shadows of themsalves as the clouds parted overhead to revea apae diver of moon.
Wig gone, white paint smeared to show patches of the wrinkled brown skin of its hairless head, the
bodach continued to rock, shaking the metal beneeth my feet.

"Rockabye, baby," cameits singsong. "Rockabye.”

It was enough. More than enough. If my ears weren't bleeding aready, they soon would be. "Bozo," |
growled. "Y ou need to shut the hell up." Reluctantly, | left the guninitsholster. | couldn't be sure of the
result of firing an explosive round up here, but catapulting headfirst to the ground was a possibility that
would end my bodach-hunting days but quick.

Itignored me. | wasn't offended. My brother did it dl thetime. No, being ignored didn't offend me, but
neither did it stop me from puncturing its spina column with ten inches of Teflon-coated sted!. | didn't
giveit asecond chanceto turn around. | wouldn't have given it afirgt if the caterwauling hadn't driven me
to the edge. It was a predator, a child-eating mongter. | was going to kill it regardiess. Why the hell
would | wait for it to turn around? As the knife did home with a crunch of bone and a spurt of
moon-silvered blood, the bodach folded quietly forward. There was no twitching, no thrashing, and no
more goddamn singing, just blessed silence. Notch one on the Cal side of the board. Still grasping the
handle of the knife, | placed afoot on the bodach's back and gave a hard yank without results. Those
suckers didn't come cheap, and | liked thisone. | wasn't leaving it. | tried again. Trapped in bone, the
blade till wouldn't budge. Swearing, | added my other hand to the grip and gave one last yank. With the
harsh sound of metd againg stone, the knife findly pulled free. | held it aoft and gaveit aflip to freeit of
excessblood. "Long livetheking," | muttered under my bregth.

At my feet the body of the bodach had settled back into its crumpled position, its white-painted hands



played pamsup at its Sdes. It wasthe contrast | noticed first, dark againgt pale. In thelight of day the
color might have been olive tinted or honey brown. Under the come-and-go moon it was gray.

The gray of acorpse.
Lotsand lots of children, I'd thought. How lucky that hadn't happened. How amazingly lucky.
Fuck.

The small hand was curled next to the bodach's, aminiature shadow of a hideous counterpart. Therewas
the glitter of sparkle polish on thetiny nails. Pink, | thought. Pink or lavender. It washard to tell in the
dark. | pulled the mongter off her in one ragged motion.

"Hush, little baby." There was a heated breath on the skin of my feet and | looked down to see painted
lipswrithein agrin baring bloodstained teeth. "Don't say aword. Not aword.”

Thistime the serrated blade went into an eye, puncturing it like arotten plum. And it didn't stop there.
Neither did I.

By the time Niko found me| was sitting in the car. 1'd kept the windows down to hear him on the off
chance he called for help. It was aremote possibility at best. Like hed said, we could handie afew
bodachs. I might not be old enough to drink just yet and Niko only alittle past that point, but we were
adults. Big, grown men with even bigger weapons. We could take a bodach or two.

"Problems?' Heleaned in the driver's-sde window.

"You get them al?' | countered impassively with my own question. | didn't look up from the dashboard.
I'd thought about turning on theradio as| waited. A distraction would've been... good. And dthough it
was an old car with an even more ancient sound system and only one working speaker, theradio
worked... mogtly. But the thought of accidentally tuning in to adow balad made the sllence seem swest.
No more soft, soft Snging, not tonight.

The door opened and Niko did behind the whedl. He wasn't much on letting me drive his elderly baby.
Take out onefire hydrant and you're branded an insurance risk, go figure. From the corner of my eyel
watched as he turned on the dome light and looked me over. | knew what he saw, astudy in black
bodach gore. It had splashed meliberaly from my neck downward. I'd tried to wipe it off, but it was as
sticky and thick astar. Short of kerosene and aruthlesdy wielded scrub brush, the shit wasn't coming off.
"Y ou got them?" | repeated as he continued to study mein silence.

"That'sagiven,” Niko said without an ounce of arrogance. "Although mine weren't quite as... mmm...
permeable asyours." A finger touched an inky swath that coated the back of my hand. The blood clung
to hisfinger and stretched between us, aclot of black spiderwebs, when he pulled away. Niko winced in
empathy for the rough night I'd have cleaning off the stuff. "M aylbe some sort of lotion mixed with acitrus
juicewill get it off. Well experiment, come up with something.” Heedless of the further mess on the back
of my neck, helaid his hand there and squeezed lightly. "Now, what happened?’

There wasn't much point in putting it off. It wasn't anything | was prepared to share with anyone el se, but
Niko wasn't anyone. He was everyone, the only true family 1'd ever known. And with him | wouldn't
haveto say thewords. Raising my eyesto his, | let him seewhat lurked in mine.

"Ah, damn. Damn."" For afleeting moment, he rested his forehead against mine. Then he straightened to
drop hishand from my neck and ask bleakly, "Where?"

"Top of the Ferriswhed." Along with the bits and pieces of the world's deadest bodach. Little girl lost



and not a cop in sight. How could she not have been missed? | rubbed a hand across my mouth and
exnded, "A littlegirl."

Niko's thoughts were running dong the same linesas mine. "It must not have taken her here at the
carniva. Perhapsthey're too unsure of their new hunting ground, don't have their bolt-holes set up just
yet. She was probably taken from town. From her bed. Her parents may not even know that she's gone.”

The carnival was upstate, about three and ahdf hours from our homein the city. On the outskirts of
Hudson Falls, it would be smple enough for one or more of the bodachsto dip into town and disappear
with achild—achild smelling of sogp and toothpaste with her fingernails painted the color of Easter eggs.

"Did you touch her?'

It was a question | expected. Fact was, | dmost had. Despite knowing better, 1'd reached down to touch
the curve of adtill cheek, stopping myself only at the last second. "No. But she wastherewhen | killed
that son of abitch. Not alot of room in one of those cars.” And if | stopped to think about it, redly
examineit, it would be safe to say bodach wasn't the only blood | was wearing. The dirt on my bare feet
had ared tinge, one that didn't come from the muddy ground. Leaning my head back against the sest, |
closed my eyes and said, ""Can we go? | want to take a shower."

"WElIl go," he promised. "I'll only beaminute." He climbed back out and | heard the murmur of hisvoice
at the rear of the car.

"Hedidn't touch her, but there could still be DNA at the scene. | don't believe the police will buy a
kidnapping by aliteral boogeyman,” Niko was saying with adark irony. "And I'd like to keep my brother
from being entered into acrimind database. | need you to clean it up. Thoroughly.”

"What about the child?" That was our client's voice, gruff and bass enough to shake the glassin the car
windows. Hewas... truthfully, | didn't know what he was. Maybe a giant of some kind, maybe not. He
worked in the carniva sideshow as Bartholomew the Bull, World's Tdlest Man. He might've been; |
don't know. He was about eight feet. Damn big for aman, although not so much for agiant. The second
mouth high on his forehead he kept concedled by along hank of ginger-colored hair. The faint pattern of
scaesadong hisoverszed jaw he passed off as bad skin, and the heavy gold hoop hanging bull fashion
from his nose distracted from the overly liquid brown of hiseyes. He did agood job of going stedlth
among the sheep, but it wouldn't stand up to an intense scrutiny, the kind that would come from apolice
investigation once kids started disappearing. Having the bodachs on his home turf was bad newsfor a
live-and-let-live kind of mongter, but Bart was alittle too dow on hisfeet to catch them. Strong enough
to rip them limb from limb, yeah, but just not quick enough.

And that's how we had ended up here. Half ayear ago when we'd been on the run from the Auphe, we'd
had to take money where we could get it. I'd used afake ID to work in abat and Niko had pulled
body-guarding gigsfor aguy who paid al his employees, including his accountant, under the table. Once
we'd defeated my extended and bloodthirsty family, weld had more options... but our talents were il
farly angular. Starting our own agency seemed anaturd choice, a least for now. We planned on il
doing the usud mundane babystting of the famous, rich, and attention seeking. But there were other
potentia clients out there aswell. We had more than one foot in the shadow world of the inhuman, and
their money spent just the same. And thistime we didn't limit oursalves to being bodyguards. If you had
the money, we were willing to at least listen. Maybe we would discover if your favorite succubus was
seeing you and only you. We might pull ajob delivering ashipment of cursed jewelry. Or we could end
up asglorified exterminators... like now. It sounded humorous, but it didn't fed that way. Not now.

"Put her inthewater," came Niko's reluctant reply. "A pond, lake. Makeit aplace they'll soon find her,



but also one that will take care of washing the evidence away or at the very least degradeit.”

"And the bodachs?' Bartholomew ground between overlarge teeth, sounding more disgruntled. It could
be he thought cleanup should beincluded in the price, but those are the breaks. We kill. We don't clean.
Y ou have to have some standards. | kept my eyes shut. 1'd been swimming in bodach stench so long now
| could barely even smell mysdlf anymore. Turning my head to the side, | tried to surrender to the
weariness seeping from my overstrained muscles.

"Asif | giveadamn where you put those bastards,” Niko said with icy sharpness. There wastheriffle of
cash as Barty-boy decided to not push hisluck and forked over our fee.

Hardest fifty bucks1'd ever made.

Chapter 2

It wasn't redly just fifty, of course. But after rent, groceries, and Niko's new hobby, fifty buckswas
probably close to what waseft. Our firgt officia job was asuccess and not for one second did it fedl that
way. It was easier when the only asses we worried about were our own. When you're on the run for
three years, half a step ahead of certain death or worse, you don't have much time or emotion to spare
for anyone else. How much of abastard did it make meto wish it were still the same? | didn't missthe
running, God, no, but the other... shit, what could you do?

Take abath. That'swhat. Take agoddamn bath.
Put her in the water.

Clenching my teeth, | discarded the fifth washcloth, stained beyond repair, and picked up the next one
from the edge of the tub. A shower hadn't touched the bodach blood and now | was sitting in atepid mix
of water, soap, and three gallon jugs of orange juice. It wasworking... dowly. The crap was coming off,
more or less, and | counted mysealf lucky it wastaking only afew strips of skinwithit. | was scrubbing at
one arm with more interest in getting the fetid goop off than keeping my pasty hide in one piece when the
bathroom door was opened. Inquisitive green eyes peered around the frame, took in the apparent lack of
weapons, and narrowed dyly. "Y ou've the ook of apinto pony,” came the amused drawl. "A
half-drowned, not particularly well-bred pinto pony."

A perfect ending to a perfect shit of aday. "Boundaries, Loman," | said indifferently. "Persona space.
L ook into the concept, why don't you?”'

Assured that | was armed only with terry cloth, the eyes were soon followed by the rest of theirritating
package. Curly brown hair, lithey muscular frame, and a smile so wickedly knowing the Vatican would
label it acarna sin. Robin Goodfellow, the Pan, the Puck, the everything € se rumored to be lurking in the
forest seducing virgins, conning innocent travelers, and hitting every orgy Rome had ever spawned. Wed
met him the previousfal just before the entire Auphe nightmare came to ahead. Niko and | had been
looking for acar for our getaway and who should be running the lot but salesman extraordinaire Rob
Fellows? A better sdlesman than Willy Loman by far, but the nickname annoyed him so thoroughly thet |



wouldn't have dreamed of giving it up. Within lessthan asecond of meeting him, or smdling him rather,
I'd had him pegged for nonhuman. It took dightly longer to get the whole story out of him. In the end held
helped us... very probably saved us. He was afriend, the best. He was al so annoying and vain, never
said one word when twenty would do, lied with ease, and could drink Bacchus under the table. And had
done s, to hear himtell it.

Hewasdso londly.

And | don't mean the kind of lonely you read about in great books or see in overwrought award-winning
movies. It wasn't the type of loneliness ahuman could comprehend. Hundreds of thousands of years held
lived, if not more, and would continue to live. His kind was mostly gone; there weren't more than a
handful of pucks eft to play Goodfellow these days, and most other monsters shunned him. Robin liked
humans... for companionship, not a bedtime snack. Doing business with a human might be anecessity at
times, but sociaizing with one? That wasjust perverse. There was the occasiond vampire, as Niko knew
from not-quite-intimate experience, who felt the same as Robin did. And there were afew other
exceptionsthat proved the rule, but mostly humans just weren't that popular, and neither were
human-lovers. But where vampires might live athousand years, Robin was pretty much forever...
excepting aviolent end. Everyone heloved died. Everyone he cared for, everyone he hung out with to
have amug of mead or aglass of wine, everyone he knew, evenin passng... they dl died. | fet for the
guy. God, did I.

It didn't mean | wanted him watching me take a bath.

"Ridiculous human psychologicd theories." He waved a dismissve hand and took a seat on the edge of
the sink, leaning back againgt the wall. There was no mirror, not there or in the rest of the gpartment.
Let'sjust say | didn't much carefor mirrors. Not after last year. "Freud, who wore ladies underwear by
theway, didn't have aclue. It was rather sad redlly, the way he strutted around with that cigar fivetimes
bigger than his—"

"Serioudy, Loman, I'm not in agood mood right now. What the hell are you doing here?' My arm was
raw and dightly weeping, but clean, and | moved on to my chest.

"Not in agood mood now?" he echoed increduloudy. "Y ou're never in agood mood. If | waited for that
momentous occasion to show, you'd never see my suave sdif.”

"And the downside to that iswhat exactly?'

"Sour asNero'spissasaways." Sighing, hetossed me aplastic bottle filled with milky yellow-green fluid.
"Niko called me. Here. This should take off the bodach blood and leave enough of your skin intact that
you can walk the streets without scaring children. The orangejuice was agood idea, but thiswill work
better.”

Shaking the bottle dubioudly, | asked reluctantly, "Do | even want to know what this shit is?"

The grin was wide, bright, and utterly evil. "Didn't | just tell you? Nero's piss.” The door closed behind
him before | could |ob the bottle at his head.

Whatever it was, and with Goodféellow there redlly was no telling, it worked. | had afew spotsthat were
painful and red, but ashe'd said... | was mostly intact. And some daysthat isthe best you can hopefor.
Dressed in swedts, | made my way to the kitchen to see Niko gitting at the table with my gun spread
before him in pieces. Snorting, | moved to the cabinet that did duty as overflow first aid storage. The fact
that the medicine cabinet in the bathroom wasn't big enough for al our suppliestold astory, one not
suitable for bedtime. "How will | ever learn if you keep that up?'



He picked up a brush and began to clean the dock's barrdl. "Over the years I've learned exactly how
long it takesto train you." The smell of cleaner was sharp in the air, but not quite as sharp as the glance
he threw me. "My peace of mind doesn't have two more yearsiniit."

Two years added to the two that I'd aready been carrying agun—it was a harsh estimate. Unfortunately,
it was dso probably true. Sitting down at the table opposite him, | rubbed an antibiotic cream on the only
truly bad spot, the long raw abrasion on my arm. " Goodfellow gone?'

"Yes" Hewatched as| applied the salve, and satisfied with the result, he went on. "Apparently he
sgueezed usin between an early date and alate-night dinner cruise. Do you want more details? | have
them. Quite afew of them."

His vexed tone had the corners of my mouth twitching. Niko liked Robin, and in fact had been friends
with him before | had. Being infested with a creature that took control of my mind, body, and scrapsthat
lay between, I'd been too busy with the wreaking havoc and attempted murder to do awholelot of
bonding in the beginning. Still, liking Goodfellow and being able to bear up under the sogp operathat was
hissocid life were two different animals dtogether. Heloved to share every gory detail and hedidn't like
to spend his nights done. And considering the fact he was pansexud, as he repeated on more than one
occasion with an elbow to theribs and aglesfully self-amused chuckle, he pretty much didn't haveto. It
al madefor ahdluvalot of soriesto spin.

"No, thanks," | declined with afaint grin as| pulled the deeve of my swesatshirt back down to cover my
am."I'm il reding over thetriplet story.”

"Arent we al?" Within seconds he reassembled my gun with a speed that was straight out of an army
training film. Niko might not have alot of respect for weapons with moving parts, but he was as adept
with them as he was with his blades. "He mentioned that you seemed more... relaxed.”

Careful consideration had gone into that last word, more than enough to let me know it wasn't the one
Robin had used. "L ess catastrophicaly paranoid” or something smilar had more of a Goodfellow flavor
toit. Sprawling back in my chair, | linked my hands acrass my stomach and admitted ruefully, "It wasin
the water with me." 1t wasthe knife | was referring to. It was amess of bodach blood, the same asme,
and if | couldn't get it clean, it would have to be tossed. It was anice rationa reason and only partly alie.
| didn't go anywhere unarmed anymore. Not to eat my morning cered, not even to take aleak. I'd been
careful before, with the Auphe as ever-present pursuers, but now. .. after their happy little subcontractor
had taken me over lock, stock, and every single molecule, | made being congtantly prepared my religion.
And | embraced it as wholeheartedly as any Southern-fried Bible thumper ever whel ped.

Darkling, anightmarefor hire and the last of hiskind, had moved into me... had become me—combining
usinto one malevolent whole. What | would never have done for the Auphe, he did. Wedid. This had
been no movie possession. Therewas no lurking in the back of my mind, no wringing my hands over the
big bad things Darkling was doing. There was no meto lurk. What he had done, | had done. What he
had enjoyed, | had enjoyed. Who he had killed... you get the picture. We were one. And if you survive
something like that, you're lucky that the least crazy label they dap on you is" catastrophically paranoid.”

"Did it come clean?' was Niko's only comment, and | was grateful for the restraint. | knew the
maevolent little shit was gone. After dl, 1'd diced and diced him mysdlf, but knowing and knowing aren't
adwaysthe same. |, dong with my howling subconscious, would eventudly figureit out, but it was going
totakealittletime.

"Y eah, the crgp comes off metal adamn sight easier than skin." My eyelidsfell to haf-mast as| watched
him clean away the suppliesfrom the table. | wastired. It had been along night, along, god-awful bitch



of anight. "Weren't you supposed to see Promise tonight?' Promise, an ex-client of Niko's old agency,
was Niko's lady of the moment. Hell, she was his only true lady past, present, and probably future...
evenif neither of them knew it yet. Congdering she was apartner in our new agency aswell asa
vampire, thingswould be abit on the ddicate side, but | had faith. When you saw them together, both
with the sameinner stillness and unwavering purpose to them, you knew. They were made for each other
and no oneese. And if they wanted to cal the late dinnersthey'd been having "financia planning for the
agency,” who was| to pop their bubble of clueless denid? They would figure it out, sooner or later.

"Not tonight." He laid the gun before me with a sardonic bow and mocking eyes the same gray asmine.
"I'm so exhausted from doing your work | think I'll stay in."

Asacting went, it was one of Niko's better efforts, but as| couldn't fool him, neither could hefool me. |
didn't try to push him on hisway, however. That would be the equivaent of my head againgt his brick
wall. After what 1'd seen tonight, my brother wasn't going to leave me to spend the night alone. Honestly,
athough I'd never admit it doud, | was grateful. "Y eah, yeah. Working your fingersto the bone.” | stood
and yawned. "I'll fix you awafflein the morning. That'll make useven." Picking up the gun, | headed back
to the bedroom. The bed was soft, the blankets were warm, and the apartment was cool. All good
sensations. But when | closed my eyesal | felt was meta and blood. All | heard was twisted rhymes and
the laughter of akiller. And dl | smelled was death and alittle girl's shampoo.

| was up before the sun. As events went, that was pretty spectacular. To mark the occasion | decided to
actudly keep my word to Niko and make him breskfast. Twenty minutes later | was stirring pancake
batter with my nose stuck to the directions on the back of the box. | could day monsters with the best of
them, but cooking usualy managed to turn the tables on mein culinary smackdownsthat left the kitchen
unusablefor days. Thistimel washolding my own... bardly. | was diding thelast of the pancakes, the
uncharred ones, onto a plate when the intercom buzzed. Six am., that meant it couldn't be Goodfelow...
unless he hadn't gone to bed yet. He was aslazy abastard as | was. Curious, | pressed the button.
"Yesh?'

Minutes later Promise was gracing akitchen chair. The contrast between her and the cheap plastic made
my eyeswant to crossthat early in the morning. Promise had recently changed her look. Her mink brown
hair was now exotically tiger striped and rich brown aternated with equally wide chunks of palest blond,
wornin abrad that reminded me oddly of Amazons. Her formerly tasteful but sedate clothing had been
replaced by ablack tank top, matching lesther pants, and high-hedled boots. Still tasteful, but damn sure
not sedate. Theivory skin and twilight purple eyes were the same, as was the wide curve of her
unpanted mouth.

"Your Mgesty." | put aplate before her. Catching awnhiff of pinegpple and coconut, | raised my
eyebrows. "Sunblock?"

She tapped a pink-and-white-polished nail on the hooded cape that rested in her lap and gave a
dismissveflutter of fingers, indicating it didn't dwaysdo thejob. "I freckle so terribly,” she said gravely.
Another popular misconception about vampires... they didn't burst into flamein direct sunlight. They
would, however, end up with the equivalent of third-degree burnsthat took quite sometimeto hedl. It
wasn't pretty or pleasant, and it was definitely astep or two beyond freckling.

| grinned. | liked Promise. | liked her for hersdlf, but | would've liked her for Niko's sakeif nothing else.
Hed given up any chance a anorma life to keep me safe. Now that the Auphe were history, ugly,
hateful history, | wanted him to have achance at what he/d missed while we'd been on the run. "Wouldn't
want that,” | agreed solemnly before ladling two scoops of half-melted chocolate and butterscotch chips
on top of her pancakes. "Syrup?"



She regarded the brown and yellow swirl and then me with agentle uplifting of her lips. "I bow to your
expertise, master chef." And well she should. All those fancy restaurants she ate at had nothing on me on
the rare occasion | managed to pull off pancakes. As| gave her agenerous dollop of syrup, she asked,
"Shouldn't you wake Niko? | know he wouldn't want to missyour excellent efforts.”

"He'sawake." | dumped some liquid chips on top of my own pancakes, then licked the spoon.
"Redly?' She cut the smalest possible bite and lifted it on her fork.

"Yeah." | took ared bite and chewed with enthusasm. It wasn't often | had full-on breskfast food. Along
with the martia arts, Niko had picked up the whole body-is-a-temple philosophy. He lived, breathed,
and worshipped at itsdry, tasteless dtar. Soy milk, egg white omelets, organic fruit, no thanks. I'd take
my dry Sugar Crunch any day of the week. "He either heard mefixing breskfast or the buzzer. One of
the two. The man hasthe earsof ab—er... cat." Hadtily, | shoved another bite in my mouth before my
Sze eleven gave me an embarrassing case of athlete'stongls. After swallowing | finished, "He'sjust doing
hisusua morning routine, Stting there staring a thewall like alobotomy victim.”

"It's caled meditation, Cd," Niko said from behind me. "It helps me survivethe daily tridsand
tribulations of alazy, smart-mouthed younger brother.”

"He's cleaning up his language for you, Promise.” | pushed another platein front of Niko and loaded him
up. "If that's not love, | don't know what is." Ignoring the needle-sharp glare aimed at me, | added,
"Bregkfast as pledged. Now, eat up.”

Hedidn't want to. Sugar, oil, butter—he probably would've made the sign of the crossif not for the
company we were keeping thismorning. Still, he recognized the pile of syrup and chocolate for what it
was... my thanksfor his sticking around last night. Sighing, he bowed to the inevitable and dug in, hisbite
every bit as smal as Promise's had been. The whole world seemed to be on the same diet. Well, the hell
with them, it just meant more for me. Stacking the last of the pancakes on my plate, | moved over to the
living room couch and turned onthe TV. It wasn't precisely privacy, but it wasthe best | could do for
Niko and Promise. Our new apartment was actualy smaller than our last, but it was ahdluvalot nicer
with decadent luxuries like heat and hot water. Our last place, sandwiched firmly between adump and a
dum, had been dl but destroyed when the Auphe had come for me that last time. Not only had we bitten
the deposit on that one; we were probably on awarrant list somewhere. It didn't matter. We hadn't used
genuine ID sincewed hit the city. We dtill didn't. A quirk of Niko's there. The Auphe might be deader
than the dodo, but there was no telling when it might prove to our advantage to be invisible to the eye of
the authorities.

There was the low murmur of voicesas| polished off my pancakes and then Promise raised her voiceto
include me. "1 may have anew client for us."

"Ohjoy," | sadflatly, dropping my fork with aclatter on the empty plate. At least sheld waited until | had
finished before she ruined my appetite. | noticed that she didn't ask how the work for last night's client
had gone. Niko must havefilled her in on the phone when held canceled their plans. "What isit thistime?
Hansd and Gretel go missing? Y ou find Red's basket by Grandmals partidly chewed leg?’

Promise didn't take offense at my irritable snap. She knew well enough whereit originated. "No, thisis
actually somewhat more subtle, some undercover work actualy—uwith werewolves. It may not even
cometo violencethistime, Caliban. At least, | hope not.”

Wolves... they didn't usualy eat kids. Not on aregular basis anyway. | reached for the remote and
turned thetelevison down. "I'm all ears,”" | said, camer. "And Niko'sal nose. In other words, werea
captive audience.”



| wasn't sure, but | thought | saw the faintest of pink flushes dong Promise's cheekbones as she did an
amused amethy<t glance toward Niko. Apparently, she liked his nosejust fine. Five dead husbands and
she blushed at the sight of my brother. It was enough to make you believe in dl that crap they splattered
in greeting cards.

"Undercover?' Niko frowned, missing the bigger picture at his side atogether. Or maybe he hadnt, |
thought, rather amused mysdlf as hetilted his head expectantly toward Promise. "Among wolves? How
exactly are weto accomplish that?'

Sometimes he forgot; he honestly did. That he could amazed me, literdly, and it humbled metoo. |
pushed the plate asde and propped my feet on the coffee table. "Don't worry, Cyrano,” | drawled,
drawing his attention. "Wewon't haveto tie furry earsand abushy tail onyou. I'll do just fine."

That didn't help the frown much, but he did seethelogic init. I might not be awolf, but neither was|
completely human. A wolf would know that the instant he smelled me coming. "So." Niko stood and
began to clear the table. "Who exactly isthis client, and what does he want with our services?'

"Hisnameis Cerberus. Hes smal-timein the Kin, from what | hear, but with aspirations.” The dow smile
showed just ahint of pearly fang. "And don't we al have aspirations?"

The Kin was basicdly the Mafia of the nonhuman world. They ran numbers, trafficked in drugsand
progtitution. .. you nameit. They had alarcenous paw in every till in the city, and while they might
subcontract out, werewolves ran the show. They were the power and the glory, and if you forgot that for
even amoment, it wouldn't be just kibble they dined on that night. Niko hadn't crossed their path,
gambling, snortable wolfshane, and succubi not being histhing, but | had. Wéll, not precisdly me. Whilel
was under the influence, S0 to speak, I'd hired two wolvesto kill agirl for me. A girl who was quite sure
that shewas my girl. It hadn't worked out too well... for the wolves, better for me and mine. I'd moved
through their ranks with ease then. Therewas agood chance | could do it again.

"What kind of aspirations?' Niko asked evenly. "Rising among his own kind or taking over the city?"

"Niko, | wouldn't involve you in anything that might compromise your principles.” Shetouched hisarm as
he reached down for her glass and plate. Y ou must know that." That was a pretty broad statement.

As Robin had once said with exasperation, Niko had so very goddamn many principles. | hoped Promise
could live up to her pledge. "He smply wantsto risein the ranks and with his... differences... that will

not be easy to do. He suspects one particular ‘friendly’ rival within the Kinis planningamoveon himin
the next week, and he wants proof before he makes a preemptive strike. One misstep and al the others
will turn on him. They respect histaent and ruthlessness, but asit sands now helives only by their
ufferance.”

Wolves didn't have much acceptance for differences. To them difference equaed weakness and awolf
wasn't one to tolerate weakness. That wasn't to say there wasn't awide range of wolf types. Some were
completely human when they wanted to be and utterly wolf when they wanted that aswell. Otherswere
stuck somewherein between, haf of one or the other. A human with fur and fangs or awolf with limpid
blue human eyes and hands instead of paws. Bad breeding will tell. But aslong as you were strong and
could kill with the pack, that made you wolf. Asfor the moon and the whole werewolf-bite curse, | don't
know who started that. It was agood story, mind you, but just astory. Wolves, just like vampires, were
born, not made. They could chomp on you al day long; it wasn't going to make you turn furry at the next
full moon. And al the Goth-dressing wannabe monstersin the world couldn't change that fact no matter
how much they wished it were different.

"What'swrong with him?* | asked with admittedly morbid curiogty. "He missng an arm or something?"



That would definitely have him living on sufferance, and adamn uncertain place for awolf to dwell that
would be.

"I have no ideg, actudly.” She shook her head. "I've been deding with his accountant, awel l-mannered if
boring creature. Cerberus appearsto be far too busy to deal with uson apersond level.”

"Or he wishesto keep as much distance between himsdlf and his plot as possible” Niko finished stacking
the dishesin the sink, gave me a pointed look to et me know that was my chore for the day, and wiped
hishands on atowe. "He'sintdligent if nothing ese. Cautiousaswell. Unusud for awolf.” If 1'd blinked,

| would've missed the d most imperceptible brushing of hisfingers over her bare shoulder. "Could you set
up amesting for us?'

"Of course." She gathered the cloak from her 1ap and stood next to him. Side by side, the vampire whose
beauty was mysterious as the morning star and the man whaose touch was deadlier than a viper—as
couples went, they were cuter than abasket full of puppies. "I have the car waiting downgtairs. Would
you likearideto class?'

And that had my humor dissipating into amorose mist. | hadn't had the lecturein afew days; | was about
due. 1t was only brought home by the look Niko flashed me as he accompanied Promise out the door.
Education, college, anormd life.

Who needed it?

Chapter 3

College, hejust wouldn't stop withit.

Wed gone on therun just after Niko's freshman year, which had put a decisive end to higher education
for my brother. If things had been reversed, it wouldn't have mattered much to me. | might have goneto
college, yeah. But | would've been one of the usua students, average, the lowest common denominator.
Skipped alot of classes, drunk alot of beer. Graduated with a degree in marketing and absolutely no
prospects for ajob. Don't get me wrong. It would've been fun, college. Hell, yes. But it wasn't something
| would have really ached over the loss of.

Niko did. He never said aword to me or indicated it in any way, but he did. So when the whole mess
was over and we could lead alife, while not exactly normd, certainly awhole hdluvalot more stable, |
was glad he decided to go back to school. He was only twenty-two, even if he acted fifty. It wasn't asif
life had passed him by or anything. It would've been pretty pointlessfor him to take sophomore-level
classes, though. While wed fled for our lives héld kept his studies up while homeschooling me. Imminent
desth and destruction were no excuse for awasted mind, he would say. Redlly, hewould actualy say
that.

Canyou believeit? Now with the help of alittle creative paperwork he was taking grad-student classes
at NYU. Robin had presented him with afake degree from auniversity in Athenswhere the puck had an
old acquaintance who still got akick out of teaching, despite hemlock rumorsto the contrary. Niko was



now well on hisway to amaster'sin history. Considering hislove of old weapons and hisarchaic sense
of honor, it was agood fit. Niko was smart as hdll; brilliant was probably a better word. He needed to
learn, to test hismind, to constantly strive. It was exhausting to watch.

[, on the other hand, was happy enough to just lounge on the couch and watch bad TV. | didn't want to
take classes or go to college. We had our business up and staggering. It wasn't asif | needed letters
behind my name or apiece of paper stuck up on thewall. That made perfect sense to me, but Niko
wouldn' let it go.

Y eah, perfect sense... and abit of alietoo, which was how | usually operated when it cameto the twisty
inner workings of my own mind. True, | didn't see aneed for school, but that wasn't the only reason |
didn't want to go. I'd cometo termswith whét... no... who | was. | wasn't amonster, my occasional
melodramatic wailings aside. But neither was | human, not completely. Not quite aman and not exactly a
mongter. College, classes, dating—it al seemed alittlelike trying to make meinto a"red live boy." And
that wasn't so much pointless asit was tempting fate. That 1'd survived the Auphe was miraculous. ..
damn near unbelievable. Now was the time for being grateful and keeping my head down. Poking a stick
in the eye of fate wasn't on the agenda.

I'd been swatted enough in my life, thanks so much. | was ready for the easy ride, the coasting. And
damned if | wasn't due.

| was also due at acertain soda shop in afew hours. So I might aswell take a shower and do aload of
laundry to kill sometimefirgt. | didn't want to be too early. | was no Goodfédlow, not on my best day,
but | did have some reputation to protect. Okay, redigtically, | didn't. But the plan itself was till sound,
and | did know how to appreciate agood plan.

Two and a haf hours—and three wasted trips downstairs looking for afree washer—later | had dragged
afull bag of clean if newly pink clothes back to the gpartment. | then grabbed the M15 busto Pier 17
and the Fulton Fish Market and there | was, hammering futilely on the security gate over the storefront.
"Geezer," | called out in exagperation for the second time. "Let mein aready.”

"Cal." Thelaughing disapprova came from behind. "How niceisthat? Mr. Geever would be hurt if he
heard that."

"But he never does, doeshe?' | grunted with one last rattling bang on the metal. "He's deaf asapost.” I'd
smelled her coming. Honey and oatmed soap, the orange and clove shampoo, and undernesth it al was
the scent of Georgina. Sunlight. Don't ask me how someone can smell like sunlight. | don't know. It was
corny and trite and smpletruth. Luckily for me she dso smdled of shockingly mundane toothpaste, minty
and completely ordinary. It let me keep at least one foot on solid ground—at least that'swhat |
stubbornly told mysdif.

Turning, | looked down a George. Granted it was only by afew inches; | was of average height at best.
She stood wearing awhite dressthat fell to her ankles. Smple cotton and deeveless, it glowed against
the amber of her skin. Mogt girls her age were wearing jeans that settled precarioudy below hip bones
and tiny tops so skimpy they showed as much skin as a bathing suit. Not that that was abad thing in my
book. | was atwenty-year-old horny guy; tight jeans and lots of skin were a God-given constitutional
right as| saw it. But when it came to George, she was more than agirl three weeks past her high school
graduation. She was a seer and a prophet.

I'd known her for dmost three years now. When Niko and | had first come to the city weldd stumbled into
her, afifteen-year-old miracle, by accident. At least | thought it was accidentd . George probably had a
different opinion on the matter. The universe moved in ways that were frequently heartbresking and for



the most part unchangesble, but always for agrander purpose. At least it did in her eyes. And sheld kept
believing that, dthough she'd lost her father to AIDS and her uncle to desth at the hands of the Auphe.
Despiteit dl she kept the faith that things were asthey should be. | wished | had atiny fraction of her
belief in the greater good, no matter how cynically | discounted it.

She had her mass of copper curls pulled up in aponytail a the crown of her head, an uncontrollable
red-gold hao in the morning light. Many races mixed in her dark brown eyes, round face, and full lips.
Thefreckles kept her from being classcaly beautiful and made her more than beautiful. They made her
red... touchable.

For some people.

| unconscioudy mimicked her posture, folding my arms and tucking my hands out of sight. "So, Freckle
Queen, what's the story? | thought Geezer wanted me to watch the place for him today."

She opened a hand and dangled a set of silver keys before my eyes. "He decided to go visit hissister
early. | told him I'd meet you and help you open up the shop.”

The look on her face was pure innocence and my mental alarm kicked into high gear. Niko and Promise
might belost inamist of uncertainty, but George knew shewas my girl. She knew it though I'd never told
her or given her the dightest inclination | thought of her as anything other than ayounger sgter. Infact |
spent the mgjority of my time keeping her at arm'slength. It wasn't a safe distance, but it wasthe best |
could do. As| watched the glitter of the keysreflected in her dark eyes, | had the sudden fedling that the
best | could do just wasn't going to cut it.

Silently, | held out a hand for the keys. She dropped them in my hand and | went to work unlocking the
security gate. The warmth of her a my back could've been mistaken for the heat of atropical sunif |
hadn't known better. Knowing better... it was no goddamn fun. ™Y ou holding court today?' | asked,
clearing my throat. | already knew the answer to the question; it was just something to say. Something to
break what | would swear was adoubling of atmospheric pressure.

"Dont | dways?' Thetouch of her hand resting lightly againgt my arm had me jumping in spite of mysdf.
"Therésalittlegirl," she said softly, her lashes dropping to screen her eyes. "She'sin her pgamas holding
ateddy bear. They'rered, the both of them. All over red.”

| jerked my arm away and said sharply, "Don't.”
"I'm sorry," she gpologized ingtantly. "God, | am so sorry. | didn't meanto, Cal. | swear.”

George didn't "read" people without permission. It was an invasion of privacy, and no one knew that
better than she did. Thefact that she had read me unconscioudy said very clearly that my oh-so-vaunted
arm's-length distance wasn't worth adamn to either of us.

| shoved the gate up, scraping the metal across the abrasion I'd gained in climbing the Ferriswhedl the
night before. The momentary diver of pain grounded me. It was no big dedl. Aslong asthat wasdl sheld
seen, it would be okay. | fumbled with the keys and jammed them one by one into the lock of the door.
George, no doubt knowing which was the right one, stayed silent behind me until | opened the door and

stepped through.
Shefollowed after me. "Honestly, Cd, | would never—" she Started.

"It'sokay," | cut her off. "I know you wouldn't look without asking.” It was thefirst time George had read
me... short moment though it was. | was very careful about that. When we needed help or guidance, it



was Niko she read. What she had learned about me through him, | didn't know and | didn't ask. What |
did know wasthat | was no goody bag to be rummaging through. There were bad thingsin me, things no
one should haveto see. Hell, | didn't even know if George was aware | wasn't fully human. Some days|
told myself she had to know. Sheld had to have picked up on that while reading Niko. She had known
her uncle was destined to die at the hands of the Auphe; how could she not know what that made me?
But other days... | wasn't so sure.

Moving behind the counter, | checked the temperature on the freezer, fed the dushy machinewithiice,
and then quickly began to stock the ice-cream bins under the glass counter. The place had once been a
drugstore with a soda counter, long before I'd been born. Now it was a soda counter with alot of empty
gpace and alondly magazine rack. Mr. Geever kept the place running soldly by virtue of George's caling.
She sat in the shop for several hours aday and helped those that came. And come in large numbersthey
did. While she didn't take any money for her services, she always gently urged each person to buy anice
cream from the Geezer.. It kept the old guy in fal se teeth and stool softenerswith alittle left over for trips
to see hisequadly ancient sster.

"Cd." Funny how avoice of cinnamon velvet could be so utterly implacable.

It wasafamiliar tone. Horrifyingly familiar. "Niko been giving you lessons?' | grumbled to mysdlf, and
then, relenting, | looked up.

An unwavering gaze faced me. "What could | seethat would be so bad?"' she asked with a
shot-to-the-heart honesty.

What aquestion... and one with too many not-so-nice answers. "Deead little girlsfor one," | said flatly.
Her lipstightened, but she didn't back down. "If you're thinking that's afirst for me, you'rewrong.”

Not much of asurprise. | had one helluvatrack record with being wrong. " Then why would you want to
see any more?' Along with being wrong, | dso had arecord of digging in my heds. Laying out the last
galon of chocolate, | reached automatically for the spray bottle of disnfectant and the dightly grungy
towel beneath the counter and began to wipe off the glass.

"Cdliban," she sighed, and bent her head to blow lightly on the surface of theicy glass.

Not solong ago | hadn't been comfortable with my full name. It brought up some conflicted emotions, to
say theleast. With adark twist of humor, Sophia had named me for a douching man-beast of
Shakespearean fame. In my snarky and sullen teenage years I'd made a stand and demanded to be called
Cdliban and nothing e<e... not Cal, not anything that might let me forget what | was. | was certain | was
amonster and | was determined to wear the labdl. Niko ignored me as he ways did when hefelt it was
inmy best interest. Even now he caled meonly Cal.

Lately, though, I'd gotten sort of used to the occasiona "Cdiban." Promise, George, and Robin, they
didn't redlize the emotionsit carried with it and would use it now and again. And when George called me
that... hdl, the emotions became dl new ones. Good ones, if | could let mysdf admit it.

But they disappeared dmost immediately when | saw what her finger was sketching with quick strokes
on the frosted glass. Sheld drawn on the glass once before like that, but what she'd done then had been
much more innocuous than what flowed from her now. Only afew lines, but the face jJumped out at me as
if it were dive. Pointed ears, streaming hair, athousand metal teeth. Auphe. How did it go? Say the
devil's name and helll appear? It probably was the same for doodling his driver license's photo. Extinct or
not, | didn't want to take the chance. Ingtantly, | reached over with the rag and wiped it awvay. She rested
her hand on mine before | could pull it back. "That's not you, Cd. It never could be."



| guess that answered my question on how much she knew, | thought numbly. "It isme, George," |
countered grimly. "Part of me anyway." The bell tinkled and | looked past her. "Looks like your first
discipleishere. Better go show them the light.” Carefully | did my hand from beneath hers and turned my
attention to unlocking the cash regider.

It was part of meand | could never let mysdf forget it. Hey, dmost destroying the world... it'skind of
hard to gloss over. And it had been close. Redlly, redlly close. That was what the Auphe had wanted me
for, from my very birth. | was part of an experiment in breeding, born and bred for destruction. It seemed
the Auphe needed a very specid type of creature to further their goal. And that goa was nothing short of
wiping out thisworld and replacing it with another. The Auphetraveled via holes ripped in the fabric of
spaceitsef. Gates, doors, whatever you caled them, they could dice oneinto the air, step through, and
be someplace far away when they arrived on the other sde. Now, if only they could form arip not just
through space but through time aswell. The few of them that were left could go back to aprehistoric time
when they, not the dinosaurs, ruled the earth. Armed with twenty-twenty hindsight, they could wipe out
humans before we even got started. And with my involuntary help, they dmost had.

Y eah, that kind of thing made it hard to forget just what you were.

"Stubborn." It wasn't said under her breath; it wasn't even awhisper. And it was accompanied by the
sharp sound of her hedl hitting the floor as she turned on it and whirled away. Georgiein atemper—there
wasafirgt, and despite the unsettling turn to the Stuation | felt my lipstwitch. Then the half-born smile
faded. She knew. She knew and she didn't seem to care. What that might mean to me | couldn't even
begin to wrap my mind around.

Severd hourslater Mr. Geever returned early from hissister's and | made my escape, giving George a
hasty and siffly casua wave. Shewas Stting a asmall table in the corner with one of anever-ending
stream of petitioners, but that didn't dow my pace any. By thetime hit the door | wasgoing at aclip
quick enough to have the bellsjangling franticaly overhead. I'd spent agood period of my life running.
Why change my ways now? As defense mechanisms went, | had this one down pat.

The rest of the day was spent very carefully not thinking about what had happened that morning. | did the
dishes, put up clothes, even scrubbed thetub. .. things| rarely if ever got off my lazy assto do. By the
time Niko came home, | was so desperate for adistraction that | said something thet literally stopped him
in histracks.

"Hey," | said the moment he opened the door. "Good day? Learn alot? Wanna spar?'

He stood 4ill in the doorway with keys dangling from his hand to regard me with bemusement. "Wrong
gpartment or pod person. I'm not quite sure where to place my bet."

"Yeah, yeah, smart-ass.”" | was Sitting on the coffee table, and | crossed one ankle over the other. "When
you're loaded with natural talent, you don't have to practice. I'm just making an exception to help you
out." Never mind that |ast time held wiped the floor with my butt and then for an encore did it again, this
timeusng the calling.

"Y ou are quite the philanthropist.” Shutting the door behind him, he moved closer and with folded arms
looked down at me for along moment, seeing probably more than | wanted him to. "Bare hands or
blades?' he asked findly. "1t's the humiliation of your choice.”

| chose bare hands. | was many things, but stupid | was not. That's not to say | wouldn't get my ass
kicked. If history was any indication, chances were high that | would. But nothing stung quite like the dap
of the broad side of a blade, even the wooden ones Niko kept for practice. We could've gone to the
gym or Niko's old dojo, but the few times we had we'd attracted too much attention. Crowds at the gym



were plit between chanting for blood and calling 911, and the dojo was thick with disapproval over our
technigue. Mine was nonexistent and Niko's was amixture of many methods. We didn't fight by certain
rules, wefought to live. It wasn't dways pretty, but it was effective.

Now we fought either in the apartment—and didn't our neighbors love that?—or in more secluded areas
of Centra Park. Washington Square Park was closer, but there weren't too many private areas there and
cops tended to frown on sword waving in public. Thistime we chose the gpartment. Pushing the furniture
againg thewalls, we cleared the center of the room. | gave the couch one last shove and straightened.
His back half-turned to me, Niko had lifted his hands automaticaly to pull back his hair out of the way
into aponytail... hair that was no longer there. As his self-exasperated exhaation reached my ears, | was
dready taking him down. My foot hit the smal of his back, knocking him severa feet through the air and
onto thefloor. | would've landed on my stomach and probably promptly barfed up my lunch. Niko, of
course, alighted catlike on his hands and knees. Looking over his shoulder, he offered, looking pleased,
"Devious and without compunction. Nicely doneindeed.” The fact that hed ddliberately given methe
opening didn't change his gppreciation of my performance.

Then he was up and on me asinexorable asthetide. Lashing out, one blow from the hedl of hishand hit
my chest and knocked me backward. Despite our precautions, | took out alamp. Hula skirt and
generous hips shattered beneath me to gyrate no more. It was my favorite lamp, onel'd picked up a a
secondhand storein the Village. ™Y ou did that on purpose, you son of abitch.” | glared.

"It's conceivable," Niko admitted mockingly and without remorse. The bastard had never shared my taste
for the classier thingsinlife. He didn't wait for me to get back to my feet; he only kept coming. Just like
red life

| aimed ablow at hisknee, hoping to crumple hisleg beneath him, but he knocked my foot aside before
it reached itstarget. | lunged past him only to receive aroundhouse kick to my hip that had meflying
through theair... and not with the greatest of ease. The wall broke the first part of my fal and the couch
finished up thejob. It wasafamiliar feding, the give of the cushions under my back. It waswherel
usually ended up during our practice sessons. And that had given me an ideathe last timeit had
happened. Normaly | came up with agroan and mumbled curse. Thistime | came up with ashotgun.
Tucked behind the cushions for aweek now, awaiting the perfect moment.

Thismomernt.

Swinging the muzzle hisway, | pulled the trigger on thefirgt barrel and then the second. Click. Click.
Snarling, | said, "Bang, bang, Professor. Y our assisgrass.”

Heblinked at me and then the corners of his mouth curled dightly, for him awide smile. Placing ahand to
his chet, he then held it up to show imaginary blood. "Y ou got me."

"Firg time ever." | grinned, dropping the weapon's muzzle toward the floor. "Is there some sort of prize?
Weekend in Maui? Y ear's supply of veggie burgers?'

"l can now let you out without aleash.” He sat on the couch. "Trust me, that's prize enough.”

| sat beside him and laid the gun on thefloor. "Kind of weird. .. pointing agun & you again.” When
Darkling had taken me over, I'd done my level best to kill Niko... our level best, rather. It had gone
down in Central Perk. I'd been armed with agun and a boggle, Niko with asword and a happy little
surprise. It wasn't precisely afair fight, and I'd il lost. Best loss of my life.

"I know." His hand tugged at the dark tail of hair gathered at the nape of my neck. Therewasa
comfortable silence for afew minutes and then he asked quietly, "Y ou want to talk about it?"



Only abrother would know he wasn't referring to the time that the only thing that saved him from abullet
from my gun had been a pricey piece of body armor. No, Niko was al too aware that there was
something else on my mind that had prompted my request for aworkout. | hesitated, then groaned,
"George"

Hislipstwitched. "My little boy, dl grown-up.”
"I knew | should've kept my mouth shut,” | griped, leaning back into aboneless douch.

Sobering, hetilted his head toward me. " She's been chasing you for nearly ayear now, Cd, and she'sas
stubborn asyou. Y ou know what that means, don't you?"

"What?' | asked with more dread than curiosity.

"That sooner or later she's going to catch you." Gray eyeslit with amusement, he went on. "And would
that be so terrible?”

Y eah, it would, but Niko wouldn't be able to see that, no more than George hersdf could. My brother
wanted things to work out for me; he wanted that so damn bad. One of the most aware peoplein the
world teamed with a psychic, and both of them were blind as bats. Utterly. But did | call him onit? No.
My day was dready ruined; | had no desire to trash histoo. | shook my head noncommittally and
changed the subject. "We have time for supper before we meet Rover. Y ou want to grab apizza?'

"The meting'stonight?"

"Y eah, Promise | eft amessage on the machine. Seven a the accountant's office.” | gave the word the
sarcastic emphasisit deserved. "Apparently Cerberus trests the 'business like an actual business. Go
figure. Are we sure we want to get into the middle of some Kin mess? Whether it's self-defense on his
part or not, heisstill Kin. HEs il acrook. | canlivewithit, but | know you, Nik. You likethingsalittle
more black-and-white."

"I'm that predictable, then?' Not offended, he dapped my shoulder lightly and then got to hisfeet. "At the
very least, we can hear hisflunky out. If wefind hisriva isn't planning anything nefarious, then we prevent
apossiblewar within the Kin. That can only be to the good.”

"If you say s0," | said skeptically. Leg-humping, crotch-sniffing mutts with alicense to slesl—it wasa
strain to see the good there. But aslong as we were paid, it didn't make much difference to me what the
fleabags did to each other. "Pizza?' | repeated hopefully. "It's the least you could do for breaking the
amighty hulalamp.”

"Theleast | can do. Redly?' Dark blond eyebrows lifted. "How very wrong you are.”

Chapter 4

With astomach comfortably stretched with vegetarian Chinese, | shifted impatiently in the overstuffed
chair. Wed gone to Niko's favorite place on Sixteenth Street and despite its being meatless they served a



nice plate. George had seemed to likeit. That's right; she had shown up, had been waiting for us by the
door. Trying to avoid a psychic—talk about an exercisein futility. Christ.

She had widlded her chopsticks with gplomb, stolen food from my plate, and said it was a shame Niko
had felt the need to tag dong on our very first date. That had immediately led to me choking on a piece of
broccoli while Niko poured her afresh cup of green teaand apologized gravely for hisintruson. As her
hand patted me helpfully on the back, | had finally managed to swallow. But while I'd been able to
didodge the broccali, | had lessluck didodging George. Sheld stuck around for the whole mea despite
my pointed remarks about curfews and pissed-off mothers and then waved a cheerful good-bye aswe
had walked away to our meeting. I'd looked over my shoulder once to see her give me asmile so bright
and warm... funny how it felt exactly like a bear trap snapping shut on my leg.

Shifting again, | tried not to think about the logistics of gnawing through aleg made purdly of emotion,
and checked my watch. "How long is he going to keep us cooling our heels out here?"

"Patience, Grasshopper.”

| rolled ajaundiced eyein Niko's direction. He and Promise sat Side by side, a matched set in cool
composure. " So, you two got alate-night financia-planning sesson later?”

That shut him up... for the moment, anyway. But Promise regarded me with the same amusement with
which onewould look at a puppy that had piddled on the carpet. | was abad boy, but | wasjust so darn
cute she couldn't bear to smack me with arolled-up paper. She had met us outside of the building, her
driver dropping her off. It was abusiness mesting, she had pointed out firmly, and as such dl the partners
attended. Her hair pulled back into a deek twist, she wore an outfit in the degpest violet that managed to
be both businesdike and subtly provocative. Don't ask me how she pulled that off, because | didn't have
aclue

The three of uswere cooling our hedsin the waiting area of the accountant's office in the FHatiron Digtrict.
And it redlly was an office. I'd been picturing the back of abar with the stink of acohol, cigars, and wet
dogintheair. | couldn't have been further off the mark. | didn't know what the insde of the sanctum
sanctorum looked like, but our tiny bit of it was pretty nice. | was sure Cerberusswould be far more
plush, but thiswas passable. It reminded me of an insurance office, aritzy one, but nonetheless. .. there
were chairs of deep blue and wine, and what looked to be a genuine Persian rug on the wood floor.
Sedate prints, wals of paleivory, and subdued lighting—it was al morethan | expected. And it held my
attention for an entire minute. |1 checked my watch again. A quarter of an hour this guy had kept us
waiting. Despite what Promise had said earlier, this guy wasn't impressing me much with hismanners. He
must have missed that day in obedience school. "Fido," | drawled, "are you sure he's actudly back there
and not out watering afire hydrant somewhere?'

AsNiko raised his eyes upward and Promise pressed fingers to her forehead, the albino wolf guarding
the connecting door fixed mewith abaeful ruby stare. Apparently, Cerberus was hel ping out hisfellow
nonconformidgts. Y eah, he was dl about the civil rights of the differently abled wolf. It didn't makethis
guy's stare any lessrude. Unbroken direct eye contact was asign of aggression and dominancein both
canines and lupines. How did | take it? Pretty much the same way. And thisversion of it was beginning to
piss me off. | leaned forward and watched as the movement caused the wolf's broad nose to wrinkle
distastefully. Apparently, the smell of Auphe wasn't exactly sweet asrosesto this guy's nose. Hewas one
of the wolves stuck with a paw in both worlds. He had a mostly human face, with the exception of round
wolf eyes colored blood-rage red, awicked wedge of forehead, and very dightly tapered ears. A shock
of white hair fell to his shouldersin awolfish ruff and crept slky fingers onto his transparently pale jaw.
That hair he kept trimmed to long pointed sideburns. From adistance, he could pass. From afew
feet—no way. Even your average cludess citizen would think him exotic, unusudl, oddly beautiful, and



nowhere near human. Especidly when he opened his mouth to reveal abrace of fangs that would make
any orthodontist lose hislunch. They were aso bound to make speech difficult. Despite his subtle wolf
features he stood upright and with the body of aman. However, the cold intelligence behind those eyes
was anything but human.

"No? Y ou don't speak?" | said when he remained silent with asnarl locked onto his pointed face. |
patted my pockets. "Maybe | have anummy-num here somewhere. Lemme check.”

A hard swat on the back of my head put an end to my antics. "Stop playing,” Niko ordered. "Thisis
business, not pleasure.”

"Right now it doesn't seem to be either one," | groused, diding down in the chair and tapping an impatient
foot.

Suddenly, Snowball turned his head toward the door and, hearing something we couldn't, gave anod
before laying ahand on the handle to push it open. The wicked punch of claws painted black weren't
exactly human either, but they'd be good for opening the occasiona brewski. | noticed he was
exceedingly careful not to scratch the finish on the shiny brass. "Go." Fixing those dien eyeson us, he
repeated, "Go. In." As1'd thought, the words sounded like chunks of glass vomited forth to shatter in the
ar. As| gtarted to get to my feet, histhroat moved convulsively to produce one more. " Now."

"Y eah, right. Now you'rein ahurry," | snorted, but picked up the pace as Niko moved up beside me.
Snowbal | could dedl with. | had no such illusions regarding my brother. The doorway was actudly large
enough for dl of usto have waked through side by sde—thisredly was some place—but | hung back
and let Niko and Promise pass through before me. We might hold equal partnershipsin this new
business, but | was aware of my interpersona-relationship skills. | didn't have any and | couldn't be
bothered to pretend. We all have our talents, some darker than others. Niko was aleader, through and
through. And Promise had obvious string-pulling abilities. Me? | was aloner, who by some miracle of
fate wasn't done. | was also a smart-ass, and oddly enough that didn't seem to pay the bills.

The ingde office matched the outsde. Expensive, but not especiadly memorable... alot like the guy
behind the desk. Promise hadn't mentioned that he wasn't awolf and | gave her asideways ook and
received adainty shrug in return. Y eah, | was surprised by Caleb, but then again, with Cerberuss
mysterious "difference’ making him more receptive to wolves like Snowbdl, who's to say it wouldn't
bleed over onto different races? He was the Albert Schweitzer of monsters, al right, good old Cerberus.

For whatever reason, the accountant wasn't awolf. Infact, | didn't know what he was. He looked
human, even smdled human. He wasin hislate twenties, early thirties. What with his short dark brown
hair and amiable blue eyes, lean face, fair complexion, and suit and tie, you would've passed him on the
sreet without athought. Until he smiled.

Bingo. Membership card in the nonhuman club if ever 1'd seen one.

It was the teeth. They weren't anything like Snowbdl's, not awolfish array crammed into asmal primate
mouth. No, numbers boy had the regular amount; they were smply pointed. All of them. Helooked like
acheerful piranha, albeit onewith an MBA. It was weird, but on the scae that | measured my life
againg, it barely registered. There were more monstersin the world than could be counted. | had better
things to waste my time on and not enough fingers and toes to make the attempt.

"Brothers Leandros, Madame Promise, please, have aseat. I'm Caleb,” the piranhasaid pleasantly,
sraightening a stack of folders on the desk. "Would you care for coffee? Drinks? Blood? Drugs? No?
Very wdl." Helaid hishandsflat on the desk and gave us his undivided attention. "Y our lovely colleague
here has said that you can assist us.”



Taking aseat in one of the three chairs facing the desk, | leaned back as Niko seated Promise. "We
may," he said noncommittaly, settling in the center chair. "However, wed like to hear more details before
we commit.”

"Details?" Caleb leaned back aswell and picked up apen to tap it thoughtfully on the desk. "That's
certainly fair enough. | thought I'd given al 1 knew to your ever-gracious partner, but fed freeto ask
away." Hewas so goddamn polite and earnest it made my teeth hurt. The Kin were redly lowering their
standards. Sure, this guy had the teeth and afast calculator, but where was his homicida mania? Where
was hisbloodlust? It was unnatural.

"There can never be enough details, not in astuation such asthis," Niko said firmly. "To begin with, we
want to know precisaly what the result of our actionswill be. We certainly won't be involved in setting up
an innocent, riva of your employer or no. Our services arefor sae, not our souls.”

"Innocent” was putting a broad interpretation on any member of the Kin, but Caleb seemed to get Niko's
drift. And it amused him; at least | thought that's what caused the curl of lipsuntil he spoke. "Souls" he
echoed the word, and fixed hismild blue gaze on me. "How very optimistic of you."

It was asore point with me; there was no denying it. | wasn't surewhat | believed about life, death, and
the postparty. Even hanging around George, | didn't know if death was the end and neither did she. Or if
shedid, in tried-and-true annoying seer fashion she wasn't saying. | suspected thiswas pretty muchiit.
The whole enchilada. Y ou're born, you live, you get a cheeseburger lodged in your heart, and then you're
fertilizer. Anything elsewould be just too damn easy. Y ou got one chance; blow it and it'sover. Don't
blow it and it's till over. If | waswrong, that only led to other questions, or one very persona question. |
doubted serioudy that Auphe had souls, and what did that mean for me? Half soul? No soul? Only James
Brown knew for sure.

Niko, asure bet for being chock-full o' soul, stood the instant the words passed from Caeb'slips. He
was pissed at Caleb's disparagement of my spiritud status, and the fact that it showed was an indicator of
just how pissed hetruly was. "Y our businessis not our business." The words couldn't have been colder.
"Well see oursdvesout.”

Instantly, the accountant changed histune. "'l gpologize,”" he said with immediate obsequiousness. Meek
and submissive, fawning and scraping. He might not have been awolf, but he worked with them. He
recognized an Alphawhen he saw one. Niko was just as capable as Cerberus of fucking him up but
good. And if hefailed Cerberusin thislittletask... having the crap beaten out of him by my brother
would bethe very least of hisconcerns, | knew. Niko might hurt him for the insult; Cerberus would bury
him for the result. "I'velet interna prejudices get the better of me.”

That he had, and, hell, he wasn't thefirgt. | wondered how he'd known about the Auphein me. First
Goodfellow had spotted me, and now this guy. Werewolves and other related monsters smelled me.
Robin and this one had smply looked at me and known. How did they do it? Then again, did | even
want to know?

Probably not. | did know | didn't want to work for this guy or Cerberus. With his dobbering amiles,
"interna prejudices,” and rabid lapdog guarding his door, Caleb annoyed me. I'd seen worse. 1'd been
worse... easly. But thiswasajob. We didn't have to take it. There were other scum of the earth out
there dying to hire us, | was sure. Maybe we hadn't seen them yet, but they were there. Hopefully they'd
show up before the rent was due. Or Nik's tuition.

Goddamniit.

Exhding, | looked up at Niko and suggested with grim reluctance, "Maybe we should hear him out.”



Promise remained slent. Theinsult was mine and so would be the decision, dthough from the flare of
annoyance behind her eyes, she was offended on my behalf. Empathetic even. Maybe vampires had soul
questions of their own.

"No," Niko sad flatly.

"Nik..." | sarted.

Hedidn't glare, only repeated camly but adamantly, "No. Not for any reason.”
Caeb decided to get in on the fun. "Fifty thousand dollars.”

"Any," it'saword you redly shouldn't throw around. Fifty thousand dollars for what would probably be a
night'swork. Maybe two. Shit. Still inmy chair, | raised my eyebrows at my partners. The "Whattayou
think?" might have been ungpoken but hung inthe air clearly enough. What Promise thought behind her
tranquil mask was anyone's guess. But what Niko thought of it was crystal clear—not much. In some
way's he was more sensitive about my Auphe heritage than | was, and | was pretty goddamn touchy.
Sometimes there were digs. Sometimes fascination, revulsion, or out-and-out terror. I'd seen them all
over the years. Auphe had occupied the top rung of the food chain for along, long time; even other
monsters feared and hated them. | understood that; | had feared and hated them mysdlf... beforether
extinction in awarehouse explosion last year. Hell, who was | kidding? | ill feared and hated them,
historica footnote though they were.

But the bottom line was that this sort of reaction was something | was going to see my entire life. Getting
worked up over it was only going to take money out of our pockets. This business meant alot to Nik...
and me. Promise didn't need the money or the partnership. She enjoyed it, but she didn't need it. We did.
And both it and Niko deserved afair shake. | gave him arueful twist of my lips, then an dmost
imperceptible shrug and nod of my head toward his chair. He frowned and turned toward Promise. She
spread her fingers and |l eft this decision up to Niko.

He sat back down. He didn't want to and it was obvious from the iff line of hisback, but he sat. "Fifty
thousand isone detail,” Niko said flatly. "Now let's hear the more pertinent ones.”

It wasthe usual. | didn't have but the one wolf acquaintance, non-Kin, so how did | know? | watched
mob movies, same as any other guy. Y ou have the weak and the strong, the loya and the sneaky, the
constant jockeying for power; it was the same for humans and wolves. Cerberus had a"friendly" rivad,
Boaz, in the East Side territory who he suspected was less friendly than the guy liked to pretend. They
were supposed to be working paw in paw under their Alpha, but Cerberus had suspicionsthat if hewas
out of the way, Boaz wouldn't exactly be crying at hisfuneral and would have alarger section of the
territory carved out to boot.

"So Cerberusiswanting to take thisguy on aride, then?' | asked. "Put the kibosh on him. Have him
deegping with thefishes.”

Blue eyes blinked; looking bemused, Caleb said, "No. He wantsto kill him."
Apparently Caleb didn't watch alot of TV.

"And his Alphawouldn't carefor that? | thought that was the generd method of advancement among his
pungent kind," Promise pointed out.

"Normdly. Y ou know the wolves well." The pen continued to tap and the smile continued to beam.
Slimy, ass-kissing toad. | was surprised he had the balls to even think that soul remark, much lessto



have letit dip. "However, Cerberusisin aunique position anong the Kin. What he doesis scrutinized far
more thoroughly. A misstep on his part will not betolerated.” And there was the smile again. So polite,
s0 helpful... it made the old Tarzan movie flashbacks | was having even more bizarre. A leg fdlsinto the
river and is cleaned to bloody bone by teeth precisely like that. Terribly sorry to have esten you, dear
felow. Meaculpa

Niko paid little attention to the bowing and scraping as he demanded, "And if we obtain proof that Boaz
intends to make the first move, that will put Cerberusin the right with the Alpha.”

"Hebdievesn."

There were more details, just as Niko had asked for: where would be the best place to catch Boaz off
guard and loose of lip. Who he ran with. How best to introduce Cerberusinto the conversation. "He likes
to gamble, poker specificaly,” Caeb said with an accountant's disdain for awaste of good money. "And
when he gambles, he drinks. And when he drinks, he talks. Endlesdy.” Therewasarall of blue eyes.

| could see Niko turning it al over in his head, every fact and nuance. There wasn't much the man would
missin theway of srategy and consequences; | had faith in that. Finaly, hefolded hisarmsand did a
glance toward Promise.

Immediately, she stood and said coolly, "We shdl discussit and get back to you."

Caeb was disgppointed, very much so, but tried to take it manfully. Or monsterfully, depending on your
point of view. Already fair, he paed to atransparent white and his hand shook hard enough that the pen
tumbled from hisfingers. But he swalowed and said tightly, "I bow to your business protocol, of course.
Please, cadl mewhen you've made your decison. Day or night. I'll make mysdf avalable.”

From the looks of it, Cerberus would be even more disappointed, which obvioudy didn't bode well for
our favorite accountant, but color me unsympathetic. When the door was shut behind us and we were
making our way out of the building, | said with agrimace, "'I'm thinking Cerberusis one big, bad puppy
dog. Caebisadl but pissng his pants.”

"Disgusting, but accurate,” Promise agreed, her full lipstwisting dightly. "Obsequious cregture. |
gpologize, Cdiban. He was much more socidly acceptable at the first meeting. If | had known he would
bring up your..." She hesitated and then finished, "1 would never have consdered him asaclient.”

| shook my head at thewords. "Hey, don't worry. It's not the first timeit happened and it won't be the
last.” It never would be the last, so I'd better suck it up and learn to dedl. " So, Nik, what do you think?" |
added ruefully, "About the job, not our piranha-toothed pa."

Hislipsthinned in distaste, but he alowed himsdlf to be moved on to the more financidly pertinent
subject. "1 think that the question would be, is Boaz worse than Cerberus?*

"That'swhat it comes down to, huh?' | snorted. "Bad against worse." | wasn't surprised. Life usudly did
end up on that particularly nasty seesaw. It wasthe way of theworld. | gave amental shrug and kept
walking down the hall. | passed the bank of metal elevator doors without dowing. Promise, already
familiar with my brother'sways, followed dong with agentle sigh.

Niko wasn't onefor elevators. He dways said if something wastrying to kill you, ametal cageisn't the
placeto be. It made sense... assuming my brother wasn't just an ass who enjoyed watching me swest
and swear my way up and down twenty flights. He opened the door to the stairs to wave me ahead with
abow, and then offered Promise hisarm. "As our client would be sureto tell you," he said dryly, "every
dog has hisday. We smply have to make sureit'sthe correct dog.” | had afeding that would be easier



said than done.

And for once | wasn't wrong.

Chapter 5

The next night, the stack of Niko's books was tumbling to the floor as | bumped the kitchen tablein
passing. | dodged the dusty avalanche and said in exasperation, "' Cyrano, you have got to get out more
often. Serioudy. | meanit." Stepping over the pile, | promptly stuck my head in the refrigerator. "'If
financid planning'snot your thing..." | continued dyly as| sniffed the colorful contents of acasserole dish.
It was an attractive color; | just wasn't sureif that wasthe original color. "... then check out abar. Go
see amovie. Read something noneducationa for once, like the Post.”

"I happen to likefinancia planning,” he said, more amused by my sniping than anything ese. Obvioudy,
the Promise situation had been good for one chegp shot and no more. Pity. | did liveto annoy. "Actualy
| have a session scheduled in afew more hours.” He moved up behind me and peered over my shoulder
into the depths of the icebox. "Over candldight, wine, and dinner.” Uh-oh. | did adightly panicked look
hisway. Don't say it, | thought. Do not say it. "Why don't you and Georgina participate in the
brainstorming?" he finished, his mocking gray eyesfixed on mine.

Too late, | thought to mysalf morosely. It's out there now. The infamous double date. Determined to do
what damage control | could, | carried the casserole to the microwave. "No, thanks," | declined casually.
"All that restrained passion and lust in the air isbad for my sinuses. And Georgeisjust akid. You'd scar
her for life" | popped the glass container in and twisted the did, relying on good old cancer-causing
wavesto zap thefood fungus free. "Hey, herés athought. Cal me crazy, but why don't you tell Promise
it'sadate—ared live date for grown-up boys and girlswho are so horny they can't sand it?' The
microwave pinged and | finished with ashrug and awave of my hand. "Likel said, just athought.” The
fungus was il there, only now brown and singed. Joy.

"Georginaistwo years younger than you, Cal. That hardly makes her alittlegirl in pigtails.”" He handed
me afork with achalenging quirk of hislips. "Asfor passon and lust, what makes you so sureit's that
resrained?’

He had methere. | dumped the fork and the dish in the sink and then gave him agood once-over. I'd
said at the carniva that he'd become unbearable since held been getting some, but | hadn't redlly believed
it. Well, the unbearable part | believed, in spades. But the other? Furrowing my brow, | tilted my head,
then shook it. "Nope. | stand by my origind assessment. Restrained lugt, dl theway.” | held my thumb
and forefinger about half an inch apart. "'Y ou're dmogt there, which iswhy you're so goddamn happy dl
thetime." | looked at him again, tsked under my breath, and moved my fingersalittle bit farther apart.
"Almog, but just not quite. Maybe Goodfellow could give you some lessons.”

Now he was annoyed, which meant my work was done for the day. "Do you redly wish to go there, little
brother?'

| had athousand and one sengitive spots, some reasonable... some not so much. Nik, however, had only



afew. Robin's past jonesfor him being an extremely humorous one. Humorousfor me at any rate. "Nah,
that's okay." | returned to the fridge. "1'm too hungry to get my ass kicked right now. When you see
Promise, bring her up to speed.” A thought hitting me, | stood and draped mysdlf over the top of the
refrigerator door. "Oh, and tell her | suck at poker. So she better draw up some subcontractor fees,
because Goodfellow isn't going to come cheap.”" | waggled my eyebrows. " Although you could maybe
bargain him down. Y ou know, with your studly body."

Hungry or not, | ended up with an ass kicking to my name anyway. It was al in good fun. Good black
-and-blue fun, but more important, Niko had forgotten the entire George issue. At least | was hoping he
hed.

Asafurther diverson, | told him I'd put acal into Robin and seeif hewas up for alittle undercover
work in case we decided to take the assgnment. And as there were three or four reasons we shouldn't
as opposed to fifty thousand why we should, | had afegling how the decision was going to go. Cerberus
might not be who I'd want carrying my dippers and bringing me the paper, but was he worse than any of
the other Kin? There was only oneway to find out. Take his money and check out this Boaz. The worst
we would be out was alittle time, and that we'd be well compensated for.

"How do you know that Goodfellow even plays poker?"
| commented in disbelief, "Y ou're shitting me, right?"

"In retrogpect, not the most astute question, | admit,” Niko sghed. "Well, heisan excdlent fighter...
when he wants to be. Since you seem to be under theimpression Georginais ill in digpers, why don't
you and Robin meet Promise and | for dinner? We can discuss dl of thisthen.”

"And after?" | grinned.

"Y ou and Robin go home, before dessert, politely minding your own business” And fromtheironin his
voice, | knew that was probably exactly the way it would be.

"Do | play poker? Heredly asked if | played poker? Hermes save me." Robin was on his seventh glass
of wine and was till sober asajudge, the non-Southern variety. After thousands of years of good living,
his tolerance was legendary, though the waiters at the dim sum place we'd stopped at in Chinatown were
clearly taking bets on when held pass out. Of course everything about Goodfellow was legendary, as he
would tell anyone who cared to listen. Repeatedly. "I invented poker. It was about two thousand b.c,
and naturdly it wasn't called poker then. What acrassname. | cdledit...”

| et the words wash over me, the background noise of the never-ceasing surf, and gave Niko agrin. He
seemed |ess entertained by the situation, which naturally made me enjoy it al the more. What Promise
thought | wasn't sure. She sat to Niko's right, a serene presence in adeek sheath of dark violet silk.
Black pearls with a peacock sheen looped around her ivory neck and her striped hair was swept up into
anintricate coil. She looked like aqueen, but the glitter in her eyes was anything but queenly. It was
sharply annoyed, down and dirty. She and Goodfellow had crossed paths only rarely, and their
interactions were prickly at best, Niko being the juicy bone of contention between them. A front-row
Segt to the sniping was better than cable any day of the week. Still, if nothing else, Robin and Promise
had amutual respect... of sorts, at least enough of one to keep them from killing each other. For now.

| crossed my fingers under the table, then reached for my own glass of wine. It was till my first. Dear old
Mom had been an dcohalic, dong with her other even less pleasant vices. Niko didn't drink at al and |
drank only in moderation. Tempting fate had never been much of ahobby for ether of us. Stll, alittle
something for jangled nerves was called for. | kept looking over my shoulder, expecting George to show



up again. My defenses were getting less and less effective al thetime, and, damnit, | thought that she
was more than well aware of the fact.

"So, up for it, Loman?' | asked after one more suspicious glance around the room. "Wanna pull thetail of
thismutt?'

"Notail pulling,” Niko corrected ingtantly. "This is reconnai ssance work, not a stick-poking exercise for
your persona entertainment.”

"Spoilsport,” | grumbled, and shoved my untouched salad to one sde. Rabbit food, no, thanks. ""Robin?*

"It soundsdiverting." Hefinished his glass and waved a peremptory hand at the waiter, who promptly
scampered for another bottle, bowing and scraping the entire way. | didn't know if it wasthe cut of
Goodfelow's suit or the fact that he seemed to ooze dollar signs, but the waitstaff hung on his every
gesture. Promise received the same attention. Niko and me, they tended to study with cautious curiogity.
Wedidn't quite belong. In many ways apuck and avampirefit into the mundane world better than we
did. Maybeit was the clothes, | thought ruefully as | took alook at the tie I'd borrowed from the maitre
d.

"Gambling, drinking, furry women,” Robin continued with an arched and gy eyebrow. "Furry men.
What's not to like? Count mein. Well play your little game and come out afew thousand to the good on
top of thefee. And, by the way, my feeisfifty percent.”

"Fifty?" Promise repested with an outrage that was al the more evident for the Smmering restraint in her
smooth voice. "Twenty-five thousand and for what, pray? For you to drink, flirt, and steal money from
the unwary?'

"It's nice to meet someone with an identical life philosophy, isn'tit?" Robin raised hisnewly filled glassto
her insdute.

| quickly reached for aroll and took alarge bite. It wouldn't be the smartest thing to give mysdlf away
with ashit-eating grin. | had no ideahow Promisg's five husbands had shuffled off thismortd coail, but |
did know | wasn't looking to find out. Niko was making his serene way through hissdad. It was
impaossiblefor him to be oblivious to the conversation, but that didn't stop him from pretending.

Chewing and swallowing the bread, | said softly, " Bwok, bwok."

The precisely placed sharp kick to the side of my knee had the nerve there tingling as Niko calmly took
another bite of his sdlad. His movement hadn't even rippled the water in the glittering crystal glasseson
thetable. As| hissed in pain and rubbed my knee, | noticed Promise's and Robin's attention had turned
from each other to me. Not the happiest turn of eventsfor yourstruly. "Surdy it wouldn't be such an
injustice to dide aportion of his split my way," Goodfellow drawled.

On that, Promise agreed with Robin, not the disputed fifty percent, but one hundred. "No injustice at dl,"
she murmured as she rang a painted nail on the rim of her wineglass.

| gave my knee one last massage and scowled. "Asdways, everyone's against me," Deciding a change of
subject was my only hope, | demanded, "Where the hdll'sthe real food?" A long time coming,
apparently, as the waiter ignored me as thoroughly as he'd dobbered to do Goodfdlow's bidding. | might
be adark and brooding figure of mystery, abeit in abad tie, but gpparently the dark and brooding don't
have a history of tipping well.

After putting mein my place, Robin and Promise eventualy came to afigure that they were both satisfied



with. Not that it stopped the squabbling between them. Only awell-placed sword and stake were likely
to do that. Aside from Niko, the two of them had little in common. .. beyond the supernatura thing.
Goodfelow was vainer than hell and showy as a peacock, bragged to infinity, and talked even beyond
that. He was awalking, talking, screwing party and he was coming to atown near you. Promisewasin
al those things the exact opposite. She was cam tranquillity, an enigmain silk. Sherarely spoke, and
when she did it was never about herself. Everything | knew of her was from direct observation and the
grapevine. | had the feding, though, she might be alittle more forthcoming with my brother. There was
something in their shared glances... Y ou only had to seeit to know.

Robin saw it too. He didn't want to, but he did. And when we left Niko and Promise, before dessert as
commanded, | caught him looking back wistfully. Affection toward someone other than Niko didn't come
easly to me. Still, | raised ahand and awkwardly gave Goodfdlow's shoulder a squeeze. Envy shifted
from melancholy to rueful resignation and he shrugged. "They're agood match. Dull and duller.”

| knew &l about sour grapes mysdlf. "Too dull to live,” | agreed. "Besides, only the undead could degdl
with Nik's snoring.”

Wed reached the street and he exhaled, then looked up at nonexistent stars. "'l was to be married once,
did you know?"

Surprisingly enough, no, | didn't know. That was astory he hadn't told me before, amiraclein and of
itself. Add the combination of Robin and marriageto it and my mind reded. "Redlly?Y ou? No shit?'

"Redlly." The corners of his mouth tugged upwards. "Me. | shitteth you not. It wasin Pompell. Cyrilla"
Therewas athread in hisvoice, one of softness and reverence | wouldn't have guessed he had in him. Or
maybe | smply thought he wouldn't let anyone see it in him. " She had away of tolerating my gloriousness
that brings you and your brother to mind.”

"Gloriousness?" | grinned.
"Gloriousness... eccentricities." Herocked back on his hedls. "One and the same."

"Y ou and monogamy. There's ahelluvaconcept. So, why didn't it happen?' Sometimes your mouth is
faster than your common sense by barely a second. It's anasty sensation. The mind does flip-flops,
flailing mentally to recapture the words, but it'stoo late. They hit the air as garish as neon and then there's
no taking them back. There's only mumbled apologies. "Sorry. | didn't think." Pompell. Even alazy
student of history like me knew about Pompetl.

"Don't worry. It wasalong time ago." From thetight set of hisjaw, long was arelative term at best. He
began towalk, and | followed aong beside him. "Sometimes | liein bed and try to recdl her face... the
fed of her skin againg mine." He paused, eyes distant, before shaking his head dightly. "I can't. |
remember she had black hair that fell inlong curls over her breasts. | remember that her eyeswere
brown and her skin pale gold. | remember the color of the paints... but | can't seethe picture.”
Matter-of-fact, he added, " Someday Niko will be that to me aswdll, abeautiful shadow long passed
from thisworld." He shook his head briskly, did a Goodfellow lightning change of mood, and asked
chearfully, "How goesit with your girl”? Georgie Porgie pudding and pie? Discovered whet flavor sheis
yer?”

Cinnamon ice cream, | thought ingtantly before | could rein in my traitorousimagination. | hadn't kissed
George. | might never kiss her, but | knew without a doubt what that kisswould taste like. "How about
we don't go there?' | countered grimly.

"Oh, | beg to differ. How about we do?' His grin was smultaneoudy wicked and cgoling. "I'min pain,



mortaly wounded. Distract me from my grief that | shall never know the size of Niko's most infamous
sword."

"Jesus, Loman. | just ate. Cut it out, will you?' Still walking, | watched as his hand, feetherlight and
hummingbird swift, drifted out to one side and returned with a plump wallet that had belonged to a
heavy-jowled businessman. Robin liked to keep up hisskill in petty larceny. The origina trickster, he said
it paid to stay in practice... for the good of hismagpie soul if nothing else. | would've checked the
slverware every time he came to the gpartment except for the fact we had nothing in that department
worth stedling.

He thumbed through the wallet and gave a self-satisfied smile at the wad of cash that peeked free.
Tucking it away, he clucked histongue. "Come on. Tell Uncle Robin." There wasabit of abounceto his
step now, my troubles being more interesting than his own. "Of course, they do say abstinence isthe best
policy... 'they' being people who aren't getting any and want to spread the woe. Y ou, on the other hand,
are dready al about the woe. Lighten up, kid. Do the deed aready. Well hit a place on the way home,
stock up on every prophylactic known to man."

"It isn't disease that concerns me, Hef," | snapped darkly, stopping in midtrek. "It'saheluvalot worse
than that. So lay off dready, dl right?" What | had so far managed to keep out of the limdight with Nik,
Robin had managed to provoke out of me with very little effort. He was gifted in that respect.

"WEell, it should concern you. Crimson cregping crud on your privatesis nothing to sneeze at." An
appraising gaze took mein asthe peoplejostled past us. " So then what—ah," he said with quick
comprehension. Y ou could say many things about the puck, but one thing you couldn't say wasthat he
was dow on the uptake. "Another potentia consequence, but with atwist.”

Yeah. A twist of Auphethrown infor kick and flavor. What fun. What fucking fun. | walked on and
zipped up my lesther jacket to have something to do with my hands. It was awarm spring night and the
leather only made it warmer, but the jacket hid my gun and my newly cleansed-of-bodach knife. Traling
after me, Robin folded hisarms and offered lightly, "A potentia consequenceisn't acertainty. If you're
careful—"

"Thereisn't going to be a certainty. Thereisn't even going to be apotentid.” | cut him off without
emotion. Down went the jacket zipper, then up again. It was better than impotently clenching my fist. "I
waslucky." Yeah... if you could cdl it that. "Next time it might not happen that way. Y ou realy want to
try to find day care for aflesh-eating baby? | think they charge extrawhen your kid goes cannibal during

nap time."

"l seeyour point," he admitted with awince. "Regardless, | think the chances are low. If the precautions
faled and if there was ababy, who'sto say it wouldn't be like you? Melodramatic and sullen, yes, but
obvioudy no Auphe.”

| shook my head and walked into the side street-cum-alley that cut between Canal and Walker. It wasa
shortecut, if one didn't mind the smal workout that went dong with it now and again. "I'm not like you,
Loman. I'm not agambler, not even with thelittle things, and thisisno little thing. The Auphelinedies
withme"

He considered for amoment, the streetlights bright on his curly head. "Wl then, | see two options|eft to
you. Firgt, find your hedler friend Rafferty, and..." He scissored two fingers together with a snip-snip
sound.

| had the feeling that Auphe DNA wouldn't let aminor thing like avasectomy stop it, but it was athought.
"The second?’



"George. Sheisapsychic," he pointed out with a patience that wasn't usudly part of hiskinetic
personality. "Why don't you ask her what would happen?”

Another thought, one I'd come up with on my own long before. "Maybe," | said noncommittaly. The
troublewas | didn't know if George would tell the truth. She wouldn't lie, but that didn't mean shewould
tell mewhat | wanted to know. George had an outlook on life that was completely at odds with my own.
What should be, will be, and vice versa. There were no good moments without bad ones. No joy without
sorrow. No pleasure without pain. No light without darkness. Yeah, it wasal very Zen, I'm sure. She
was 0 reconciled ... so at peace with the world. That isto say, so not like me. If abouncing baby
killing machine was the result of us being together, she would accept it. She would know.... without a
shred of doubt... that was the way things were meant to be. Must be.

| didn't know any such goddamn thing.

"Until you decide what to do, | can think of one thing that might help tide you over." Goodfelow had
stopped in the middle of the alley to remove asilk tie every bit as fashionable as mine had been cheap
and ugly. He put it in his pocket and then removed his suit jacket.

"And what'sthat?" | asked with ahealthy measure of skepticism.

"There's only one surefire subgtitute cure for arabid case of horniness..." My glare had him choosing his
wordswith more care. "Ah... lovesickness. One curefor lovesickness." He rubbed a dusting hand over
the nearest garbage can lid, then laid the jacket over it and went to work rolling up hisdeeves.

"Yeah? Wha?'
His predatory grin bared white, even teeth. "A good fight.”

The guy dithered out of the shadows behind us. Not much illumination from the streetlights penetrated
this narrow bottleneck of brick and concrete.

| rolled my eyes at Goodfdllow, who naturaly stood smack-dab in what little light there was asiif it were
his own persona spotlight. "They say don't swim right after you eat. I'm sure the same goesfor kicking
ass" I'd known someone was in the aley. Someone usually was. It was the price of agood shortcut.

"You came" Theman was gtill only ahulking shadow, big from his outline, with avoice weaned on
brutality and dcohal. "He said and you came.”

| frowned. Either thisguy was nuts, agood possibility, or someone was keeping a close eye on either
Robin or me. I'd take nut job any day of the week over that second choice. "Y eah, we came. What the
hdl isit toyou?'

"Y our reparteeis scathing, as dways," Goodfellow snorted. "Who needs a blade when you can smply
run him through with your razor-sharp wit?' Needed or not, a blade appeared in his hand. It was short
but sturdy, amodern version of a Roman short sword. "Why don't you and your overly stuffed ssomach
take a seat and alow me the pleasure?’

"Knock yoursdlf out,” | grunted. There was no place to Sit that wouldn't result in awet or
garbage-stained ass, 0 | leaned against the dley wall to watch the show. Goodfellow had issues of his
own. | didn't begrudge him the first psycho mugger to take them out on. | could aways grab the next
one. "But make it quick, would you? This place reeks worse than that cologne you bathein.”

"It'stwo hundred an ounce and an olfactory work of art, you philistine.” He gave an idle swing of the
sword, the metal an arc of glittering silver. "And take that from someone who knew quite afew of the



bastards. Now let mework."

Our new pa ill hung in the shadows darkest depths. | couldn't seeif he was armed or not, athough |
imagined he was. | did know chances were good he didn't have agun. If he had, it would've dready
been out and pointed between Robin's eyes.

Goodfdlow tilted his head lazily, casud and curious asacat. "So, friend, what isit you want? Money?
Pervergties? An interview with New Y ork's most digible bachelor? Speak up.”

"He said and you came." The hulking figure moved closer, one dow methodica step at atime. "He said.
Hesaid." | could now see more of him. A gleaming bald head was dwarfed by the stretch of his
muscle-bound shoulders. A black T-shirt that was ripped and worn was stretched tight acrossthe barrel
of hischest, and jeans tiff with dirt encased legs like tree trunks. "He said and you came. He said. You
camne”

Crazy or bad gteroids, only his pusher knew for sure. Either way | felt better about it. It meant no one
was keeping tabs on Goodfellow or mysdf. "He'sbig, Loman,” | drawled. "But not too bright. | don't
think you're going to get much of aworkout here.”

When I'm wrong, which I've aready fredy admitted is pretty frequently, I'm usudly spectacularly wrong.
Thistime wasn't much of an exception. The nut job didn't have agun, no, but he did have ashiny new
crosshow. Infact, if | wasn't mistaken, therewas a pricetag still dangling from thetrigger guard. A meaty
fist swept from behind his back to revea the weapon, which was reduced to a delicate toy by the size of
the hand that held it. Delicateit or not, it nailed Goodfellow where he stood.

The titanium quarrel punctured his upper leg, ruining what | was sure was a shockingly expensive pair of
pants. Robin had aready been in midlunge for cover when he was hit. The momentum took him on to
tumble behind ameta Dumpster. He hit the asphat hard but with sword gtill in hand. In the dark,
combined with the charcod gray of his pants, | couldn't see the blood, but | could smell it. It was an
oddly sunny tang in the air, much less coppery than human blood. ™Y ou a opecic, bedlamite son of a
bitch," he gritted. "Do you know how much these cost?" Y eah, Robin was nothing if not predictable.

I'd sought cover myself from the sudden hail of metal, diding in beside Goodfellow. He was banging his
sword againgt the side of the Dumpster, each blow a punctuation. "I bought thesein Rome." Bang. "
Rome." Bang. "Thefinest tailor daved for days." Bang. " Days."

| fished in my jacket pocket and pulled out the linen napkin I'd swiped from the restaurant. We were
running low on washcloths a home, and I'd picked up more sticky-fingered habits from Robin than was
good for me. "Here. Wrap your leg up before the next suit that tailor makesisfor your funerd.”

He grumbled and cursed but obeyed. While he worked | took my Glock in hand and peered over the
top of the Dumpster. Mr. Clean was still coming, step by plodding step. And with every one of those
steps he reloaded and fired and there was the ping of metal againgt metal. Step. Ping. Step. Ping. The
intengity of it was creepy as hell, but when it came down to it, it was a Situation that could be easily
resolved. Therewas a hiss of breath as Goodfellow cinched the makeshift bandage around hisleg. Then
he snapped, "What are you waiting for? Shoot the mal aka aready.”

"Gee, what will your next two wishesbe, Master?' | asked dryly. | couldn't say 1'd never shot ahuman
before. | couldn't even say | hadn't killed one, but circumstances had been different. Thisguy was
dangerous, but not to the point of abullet in the brain. My conscience was as underweight and scrawny
asthey came, but even it would suffer atwinge at putting down aloony.

On the other hand, it wasn't asif | could leave him running around. Not unless | planned on setting up



house behind this Dumpster. | amed, then popped off two shots. The dugsin hisright shoulder and |eft
thigh were the best compromise | could manage at the moment, especidly with Goodfellow griping in my
ear. Mr. Clean fdll in near silence, the only sound a soft grunt as his back hit the concrete. Hewas dlive,
abeit with agood dedl of hisblood pumping free. | discovered that my conscience had no problem with
that whatsoever. " Come on, Goodfellow. We better get out of here before the cops show up.”

With ahand gripping the top edge of the Dumpster, Robin pulled himself up to balance on oneleg. "A
little assstance here, if you please.” The gesture he made was remarkably similar to the one héld given the
waiter. Demandingly autocratic. If it weren't for the scent of his blood mingling with the stranger'sin the
ar, | might'velet him fal right back on that arrogant ass. Putting the gun away, | did an arm under hisand
growled, "Grab your jacket. | don't want to hear the Rome speech all the way back to your place.”

Not waiting for the reply that was bound to come, | grabbed aquick look at our attacker. He was il
down, the crosshow lying inches from hisfingers. Blank eyes stared upward as he mumbled his peculiar
mantraover and over, "He said. Hesaid. Hesaid."

Deciding to get out of there before the guys with butterfly nets showed up, | swung Goodfellow out into
the street and took off at agood clip. | ignored his outraged yelp of pain, but | was less successful with
what followed. " Shouldn't you take the crossbow?' Hopping on one leg, he held the other bent at the
knee between us. ™Y ou and your cannibal-baby genes may find thisworld too much to bear, but |
persondly don't relish abolt to the back."

It never ended. It honestly never did. "I got him in the right shoulder,” | replied impatiently. "He was
shooting with hisright hand. Unless he'sambidextrous | think well survive." Despite my logica words, |
took another ook over my shoulder. Y ep, he was till down and il nuttier than an dl-squirrd buffet.

"Why wouldn't he be ambidextrous?' Goodfdlow muttered under his bresth. "I am, amaster with both
handsin the art of war."

"I don't think being able to jack off with either hand makes you an expert in anything.” | craned my head
to scanthedley, what | could see of it. There was something. .. something besides the guy with the
crossbow, but what? | couldn't have said what told me, but | ft it al the same. And then | saw it from
the corner of my eye, apae glimmer at the rooftop. "What the hell isthat?' | sarted to say. | managed to
get about haf of it out when atitanium bolt furrowed araw path across my jaw. It was a rude wake-up
cal to my complacency, and Robin's snapped "1 told you 0" didn't improve matters either. Scattering
garbage like runnersin the surf, we careened around the corner to safety. | started to stick my head back
around for alast look when another quarrel came flying by.

"Ishe coming?'

| wiped ahand across my jaw. It came away wet and red. "l don't know, Loman. Why don't you lean
over and take alook? A nice long look. I'll wait right here for you."

"Never mind, then." Struggling into his suit coat, he leaned on me and made pretty respectable time
through the crowd for aman with one good leg. Y ou didn't get to be aslong-lived as Goodfellow without
ahedthy surviva inginct. "What did you see on theroof of that building?”

| frowned. | didn't know what I'd seen. It had been too fleeting a glance and the distance too far. There
was something indefinable... something | couldn't quite put my finger on that made me think it wasn't
human. But, hey, in thiscity that wasn't so unusud. Y ou think a human invented the falafel Sand?'Y eah,
right. "It was the Easter Bunny, Loman, cometo plant an egg up your assif you don't get moving." He
grumbled and complained but hopped allittle faster. And that suited mejust fine. The more distance
between us and the thing on the roof, the better. | had afedling, one of those goddamn fedlings, that



whatever it was up there was far from bunny territory.

Unlessthe Easter Bunny was one nasty son of abitch.

Chapter 6

Two dayslater | was experiencing the drawbacks of amirror-freelife. | didn't much mind. After nearly a
year, fumbling around had become second nature. With short careful strokes, | applied theliquid
bandage to the three-inch cut on my jaw. It was long and ugly, but not particularly deep. Other than
cleaning and disnfecting it I'd left it done. But tonight was poker night. Walking into abuilding full of
wolveswhen | smelled of raw flesh wouldn't be conducive to anything but becoming adoggy treet. The
clear liquid would dry in seconds and sedl off the wound and the scent.

"Do you need help with that?"'

Niko stood in the bathroom doorway aready dressed and ready for the game. It would be hard to guess
that thisgrim figure, dl in black with an expresson nearly as dark, didn't own amirror either, out of
respect for my twisted little phobia. A doorway was a doorway, whether it was mounted over a
bathroom sink or tucked away in a purse. And Darkling had come through just such a doorway to fuck
me up but good.

"l think I've got it." By fed | gpplied one last stroke, sealed the bottle, and gave my brother my full
attention. "Jesus, Cyrano." | grimaced at the set ook on hisface. "Who pissed in your wheat germ?”

"Youdid," hesaid camly. "Y ou and Goodfellow and Promise. Y ou've teken what was an iffy Stuation to
begin with and actually managed to makeiit, if possble, more hazardous.”

"All three of us, huh? That'salot of piss." Hewasright, though. Between my shortcut, Robin'sleg, and
Promise's stubborn will, we had managed to screw things up more than abit. "Hey, | waswillingtogoin
by mysdf." Unfortunately, being lousy at poker ruled that out. | knew what apair was... bardy. With
that in mind, getting in agame with Boaz would be aneat trick. And being on point on this one wasn't an
option for Goodfellow now. He could hobble at afair speed, but when you're running from wolves, fair
isn't good enough. Promise had offered to step into his place. Actudly, "offered” wasn't quite the word.
Promise had laid down the law. She was afull partner too and she was determined to carry her load.

Robin had sat the two of us down and played a hand with us. Before that hand was over, there had been
aknocking at the door. George didn't need to be buzzed in on the rare occasion the front-door lock
worked. Anyone who saw her would just open the door. It wasimpressive, uncanny, and, at that
moment, apain in the ass. George had given us dl aamile, sood a my side, and said shewould just
watch. Anything else wouldn't befair, shed added cheekily. And Robin, who could say no to anyone
and everyone, couldn't say no to her. She had pulled up a chair next to mine, and aswe'd played, brown
eyes peeked at my cards, warm fingers meandered up and down my arm, and explosive red hair lurked
in the periphery of my vison like afield of poppies. Probably the same field of poppiesthat had taken
Dorothy down on her way to see the Wizard.



Needlessto say, | hadn't done so hot. At the end of twenty games Robin had decided that when it came
to gambling | was unsavageable, unteachable, and borderline mentdly chdlenged. Promisewasa
competent player and held decided to concentrate his efforts there. Truth was, sheld never be hdf the
player Goodfellow was, but she would pass. More importantly, she was nonhuman. She could walk into
that bar at my side and raise fewer eyebrowsthan | would.

| stood and said serioudly, "Don't worry, Nik. I'll take care of your girl. Nothing will happen to her."

"Strange. She said the same of you." From behind his back, he revealed athick roll of white tape and
stretched out along piece with aripping sound. "What portion of skin do you mind losing the least?"

| eyed him with suspicion. "Thisisn't revenge, isit?"

"Vengeanceis apetty endeavor.” With quick and efficient motions he taped the tiny microphone just
below my chest. "Petty," he repeated, dapping on severa more completely unnecessary pieces of the
adhesive stuff, "but enjoyable. In any event, Promiseis perfectly capable of taking care of hersdf. And
shecanfly. Canyou?'

"Shecan..." | sarted, then finished up with ascowl, "Y ou're shitting me, aren't you?"

He put the tape aside and studied his handiwork. Satisfied, he passed me my shirt. "Y ou watch too many
movies, little brother."

The shirt was courtesy of Goodfelow. Black silk, it wasworlds away from my more casud style, but the
scent would match that of the silk tape on my chest.

It should fool curiouswolf noses. | buttoned it, lifting my upper lip. "Who said disco was dead?’

"Actualy I thought it more of the gigolo genre, but whatever lets you retain your self-respect.” Helooked
me up and down, hisown lip twitching dightly. "Such asitis."

Robin'ssilk shirt was the only exception to my normd look. | was till in my ever-present jeans with my
hair pulled back. Hardly charging-for-it wear. "I'm beautiful and you know it." | grinned.

"Y ou have been spending too much time with Goodfelow. Far too much time.”

| ended up spending even more time with the puck. Wedl did. An hour later the four of ussat inavan
from Robin's car lot, the same lot where he let us park Niko's ancient car, and went over lagt-minute
details. Niko tested, retested, then tested again the reception of the microphone taped to my chest, while
Goodfellow, wrinkling his noble brow in manfully concedled pain, propped hisleg on acrate and pillow.
I'd dready fetched him two aspirin and then abottle of water. | drew the line at the requested leg
massage. "Thewolves are looking better and better al thetime," | commented to Promise.

"The growling and snapping will certainly beless,” she said solemnly, her gaze candidly aimed a Niko.

"I do not growl or snap.”" Niko didn't need to look up to register her glance. How telling wasthat? "'l am
centered and at peace." Deciding there was too much tape muffling the sound quality, he jerked off a
piece with no consideration for my pained yelp. "Perfectly a peace.”

| rubbed my chest gingerly and let the shirt fal down into place. Maybe it would keep my peaceful
brother's hands to himsdf. "I think were more than ready here, guys. How about we get the show on the
road while | ill have some skin left?"

Theplacewasout in Jersey... Newark. And while that made living with yoursdlf harder, it did make



parking somewhat easier. The van was parked about two blocks away, close enough for Niko to come
to our aid if needed, and far enough not to arouse wolfish suspicions. Humans didn't tend to frequent this
type of establishment; when the bouncer at the door has raw-mest bresth, rabid eyes, and the personal
hygiene of Sasquatch on alow-deodorant day, you tend to move on. It was called asocia club, aprivate
one. What that actudly meant was agambling "den" for the unnatural, den being aremarkably apt word,
al things considered. Wolves loved to gamble. A chanceto throw their money away had tails wagging
like nothing €lse but agood juicy massacre, and this place promised to give them just what they wanted.

Moonshine did ook to be your typical wolf hangout. | hadn't been to but the one; till, the pups seemed
to have atheme going. Seedy, smelly, and probably wall-to-wall fleas. Absently | scratched my amin
anticipation. A split second later acan of fleaand tick spray was dapped in my hand. Always
prepared—it wasn't apersona mantrafor my brother; it was programmed into his genetic code. Slipping
the small canigter into the pocket of my jeans, | reined in my usua sarcasm. "Thanks, Cyrano. Last timel
was scratching for days." Before Goodfellow could open his mouth, | aimed awarning glare a him. "No
smart-ass cracks.”

His mouth, aready open, snapped shut and he returned the glare with an added helping of wounded hurt
that | wasn't buying for asecond. Ignoring him, | turned my attention to the shirt. Normally | would've left
it hanging loose. | wasn't atucked-in kind of guy, but for extra security for the microphone, | shoved the
slk under the waistband. The shirt wasn't skintight or gigolo tight, but it was snug enough that you
couldn't have fitted awegpon beneath it, and | didn't even try. Instead | wore my holster outside the shirt.
One sde held my Glock, and the other side was modified for my knife. The leather was black, but that
hardly had the whole setup blending in with my shirt. It didn't matter. The bouncer would've been more
suspiciousif | hadn't been carrying. There wasn't a creature dive who would walk into that place
unarmed.

Holding out my arm, | said formally, "Is milady ready?
Amused, Promise tucked ahand into the crook of my elbow. "How gallant you are, Sir.”

"When you're dressed like you charge five dollars an hour, you haveto be," Robin observed caudtically,
the moratorium on sarcastic comments apparently having passed amost instantaneoudy.

Never mind, it was hisshirt. | gifted him with the finger, then stepped down to the street after Niko did
back the cargo door. Promise followed. Her hair floated loose to her hips, a stained-glass banner in the
red and green of the neon lights. Looking over my shoulder at Niko, | taunted lightly, "If we come back
engaged, you have no oneto blame but yourself."

Pd e brows pulling together in an annoyed V, he shut the door firmly and silently in my face. "' Cranky,
cranky," | murmured, and started walking.

"He'sworried," Promise said after along moment of contemplation. Sherarely said anything without
consdering it from al angles, and thiswas no exception.

"He'sthe only grandmal have." | grinned. "Now the same goes for you."

Surprisingly, the bouncer at the door was femae and petite. That only meant she was more dangerous, a
buck five of ass-kicking fury. Inky black hair pulled back in along tail was paired with arresting yellow
green eyes. To your casua human eye the split upper lip couldve easily been mistaken for acleft lip and
not the beginnings of amuzzle. It kept her from being classicaly beautiful, but that didn't mean she il
wasn't gorgeous. Exotic and strange, but gorgeous nonetheless. As we approached the door, she looked
us up and down, sniffed, and then wrinkled that bifurcated upper lip in disgust. It was the same reaction
I'd gotten from the albino wolf a Cerberuss office. The wolves I'd come into contact with last yeer,



when | was possessed by Darkling, had been fascinated with my scent. The combination of human,
Auphe, and Darkling had been a canine potpourri, afeast for the senses. Apparently plain old
half-human, half-Auphe wasn't nearly as pleasing.

Tainted or not, we were alowed to pass. And lucky us, there was no cover charge. The club was smaller
than | would've guessed from the outside. That indicated either ahelluvalot of walk-in closets or afew
back rooms set aside for more interesting activities. Taking alook around, | didn't see too many fashion
platesin theimmediate area. All right, then... back room it was. No doubt that was where the poker
game went on. The rest of the place wastypical for what it was. Roulette and blackjack tables,
occasiond dot machine, tables and chairs, suspicioudy wet floor, empty makeshift stage, poor lighting.
Except for the regulars, it looked like every bar I'd ever dung abrew in. "Drink?" | asked Promise.

Raising her eyebrows, she declined. "That adventurous | am not. But, please, help yoursdf.”

At the bar | ordered a beer, lessfor drinking and more for blending in. Not having had my rabies shot, |
made sure it came in abottle. The bartender was a surprise. A big one. Bored green eyes, wavy brown
hair, and afoxlike face that was al too familiar. | couldn't help but stare. It didn't go unnoticed.

"Y ou seem to have aproblem, freak." It was Goodfellow's voice, only arctic and empty. Goodfellow's
face, dthough set with asupercilious sneer. His eyes, lacking even adiver of asoul. "Shall | cure you of
it?" The blade helaid on the counter beside the beer was a Spanish poniard, moreice pick than dagger.

"No problem,” | said evenly. Now was not the time or place for afight. Not if we hoped to get in agame
with Boaz. Pissing off the bartender—and, if | knew pucks, the owner of the club—wasn't the way to go
about that. "It'sjust been awhile since I've seen apuck,” | continued on, lying smoothly. "Hard to believe
thiscity isworthy of your presence." Complete sincerity over unadulterated bullshit.

Thetoxic ennui in his eyes was eddied momentarily by conceit and self-satisfaction. "Noneisworthy.
What can one do?' Hetossed atowel over his shoulder and said dismissively, "Take your drink and go,
freak. That shirt isan assault to my eyes." Freak. He was even quicker to pick up on the Auphein me
than Robin had been. Maybe like caled to like. I'd never thought of Goodfdlow as amonster. Annoying,
vain, arrogant, glib, unscrupulous. .. and, yeah, an out-and-out crook, but never amonster. Thisguy was.
It came off of him inwaves. A rapacious predator, an utterly amora sociopath. .. this particular Pan
would gut you in a heartbeat for a penny. He did have better taste in shirts than Goodfélow, though. |
had to give him that.

Picking up my beer, | |eft as ordered. 1, better known asthe freak, would've preferred to take the
poniard and pin his hand to the bar or at the least plant afist in hisface. But neither was an option, not
right now. Undercover work, let me count the ways in which it sucked. Promisetilted her head as|
approached. "Peculiar, isit not?' she said as her eyes rested on the puck acrossthe room. "How
identicd they dl are... what few that are left.”

"Trust me," | responded soberly. "They're not identical.”

We chose atable close to the back of the room. We sat side by side, both of our backsto the wall.

Niko would've been proud. The place was haf-empty; it was ill fairly early. Within the next hour that
began to change. M oonshine might've been a predominantly wolf hangout, but it attracted al kinds.
Sprinkled among the lupines were an afreet, afew ghouls, succubi plying their dangerous trade, and three
lamias on what looked like agirls night out. There were others, creatures| didn't recognize. Promise
probably did, but quite frankly my curiosity just wasn't high enough to ask her. | was more concerned
with Boaz. When Niko had caled Caleb to accept the assignment, he'd gotten a description of our mark,
but so far | hadn't spotted him. Around us the wolves, some in human form and some not, drank,



laughed, howled, cursed, and fought. It brought back memories, not particularly good ones. The last time
I'd been in abar like this had been to hire a pair of assassins. And athough | hadn't been behind the
whedl of my own body at thetime, it was hard to forget that except for Niko and Robin, George would
be dead now.

"Nikoisafabulouslover."

It was agood thing the beer was only for decoration. Otherwise | would've choked on it, or at the very
least spewed it afew feet. Asit was, | felt my face take on ahunted expression. As subjects go, thiswas
not one any brother wanted to discuss. "Jesus, Promise,” | said with not alittle desperation, "that's the
kind of information that could scar aman for life.”

A dimple appeared in an ivory smooth cheek. "I'm sorry, Caliban. | was only testing you. Y our attention
seemed far from here”

"Yeah, it was. Sorry." Rolling the now-warm bottle between my hands, | scanned the crowd again.

She gave agracious nod before speaking again. "Actualy, Niko and | have not yet—" | groaned out
loud, cutting her off. Amused, she relented and changed the subject. .. sort of. "Tel me, what was Niko
likeasachild?'

What had my brother been like asachild. It seemed like asimple question. But like most things that
seem smple on the surface, what lurked beneath was a different story. Niko was two years older than |
was, although when we were children he'd been four ahead. Nest trick, en? When the Auphe had
kidnapped me at the age of fourteen, they'd taken me to a place where time ran differently than it did
here. For Niko it seemed asif | were gone only aday, but | had come back approximately two years
older. I'd also come back araving lunatic, but that was beside the point. Niko dedlt with it, just ashe
aways had.

One of my earliest memories as akid was around the time | wasfour. I'd been sick. Who knowswith
what? It was mostly fuzzy, but | did remember vomiting miserably al over mysdlf. And | remembered it
had been Niko cleaning me up while Sophia drank whiskey in the next room. He would've been eight.
And when | waswell enough to eat again, it was Niko who fed me soup and crackers. It was Niko who
walked me to school and picked me up afterward. Niko who bought me birthday presents, complete
with agrocery store cupcake and candle. Promise wanted to know what he was like as a child?

"He never wasone," | said soberly.

That was when Boaz walked through the door. | didn't need his description to know who he was. He
grolled in like he owned the place... owned the world. He, like the higher wolves, was able to convert
completely to human form. Whippet lean, he had his pale brown hair shaved closeto his skull and aface
carved from cold white marble. With eyes so black that they swallowed the light, he looked over the
crowd with acurl of thin lips. Then motioning to the four wolves flanking him, he moved toward the back
and disappeared through the only door. So much for ingratiating our way into agame.

"Well, shit," | growled succinctly.

"That does seem to sum it up." Promise rose and discarded her cape over her chair. "Giveme a
moment.” With that, she then moved toward the one wolf left guarding the door.

It was something to see, Promise at work. It brought home how much shetruly cared for Niko. | had
never seen her use on him what shelaid on that poor goddamn wolf. It wasn't sex or even the hint of it,
athough it was erctic as hell. I'd compared her to royalty before and that was part of it. Shewasa



goddess cometo earth; at least she made you believe that. She didn't walk; she flowed. And when she
smiled, she put the Mona Lisato shame. Promise was a promise of more than you could ever imagine.

Fiverich hushands... it was awonder she hadn't had a hundred.

| whistled low under my breath. "Nik, she'sgoing to et you dive." That wasdl right. Hewas going to
enjoy every minute of it.

In less than five minutes she was back. Scooping up the pile of violet slk, she said lightly, "Come aong,
Cdiban. We have an invitation to avery private and exclusve game.”

"Lucky us" | offered blandly. Carrying my beer, | followed in her wake.

The room was the same as athousand otherslikeit. Spare, smoky, and marginaly clean. The owner
wasn't wasting any overhead prettying the place up—that was clear to see. Although the painting of dogs
playing poker that hung crookedly on the wall was aweirdly appropriate touch. Maybe that sociopathic
puck hed alittle of Goodfdlow in him after dl.

As we stepped through the door, &l eyeslocked on Promise. The circle of black, brown, yelow, and
pumpkin orange eyes held an identical emotion: awed lust. Then those eyes moved to me, but the looks |
received were ahdluvalot less complimentary. It was the samereaction | received from most
nonhumans. There was the incredul ous sniff, followed by expressions of sheer disgust and revulsion. This
time, however, asthe cherry on top, one of the wolves actudly peed himsdlf. Now, there was someone
who'd obvioudy actudly crossed paths with an Auphe at some point.

Tomost, the Auphe were alegend. Redl and true, but with such a dwindled population that chances
were good you might luck out and never see onein your lifetime. It was the kind of luck to pray for. But
Auphe had aways been the top of thefood chain, and wolves, full-blown egotistic predators that they
were, didn't like being reminded that once in awhile they too were prey. And | wasn't about to tell them
that anew spot had opened up for King of the Mountain.

Thewaolf in urine-stained jeans moved out of his chair and dithered past us through the door, giving me
the widest berth he could. | lifted an arm and gave my pit an experimenta whiff. "What? Do | offend?" In
redlity | didn't blame him. There had been times that the Auphe had me wanting to piss my own pants.

Boaz ignored me for amore pleasant subject. "We have anew player, | see" he said, unreadableicy
eyesresting on Promise.

"May | take aseat?' She gave him adow amile. "Preferably aclean one”

Nodding at the wolf across the table from him, Boaz ordered flatly, "Leave." The guy scrambled to obey,
scattering cards before him like leaves. As| held the chair for her, Promise took a seat and | took up
position behind. With arms folded and eydids drooping, | did my best to look deepy and harmless. Niko
wouldve said that was essentidly my naturd state. There might have been sometruth in that, but pulling it
off inaroom full of werewolveswasn't aseasy asdl that.

"Why isthat with you?' The repulsed sneer on Boaz's face as he bared teeth in my direction needed no
fakingat dl.

Promise reached back and gave my arm a proprietary pat. "He's here to carry my winnings.”

At least she hadn't said to carry her purse. It was nice having a shred of masculinity left to my name. As
she gathered the cards before her, Boaz grunted, "A dangerous pet to keep."



"Whereisthe pleasure without the peril?* With afathomless gaze from benesth sable brown lashes, she
handed the cards to the hulking figure to her right and asked, "Shdl we play, then?

The game started and | was witness to some of the most subtleflirting I'd seenin my life. Granted, with
my socid agenda, that wasn't saying much. Still, | recognized excellencein thefield when | saw it.
Surrounded by creatures both lethal and of questionable hygiene, Promise was as at ease asshewas a a
charity event or dinner party. Soft conversation, pale polished nailstouched to ivory skin. The hair of a
jungle cat. Those pooches didn't have a chance. Grinning to myself, | watched the players and tried to
keep my eyes from settling on Boaz too often. It didn't stop the doubts. Caleb had said that Cerberus's
rival wasadrinker and atalker. From what 1'd seen so far he didn't seem the type. Cold, controlled, he
was awolf of ice and stedl. But after an hour passed, my skepticism was proved wrong. Boaz started
tossing them back. It started dowly, but by the end of hour two his drinking hand was in near-constant
mation.

Despite adisciplinethat | would've guessed ruled hisbusinessaswedll ashispersond life... kinky... he
was really putting the booze away. It was afact that everyone had aweakness, and the more common
oneswere common for areason. He stuck with the hard stuff as the game wore on, and findly, just as
my legs started faling adeep, he began to talk.

It wasn't exactly ariver of information, more of avodka-flavored trickle, but it was what we were there
to hear. "That two-headed son of abitch.”

The human woalf to hisleft hunched dightly, earstwitching with an unlikely flexibility. Apparently thiswas
afamiliar and potentidly explosverefran. "Hesashit dl right, boss. Wedl seenit,” he offeredina
placating tone.

Boaz was in no mood to be soothed. "Misshapen thing, he's no good for the pack. No good for the hunt.
He should've been culled.” Hedrained hisglass. "Culled along time ago.”

"Culled." It was whispered around the circle. Heads nodded, some human, some shaggy.
"He's deformed, weak, wrong." Knuckles blanched white around the cheap glass tumbler.

The heads nodded again. "Deformed.” "Wrong." None repeated the word "weak." They seemed sure
that while Cerberus was many, many things... disturbing things. .. wesk wasn't one of them. Asmuch as
Boaz didn't want to admit it, that telling omission said that Cerberus was strong, cunning, and a power to
be reckoned with. And wasn't that really what got Boaz's goat?

"He's an aberration.” The glass shattered in his hand, blood-coated shardsfaling to the table, and a
homicidal grin of suddenly lengthening teeth was aimed in our direction. "An aberration who sends his
spiesamong us. Did you like the show, spies? Were you entertained?' Growing nails speared through the
table asif it were cheap cardboard and his gaze focused on me. Y ou smell like Auphe, but | think you'll
taste of human.”

Spies. It was either a paranoid and freakishly good guess or someone under Cerberus had loose lips.
And | wasn't abig believer in good guesses. It was a safe bet that someone had given us up, but | didn't
wait around to ponder the subject. Neither did Promise. She performed aflip over my head that wasa
quickslver study in deadly grace. | heard her land behind me and | wasted no timein pulling my Glock. |
was going to get off only afew shotsin these closed quarters; | had to make them count. Boaz was my
choicefor deadliest flavor of the month and | popped off my first shot in his direction. He was dready
half-changed as he catapulted across the table toward me, twisting to avoid my bullet. It wasalost
cause. It took him highin the chest. Then hislost cause became mine; he kept coming. Silver bullets, like
so many other things, were amyth. Y our average lead worked just fine... eventualy. But right now his



jaws, about the size of aKodiak bear's, were headed inexorably for my throat. | blocked him with my
left forearm, ramming my arm far enough into his mouth that | couldve tickled Boaz'stonsils. Lessthan
that and my bone would've snapped like atwig. But back where the leverage was wesker, it held. ..
barely. Granted, there was awhite-hot pain from my fingertips to my shoulder that had black spots
clouding the edges of my vison, but that was the absolute least of my concerns. | ill held thegunin my
right hand and | pulled thetrigger again and again. With his chest against mine | couldn't aim for his heart,
but there was somepl ace el se open and vulnerable. Every one of my bullets found ahomein Boaz's
center torso, about digphragm level. If that didn't stop him, nothing would. He might be the biggest
baddest son of awere-bitch to walk the earth, but he had to breathe.

Or so went the theory.

Inredity, Boaz was doing his damnedest to rip my arm from my body. With the last shot in the magazine,
| blew off agood hunk of the lower part of hisjaw. Pulling my arm free, | wedged a knee between us
and flung him off. The brown walf, half again bigger than a Shetland pony, tumbled onto the table, which
promptly shattered beneath his weight. Dropping the gun, | staggered to my feet, unsheathed my knife,
and whirled to dash a the throat of the next wolf inline. Vision clearing, | kept Promisein sight out of the
corner of my eye. I'd made a pledge to my brother; | wasn't about to break it. Lucky for me, being alittle
occupied a the moment, she was more than holding her own. In apirouette as flowing as that of any
dancer, she spun her cape of purple silk around one wolfs head, blinding him, and then tossed him
headfirg into the nearest wall. | heard something crack... wall or skull, I couldn't say for sure. Then she
legped backward and up, clinging high to the wal and facing the fight with caculaing eyes. Now that was
something | hadn't seen out of her before. It was kind of ... well, spooky as shit just about covered it.

"Okay, Princess,” | cdled out, "you are serioudy freaking me out.” | didn't mention her rea name.
Wouldn't do to put any of uson theradar of Cerberus's enemies. Life was complicated enough. She
didn't acknowledge the comment, instead descending again into the milling pack with the grace of adiving
falcon. Wolves scattered beneath her. Y eah, she was holding her own al right. Now timefor meto do
the same.

Gushing blood from his carotid artery, my wolf went down and two morerosein hisplace. Thesewerea
little more wary. From the panicked flaring of wolfish nogtrils and the rolling of white-ringed eyes, they
were far more impressed with my Auphe heritage than Boaz was. What had been abad guy and ablack
one had turned into a sadly mangy wolf and arangy, long-legged obsidian one. Growling and snapping at
each other to bolster their courage, they findly managed to get up the furry cojonesto make their move.
Patches went down with ablade in the eye. | felt queasy on that one. He was a Were determined to rip
me into Snausage-sized pieces, but that moth-eaten coat gave him the last-dog-in-the-pound look. Albeit
arabid dog with athirst for blood and pain. As| pulled the blade free, hispal hit me from the sde, and
down | went again. Thisguy had nothing on his boss. He growled like an entire pack of wolves and
lunged at my face with snapping jaws, but hesitated for one critical moment when | snarled back.

| took advantage and broke Bowser's top teeth out with the blade of my. knife. Pointed fangs half the
length of my hand went flying accompanied by a pained howling. If awolf had vanity, it lay in his pearly
whites. Snatching aglance over my shoulder, | saw the spike hedl of Promise's elaborately strappy shoes
take one wolf directly between the eyes. He somersaulted head over paws backward with a glazed
sheen across hisydlow eyes. We had six wolves down for the count, or so | thought. That Ieft three
more... three until Boaz resurfaced from the wreckage of the table. Goddamn, what did it take to keep
that hairy bastard down? Even in wolf form, oddly enough, his eyes were till black, and they held the
same pitiless and implacable chill of desth.

It had been bardly two and a half minutes since the fight had begun. Still, it didn't surpriss mein the



dightest when Niko came through the door, a dark-clad missile of destruction. | waswearing awirefor a
reason, and my brother wasn't oneto let the grass grow under hisfeet. The wood of the door was sturdy
enough;, it didn't matter. It disintegrated under Niko'skick. Boaz didn't turn; he didn't have achance. The
gape-jawed wolf was the recipient of Niko's sword through his broad brown chest. "Let'sgo," Niko
ordered tersdly. "Thisisn't what we're herefor." Geg, alittle death and dismemberment wasn't on the
schedule? What a pity. | dodged a big gray wolf—all of them by now had turned—and booted it in the
ass hard enough to send it flying into a till-thrashing Boaz. Goddamn, that was one tough wolf.

Promise flowed past me with, if you could believeit, her cloak retrieved and folded neatly over her arm.
She paused for the briefest of moments to murmur in Niko's ear and then passed through the door to the
outer room. Niko turned his attention to the convulsing Boaz with calculating consideration. | saw his
hand tighten dightly on the hilt of his sword before he came to adecision. Killing Boaz wasn't the job
we'd taken. It wasn't one we would've taken. Boaz was Cerberus's problem, not that that changed the
fact there were three more wolves rushing forward to take us out. Niko looked at me sharply and

repeated, "Go."

It was atone I'd learned not to argue with when | wasin digpers. With one arm virtually out of
commission | had to leave the Glock. It was stolen and untraceable, with the numbers destroyed by acid,
though no onein this crowd was going to be calling the palice. It didn't change the fact | was going to
miss the hunk of plastic and metd. It had gotten me out of ajam or two initsday. Knifetill in hand, |
made to follow Promise. "They're going to smell your blood,” he added grimly. " So use some speed, little
brother."

That Promise, what ataitletale. Cradling my arm against my chest, | went with one parting shot. "Nothing
but my dust, Grandpa.”" Ignoring his snort, | headed out. Speed was arelative term, but | liked to think |
set aland-speed record for an injured man in gigolo wear. Throughout the club heads were turning in my
direction, some lupine, but not al. I saluted them with my knife hand and drawled, "Good game, greet
company. Thanksfor the hospitdity.”

Some wanted those thanks personaly. Two lamias drifted up and away from their table. The round and
blazing gold eyes of owls peered through strands of floor-length inky black hair. Flashes of their pale skin
could be seen through the black veils asthey moved toward me, their lipless mouths showing round rings
of trangparent baby teeth in hungry smiles. There was aflutter of sk at my ebow and Promise said
firmly, "No. Go back to your muck, leeches. Thisoneismine." They hesitated for amoment, and taking
my good arm, she goaded meinto afaster pace. Astherdatively fresh night air hit my nose | heard the
scrape of more chairs and tables behind me. Everyone smelled the blood all right, and there was plenty of
it. The cold swest of adrendine and pain was probably a savory olfactory side dish. | wasn't too worried,
though. They might be behind me, but Niko was behind them. And that wasn't afair fight in anyone's
book.

Outside, the van was only inches from the door, pulled up on the curb with reckless disregard for thelife
and limb of your average pedestrian. Robin waved an impatient hand from behind thewhed. "The
meter's running, kid. Get your disco assin here"

Hissing asthe movement jostled my arm, | climbed into the back of the van after Promise. "Y our evil twin
inthereisn't nearly the pain you are, but damn if his carbon-copy assisn't dead-on you."

Dark browswinged upward. "There's another puck in there?' There was definite ambivalencein his
voice. "Which one?'

Y eah, that wasn't an unredistic expectation to dump on me. | doubted they could tell one another apart,
supernatural clonesthat they were. | knew | sure as hell couldn't. " The annoying, smart-assone,” |



growled. The van was made for deliveries, and there were no seatsin the back. Instead, | took one on
the floor and wedged mysdlf into the corner in preparation for afast getaway. "That narrow it down for
you any?" Ignoring his caustic humph, | told Promise, who crouched gracefully by the door, "Better get
back. Nik isgoing to be moving."

That was an understatement if ever | made one. Niko came through the opening so fast | was hafway
expecting asonic boom to follow him. He did the door into place with ametd-rattling dam a split second
before something hit it hard enough to dent the metd. "Drive," hergpped. "Now."

Goodfdlow obeyed with dacrity. The whedls of the van squedled as we bumped over the curb's edge,
and the sméll of burning rubber followed us down the Street. I'd dready shoved my knife back inits
shesth and used my hand to grab on to the driver's seat. Leaning my head back, | closed my eyes. "Wéll,
that wasfun.”

"Anyonefor alate supper?' came Promisg's voice. "My treat. | came out nearly five hundred ahead in the
game”

"Two hundred and fifty of that ismine," Goodfellow reminded over the struggling engine. "And I'm not
tregting anyone."

"Of course not. Y our next perm should cost at least that much. | wouldn't dream of depriving your
fashion budget.”

The squabbling went on and | let it wash over me like afractious lullaby. Job number two and it hadn't
turned out any better than the first. Mission accomplished, if you cal fucked-up and blown out of the
water an accomplishment. Bad luck or bad karma, things just weren't working out for uslately. A touch
on my shoulder had me opening my eyes. "Y oure dripping,” Niko said quietly.

In the dark it was difficult to see the color of the puddle that was forming on the floor beside me. But
there wasn't much chance of it being purple, now, wasthere?" The true tragedy is|'m ruining Loman's
shirt," | said with ahdfhearted grin. My arm was propped carefully on my knees and the blood was
briskly wending itsway to the tips of my fingers, then trickling to the floor. It didn't make adifference. |
could be gushing ariver; ahospita wasn't achoice for me. Or Goodfellow or Promise for that matter. Of
thefour of us, only Niko had that option. If my arm were broken, maybe | couldverisked it. But with a
very obvious dog bite, there would be rabies shots and blood tests. | had no ideawhat a blood test
would say about me, but | doubted it would be anything normal.

We had had alocd hedler, the one who had once knit together the Niko-inflicted hole in my stomach and
then later had stopped my heart to drive out Darkling, but Rafferty had left severad monthsago. | couldn't
much blame him. He was on a hunt for something, anything, that would cure histwin of aparticularly
nasty and wolfishillness. Luck to the poor bastard, but with him gone, this hedling was going to be a
do-it-yoursdlf job. Joy.

Chapter 7



"Tylenol or something Sronger?"

The voice was muffled by the pillow over my head. That same pillow was soaked with swesat and the
victim of one or two vicious bite marks. Hey, | had abite of my own and | didn't mind sharing the wedth.
Blindly, | raised my good hand into the air and held up four fingers.

"Something sronger it is.” In lessthan aminute Niko was pulling the pillow away and depositing two
bright pink pillsinto my hand. [llegd prescription drugs we had, numbing lidocainefor the ftitches. ..
nope. Wed run out afew months back and with Rafferty missing in action, we hadn't been able to
replace the anesthetic solution. It wasn't exactly in high demand on the street. Sitting up, | chased the pills
down with the bottle of water Niko brought me. If my hand shook alittle, he didn't comment. | imagined
that after cleaning the multiple dashes, checking the bone to seeif it was broken, then putting in over fifty
dtitches, held had better days himself. Inflicting true pain—and a helluvalot of it, thanks for asking—on
hisonly family was not in his nature. After another swalow | said tiredly, "1 hope Caleb's boss
agopreciatesthelossof lifeand limb.” Ther lives, my limb.

"I hope he does aswell, consdering someone in his organization sold him out." He placed the pillow at
the top of the bed with precise, economical motions that reveded exactly how pissed hewas. "Sold us

"Not very professiond for crooks... are they? Naughty, naughty.” The bottle did from my fingersto
bounce off the carpet. The pills hadn't gotten to me that fast. It was more a combination of weariness and
thelast jangle of adrendine running its course.

"Naughty indeed.” Niko's face was expressionless, but the thread of stedl in his voice was anything but.
He pulled the blankets back, then bent down to pick up the bottle before my fumbling fingers reached it.
"Goto bed, Cdl. You'velost blood; your arm was nearly broken. Y ou've perhaps even ingested a hair
ball or two. Y ou need the rest.”

When it cameto that particular command, you didn't have to tell me twice. Usudly not even once.
Guarding my arm, | lay down. Y anking the blanket up, | said, "Humor, Cyrano, doesn't curedl ills. Don't
believe thefortune cookies"

Thelight was switched off and he added blandly, "By the way, Promise gpologizes for not babysitting
you better."

Oh, | liked that. If I could stick to awall like human flypaper, maybe | would've come out better off
mysdlf. "Asshole” | muttered, rolling over onto my side.

"Good night to you too," Niko said dryly, and then there was the click of the door being pulled shut.
When the drowsiness came | welcomed it. My arm had been gnawed on by a garbage disposd on legs,
and not only that, Goodfelow was charging me for his ruined shirt. Right now deep was my last refuge
and | plunged into it wholeheartedly. It didn't last. Damned if the good things ever do. It wasdl right.

What woke me up was a good thing too. As good as they came.

It was a soft touch on the back of my hand that woke me. Even mired in ahaze of heavy deep,
painkillers, and morning grumpiness, | instantly recognized her presence. Siding my hand dowly but not
ascasudly as| would've liked from benegth hers, | opened my eyes. "George, you shouldn't be here.”

She overlooked my rudeness. George spent alot of time doing that. With amuted smile, shesaid, "'l
brought you ice cream. Cherry chocolate, your favorite."



| was pretty sureice cream was for tonsillectomies, not wolf bites, but | accepted the small pint container
and spoon nonetheless. It probably wasn't the smartest thing to do, but, hell, it was cherry chocolate.
Fedling theiciness of the cardboard benesth my hand, | tried not to notice George was avision in cherry
chocolate hersdf. The flowing dress that draped her dim form was a swirling pattern of deep brownsand
warm reds, the copper of her braceletstrie same color as her hair. The same damn color exactly. Sitting
up, | pried thelid off theice cream, winced at the movement, and wedged the container between my
sheet-covered legs to scoop out asmal spoonful. "So, why theice cream? The mystical friggin' universe
tell you | was chomped last night?"

"Actudly it was Promise, and her cdllphone, but who'sto say her call wasn't the work of theinfinite

universe? It doeswork in mysteriousways." Her legs were tucked beneath her and | noticed that her
brown feet were bare. The toenails were painted the same deep red as the dress. Funny how such a
minor detail could make me glad that | had the next best thing to an ice pack cradled near my crotch.

"Y eah, mysterious,” | snorted. "A gossipy vampire and cellular technology. The universe at work, that's
not, George. Sorry."

"You'd be surprised.” Shetilted her head and said with mock innocence, "I wonder what Promise would
think of being called gosspy.”

"Threats, Georgie Porgie? Isthat any way for abeloved prophet to behave?' My arm throbbed, theice
cream was cold and silky againgt my tongue, and the scent of George wasin the air, nutmeg and warm
sugar. It was alot of sensationsto takein al a once. | concentrated on just the one... theice cream. It
was comfortable, painless, and safe. And safe was good for me, good for us both, athough | wasfedling
more and more like awounded gazelle being cut out of the herd. Worse yet, | didn't want to run.

"Beoved of whom?' she asked with awistful curve to her wide mouth. A spird ringlet hung to her
collarbone, fallen from the casua upswept mass of her hair. Just one strand, one curl perfectinits
wildness and exuberance.

Everyone whose path she crossed. Shrugging, | silently licked the spoon clean and replaced the lid on the
container. "All the ones you help with what you see. That cranky old ice-cream pusher who lives off you.
Little old ladies you help across the street. Y ou know, people.” And at that moment you didn't have to be
apsychic to know that | waslying.

She studied me, then sighed and took the ice cream from my hand. "To have faced the monsters you
have, you are the biggest coward.” Standing, she shook the smooth fal of her dressout, did her feet into
sandals, and said without pity, "We're going to talk, Cdiban, you and I. If | have to lock the door and
have Niko tie you to a chair, we're going to talk. So get prepared.” Before | could move, she bent and
brushed a kiss on the corner of my mouth. "It's going to be a very long conversation, cherry chocolate
boy." And theninaswirl of sheer cotton and copper hair she was gone. Gone from the room. Gone from
the gpartment. Gone from my life.

"Gone?' | sad hallowly, the numbness spreading through me with firestorm speed. | didn't ask if hewas
sure. Niko was dways sure. "How?"

"I don't know. | don't know much of anything." He pushed me toward the kitchen chair and put a cup of
teain front of me. Niko... hed come away from martia artstraining with the unshakable belief that there
was ateafor every occasion. If the herbs didn't help, then the warmth of the liquid and the very act of
drinking would give you something to focus on. .. other than the shit that was bringing down your world
asefficiently as Samson at the Temple. | didn't know what kind thiswas; it smelled likelicorice. I'd never



liked licorice, even asakid. | wasn't in the mood, to say the least. | pushed the cup away.
"Tdl me" | demanded with frozen lips.

He exhaled and sat opposite me at the table. Taking the teafor himsdlf, he turned it one way and then the
other with hislong fingers. "She didn't make it to the ice-cream shop. Asfar as|'ve managed to piece
together, sheleft here and smply vanished. She didn't show up at the shop and Mr. Geever became
concerned and called her mother. That was seven hours ago and no one has seen her. Her mother just
now became desperate enough to call us."

George's mother had never been our number one fan. Her daughter hadn't told her | was behind the wolf
ns sent to her gpartment to kill George. | was possessed at the time, but till. And athough she
was grateful, if confused, that Niko and Robin had saved the family from some peculiarly hairy burglars,
she gtill had questions asto the lucky coincidence of their lurking in the vicinity, armed and ready. She
knew George was afriend... goddamnit, afriend... of ours, but for her to break down and call us, she
must beterrified.

Shewasn't done.

Friend. The plagtic of thetable bit into my pam as| gripped the edge with locked, aching fingers. It was
amazing the catastrophes that had to occur to get you to stop lying to yoursdlf. Y eah, fucking amazing.
Pushing my chair back with aviolent motion, | stood. Niko didn't need to ask where | was going. He
only stood with me. "WEéll find her, Cd," he said firmly. "Don't doubt it."

Wed find her dl right. Wed find George, and then weld make someone very, very sorry. The kind of
sorry that involved spilled blood and asuddenly silent heart. Asfor the search... | knew George. She
would've headed straight for the soda shop. Duty, respongbility, shetook al that as serioudy asmy
brother did. People would've been waiting for her, just asthey did every day. Wefollowed the path she
wouldve taken. It was something of awalk to the shop, thirty to forty minutes, but George didn't like to
take the bus or the subway if she could avoid it. Too many people in too confined a space, that sort of
thing was rough on a psychic, even one with the power and control that she possessed. So she walked.

But not asingle soul had seen her.

Inthiscity | didn't expect any differently. But what wastelling was that not even the hot dog guy onthe
corner had seen her go. Both George and | were on afirst-name basiswith him. God forbid | should
bring mystery met into the sanctity of Nik'skitchen. It might taint hiskarma, histofu aura, hiswhatever.
When the urge for achili cheese dog hit me, | went to the corner and saved mysdlf alecture. Body.
Temple. Y eah, you know the rest. Marvin the hot dog guy knew me al right and he especidly knew
George. He had athing for her. It wasn't sexual, not in sixty-six-year-old Marvin's case, but it wasa
definite thing regardless. Her hot dogs dways came with afree soda or bag of chips, and she wouldn't
have walked by hiswagon without stopping to say hello. But she hadntt.

That meant she hadn't even made it ablock. Between our building and the corner sheld vanished. Bright
and warm in her cherry chocolate dress, sheld melted away as quickly astheice cream she had carried
tome.

"Cd,"

We were going to tak, she'd said. No way out of it for me. Noway at dl. | guess|'d proved her wrong
there.

"Cd," moreinggent thistime.



The taste of supper, chicken burrito, lingered in the back of my throat. The salty tomato salsawas so
smilar to another darker flavor that | wanted to gag. George was strong-willed, independent,
quick-witted, and fierce, but she wasn't like us. Not like me or Niko or Robin or Promise. Shewasn't a
killer. And sometimes. .. sometimes you had to be.

Tosurvive
"Cal." The hand pinched anervein my shoulder, generating an dectrictingle,

On autopilot my hand rubbed at the spot. It hurt, but it hurt in a place that wasn't here... wasn't now. Or
maybe it was me that wasn't here, wasn't now. "We're screwed, aren't we?' | asked colorlesdy.

"No," Niko said ingtantly. "We're not. Y ou were gone much longer and | found you."

"Actually, | found you." Then I'd fired abullet right at hisheart. And | was agood shot. Helluva one,
redly. | hadn't missed. Closing my eyes, | felt adow acid burn pass through to the back of my brain.
"Not the best example you could've come up with."

"Perhaps not." His hand pushed mine aside and efficiently rubbed out the ache of the twisted-nerve
attention getter. "But it doesn't change the fact that well find her. And then well clean our swords." The
promise, deadly and gray as a hurricane sea, wasn't for me. "But for now you'll stay with me, and I'll call
Cdeb."

By staying with him he wasn't referring to being glued at the hip holster. He was talking mentaly, not
physicaly. Big order. Making with the superglue would've been eesier, proved by thefact it took afew
moments before | caught on to the mention of Caleb's name. "What the hell are you calling him for?!

"Goodfellow and Promise are aready contacting everyone they know. But Caleb worksfor Cerberus
and isin aunique pogtion for gathering information.”

It wastrue. Not only were the Kin involved in 99.9 percent of supernatura crime, but they also kept a
greedy eye on that tiny fraction that they didn't own. All well and good except for two things. "Why
would Caleb or Cerberus help us?"

"Wewaive our feefor last night'sjob.”

We hadn't exactly found out the info Cerberus had wanted, but we had discovered therewasaspy in his
organization. We aso might have sent Boaz to the pet cemetery. | know | was keeping my fingers
crossed. Asfor earning Cerberuss goodwill, it might be enough. That and afifty-thousand freebie. It was
ahope, not much of one, but something. That |eft only the second problem.

"What if..." | grimaced in saf-disgust asthe words stuck in my throat. Y eah, this wasthe way to get her
back. Thiswasthe way to be her salvation. Being afraid to look at the entire picture, being too cowardly
to even say thewords. "What if it'sjust aguy?' | said bleakly.

"Jugt... what do you mean?" It wasn't often Niko was puzzled. And it was far more rare that my mind
moved faster than hisrazor-sharp one. We'd lived thislife so long, even he had trouble seeing beyond it.

"What if it'sjust anut? Y our average human psycho,” | said bluntly. A rapist, amurderer, amonster of
grictly human origin. What the hell would Cerberus know about your average Gein or Dahmer holed up
in Mommy's basement? "What do we do then?”

"A demonisademon, Ca. If heshuman, hell asmply be easier to kill. Finding him won't be any more
difficult," he said with absolute conviction.



Aslieswent, | wasn't sureif it was solely for me or if hewaslying to himsdf too. Theredly good liesare
flexible that way. Two days later we made aded with the devil and al lieswent out the window. And so
did the comfort that went with them.

Chapter 8

Caleb's message was stained with blood, fresh and red.

It wasn't George's blood. No, thewarm liquid flowed freely from another source, the message itsdlf. That
would be Flay, or, as he was better known, our old pa Snowball. A message, he wasn't bright enough to
be a messenger. Inert piece of shit wasthe best he could hopefor.

He had come to our door only minutes ago. After two days... two days of no deep aswe scoured the
city. Endlesdy faling. Two days of hating mysdlf for not telling her what she wanted to hear, not telling
her the truth of what | felt for her. | could've been honest with her for once. | could've made her happy.
Could've made mysdlf happy, but no. Why the fuck would | want to do that?

And then Caleb had called this morning. He'd accepted our deal when Niko called days ago, accepted it
promptly. We would waive our fee for the Boaz job and the Kin would help search for George. Hetold
usthat Cerberus would be sure to go along. Not a problem. The Alphaknew agood business deal when
he saw it. We should've been suspicious, but we weren't. It was agood deal for them. Y eah, we just
didn't know how good. At least, for Caleb.

He'd said held send Flay, hiswolf, with information on what they'd found so far in their search. Helied.
That wasn't the information Flay had come bearing at al, and what he had brought was now causing the
living shit to be beaten out of good old Snowball. We'd thought Cerberus had aspy in his organization.
Hedid and he didn't. The spy was Caleb, but he wasn't in the organization. Wasn't Cerberus's
accountant. Didn't work for Cerberus at all, although he coveted something of his pretty fiercely, it
seemed. He was the one, however, who had |eaked the information to Boaz that we were coming. Hed
wanted to know if we could "handl€" ourselves. Lucky us, we proved that we could. And when we did,
he had taken George. Now he wanted to make atrade. He wanted us to do the dirty work, and it was
Flay's bad luck he got to pass aong thislittle tidbit of joy. Get mewhat | want or your little psychic dies.
"Dies'—that wasn't the word Flay had dutifully parroted in his shattered-glass voice. It was something far
worse than that.

My hands circled the wolfs throat and dammed his head one more time against the floor. Crimson
bloomed brilliantly againg the blank canvas of hiswhite hair and trailed from the corner of his mouth
across transparently pae skin. And with the next thudding blow our floor turned red aswell. The contrast
wasn't as striking asit could be, but it still made me happy. Very, very happy. Goddamn ecdtatic, in fact.

"If hekillshim, it could make thingsworse." Goodfellow's voice came faintly through the haze, sounding
indifferently musing and not particularly sympathetic to a certain albino wolf. " Of course, could isn't
necessarily would."

While Robin didn't have strong fedlings elther way about FHay living or dying, Niko did. A hand fisted



itsdf in the back of my shirt and lifted me off thewolf. "Cd, stopit.”

With the sound of tearing cloth, | pulled away from his grip. The rage was awhite-hot noisein my brain
that blocked any other emotion from penetrating. But that was fine by me. | loved rage. It was better than
fear or pain or agony. Better than despair, guilt, and desperation. Y eah, rage was my friend right now,
and | wasn't ready to turn loose of it yet.

But before my hands could regain their grip | was yanked backward again, thistime with an unyielding
arm around my throat. "Don't make me choke you out, little brother,” Niko warned quietly a my ear,
"because| will."

Sucking in abreath that did little to tame the bubbling acid rising through my stomach and lungs, | rested
my chin on Niko'sarm. | stared down at the blood on my hand that made the fist | formed dippery and
warm. The gtitches that wresthed my other arm from elbow to hand were torn in spots and lesking my
own blood to mix with Flay's. "Okay." It came out strangled and hoarse and that had nothing to do with
the arm pressed against my neck. "I'll be"—the grin that twisted my face was carved with the darkest of
knives—"good."

"Good isardativeterm. Aslong asyou don't kill him." Thearm fell away as Niko amended grimly, "At
least not quite yet.”

Not yet. | could livewith not yet... just barely.

Niko crouched beside the falen Flay. He took in the blood, the lipslocked in arictus of pain, the ruby
quartz eyesfull of seething fury. "Not agood day for you," Niko observed icily. "Quite ashame.”

"Oh, | don't know." Still leaning againgt the kitchen counter, Robin examined his latest manicure. "Caeb
seemslike aprogressive creature. Perhaps our hairy friend here has anice worker's comp package. This
may be adream cometruefor him." The smile he flashed was vulpine. "Then again, funerd benefits might
be even better."

"Now... I'm certain Caeb haslong deserted his office, but why don't you verify that for me." Niko
straightened the collar of the wolfs black jacket with exquisite care, then wrapped his hand lightly around
hisaready bruised throat. Hisfingers rested on the carotid pulse. "If you lie, I'll know it, and then... well,
then I'll have to hurt you. Perhaps even maim you for life. And | don't want that. | don't enjoy setting a
bad example for my impressionable younger brother. So, please, do cooperate.”

It was along speech for Nik, and he meant every word of it. Standing behind him, | watched as white
lashes blinked with an uneasiness the automatic snarl couldn't hide. Working his mouth, Hay turned his
head cautioudy in Niko's grip and spit blood onto our floor. Oversized pointed yellowed teeth showed as
hislips pedled back and he gave astrangled hiss. "Gone. Caleb... gone.”

Big surprise.

"Do you know where heis?' Thelong fingerstightened on the pae throat until they dmost sank from
sght. "And, Hay, do think carefully before you answer. An abino wolf might not ever be Alphain the
pack, but a paralyzed wolf isfive steps below alame sheep.”

Hay didn't haveto think. His options were extremely limited at the moment and he knew it. With hatred
warping thelines of hisfaceinto aviolent mask, hetold thetruth. "No. Don't. Dont... know. Gone."

Caleb was gone and damn unlucky Flay waseft in his place. Murderous, stupid, and too loyd for his
own good—it wasn't acombination tailor-made for survival. Now ask meif | give ashit. Braced on one



knee, my brother continued to study the increasingly blue wolf under his hand. When the blue shaded to a
delicate lilac and Flay's hedls began to drum against the floor, Niko released him. "Annoying.” Standing,
he repested, "Very annoying.” Insnuating atoe under the wheezing, coughing wolf's side, he expertly
flipped him over onto his ssomach and pulled his hands behind him. "Handcuffs" he said tersdly.

Despite being in the midst of emotions as malignant as any cancer, | felt my eyebrowsrise. We didn't
have handcuffs. It wasn't asif we were going to drag ahowling, jaywalking ghoul downtothelocd jall. If
any eventudity could be prepared for, Niko would be standing at the front of theline. But this? But
before| could ask what the hell he was talking about, Goodfellow dangled a pair from afinger. "1 could
show you something in avelvet-lined manacle," he offered matter-of-factly, "but | doubt you would be
interested.”

With asideways glance, | took them and handed them to Niko, murmuring into hisear, "1 know you two
bonded while | was off trying to destroy the world, but exactly how did you go about it?'

The provoked indignation narrowing Nik's eyes was faked, but it helped. It did. Asmuch asit could.
"Needlepoint, mainly," he said with aquirk of hislips. "Backgammon on occasion.” Cinching the cuffs
tight enough to draw a protesting groan, he yanked the panting wolf to hisfeet. Pointing at the couch, he
ordered, "Sit." Foam on hislips, both from near strangulation and fury, Flay staggered, then obeyed.
"Good boy. Behave and | won't kill you. Misbehave... and | ill won't kill you." Niko didn't smile often,
and thistiny, letha curve of the lipswas no exception. "But, Hay, my fluoride-chalenged friend, this not
killing of you? It will last awesk.... minimum.”

Flay wasn't at the top of his puppy class by any stretch of the imagination, but he got the drift. Ducking
his head, boneivory and scarlet, he stared sullenly downward. White lips writhed. "Behave."

"That is S0 what Daddy likesto hear." Robin moved over to Niko, then leaned past, and with amotion
so fast that | barely caught the blur of it, he rammed a butcher knife from the kitchen into the
millimeters-thick space separating Flay's legs. George was cherished, and by more than just me. With the
handle resting snugly againgt his goody bag, the wolf went instantly green. It wasn't asif he could get
much paler. "Simply because I'm third in line for your company, you parasite-ridden cur, | don't want you
thinking I'll missmy turn,”" the puck said slkily. Straightening, Goodfd low tilted hishead in Nik's
direction. "Sorry. | know you chop your tofu with that." Then hiseyes cut to meand hegave a
digparaging sniff. "Or trim your toenails.”

More desperate humor that fell flat, but | appreciated the effort. | gppreciated anything that for a split
second kept me from picturing George in Caeb's keeping. His not-so-gentle keeping. He'd fooled me,
the son of abitch. | should've known teeth like that are never purely decorative.

"Snowbal." | wiped Flay's blood from my hands onto my jeans. " Snowball, Snowbdl." Resting my foot
againg the coffeetable, | rammed it hard enough againgt his knees that the wood splintered and he
howled in pain. Oddly enough, thet fell squarely in the category of things| just didn't give a shit abot.
When he was done moaning, and it wasfairly quick—

Caleb had hired atough bastard—I asked in avoice empty and sterile, "So, what does the son of a bitch
want?'

Flay's voice droned. On and on. A broken chunk of word here, abit of twisted-meta phrase there—he
coughed up Cdeb'singructions... aong with the occasiond spray of blood. Y eah, wasn't that a shame?
Not too surprisingly, it wasn't going to be smple. That didn't mean we couldn't do it. We could. To get
George back we could do anything. And afterward, Caleb wouldn't live long enough to enjoy hislittle
trinket.



"A crown?' Robin echoed disparagingly. "Redly? That ook went out long before toupees and polyester
did, but if Caeb is so determined, I'm sure any rhinestone-loving street vendor can help him out.”

"It... specid. Specid," Fay pushed out doggedly. Hed dready said that. Trouble was, he didn't know
what type of specid it was. He had adescription; hell, he had afull-color sketch in his pocket, but why
Caeb lugted after the damn thing... on that, he couldn't guess. That was making the generous assumption
Flay had the brain cellsto even wonder at hisbosss motivation.

On the paper, Caeb's desire was depicted asasmple circlet of metal, an oddly rosy gold. It didn't look
like much, but that didn't change the fact that to get it was going to take some doing. Cerberushad it. The
Cerberus we'd thought we were dedling with dl dong. Caeb didn't work for him, but Hay did.

Snowball, double agent. 1t was laughable and even Flay knew it. Niko had asked him why he couldn't
sniff around and find the thing himsalf since he was one of Cerberuss own. "Stupid.” Bloody lipstwisted.
"Stupid. Caleb say. Cerb... erussay.” The eyesflared in dull outrage, but there was also acceptance.
Flay recognized hislimitations, no matter how he might resent them. Since both his bosses derided him,
Caleb must've been paying the most. Betraying someone like Cerberus couldn't come cheap.

Hay might not have been smarter than your average toilet fungus, but Caeb was. Hed planned thisall
perfectly. We'd proved we could take on awolf as powerful as Boaz. In the same stroke we'd also been
given anin with Cerberus. Wed kicked Boaz's ass, maybe killed him. Cerberus couldn't help but have a
least amild interest in someone who had taken down hisriva. It would get us an audience with His Furry
Maedy if nothing ese.

There was more from FHay, but it was dl repetition. Usdless bullshit. | walked away as Flay mumbled on.
Just... waked away. Down the hadlway, into Niko's room, and out of the window. The metd of thefire
escape clattered under my weight as| sat. The evening air was thick and humid, unwilling to cool, and the
snarled traffic moved duggishly like aturbulent river of overheated metd. | rested folded arms on raised
knees and let my eyesunfocus. | kept my eyeson theriver, traveling with it asthe light disappeared from
the Sky and hundreds of lights blossomed below. Y elow, white, and eye-searing blue, ariver full of gars.

"|sthereroom?'

Wordlesdy, | moved over and Niko settled beside me, shoulder to shoulder. " Goodfellow Ieft to seeif he
can trace Caeb with his much vaunted ‘connections,' " he said quietly after amoment. "He's also taking
careof Hay."

| didn't ask what he meant by that. I'd like to have hoped it was shorthand for Robin shoving the wolf
headfirst down the garbage disposdl, but unfortunately | had my doubts. My brother was too smart for
that. Whether weliked it or not, Flay was our only real connection to Caleb and Cerberus. Keeping him
alive wasthe only choice we had, asmuch as | hated it. Maybe Robin would board him at the nearest
kennel and have him neutered while hewas at it. Hell, | could dream, couldn't I?

"We have agtarting point, Cd. It's something.”
| gave adistant nod. Sure. It was something. And theriver flowed on.

With olive-skinned hands clasped loosely over aknee, Niko waited. He patiently sat with mein silence,
and it waswhat | needed; it wasdl | was capable of right then. | didn't try to guess how many hoursl
was out there or how many Niko sat at my side, but when | finally spoke my voice was rusty with disuse.
"What's one more undercover gig, right?’

His eyes moved from the flowing lightsto me. "After what you've been through, | never thought there
would be atimethat | would wish | weren't human. Y et lately it seemsto happen more and more.”



Niko couldn't go with me. A half Auphe might be reviled, but a human was less than nothing. Y ou don't
fraternize with your food. And you definitely don't hireit. "Promise would never let you around dl those
foxy were-babes anyway." | tried for agrin but my mouth wouldn't cooperate. | closed my eyesand
leaned my head back againgt the window frame. Y ou'll fill bethere, Cyrano, in al the waysthat count.
Every ass| kick will bethanksto you."

"It should be enough for ateacher." There was the faintest whisper of cloth against cloth. "It's not.”

It was abitch of pogition for Niko to bein, worse than the poker game. Thistime there would be no
wire, no bailout if | got into trouble. No way to even know if | wasin trouble. While awire could go
undetected for the few hours a poker game would take, it wouldn't do for deep cover, the kind where
you lived and breathed your role every minute of the day. But I'd be dl right. Hell, I'd only be faking what
I'd been in redity the year before.

"You don't havetogoinaone”

But | did. Robin couldn't go. Most of the monsters considered pucksinveterate liars and thieves, capable
of bleeding you dry between one breath and the next. Greedy, rapacious, and incurably light-fingered.
Goodfdlow wasn't like that. Well, okay, maybe he was, but he was dso afriend. But even if the wolves
thought Robin was pure as the driven snow and worthy of afriendly butt sniffing or two, | didn't want him
inthedirect line of fire. Promise either. Look what had happened to George. Just goddamn |ook.

"Yeah, Nik, | do," | said solidly, opening my eyes and turning to him.

"No." He exhaled and forged on without visble emotion. "I can't go, but you're forgetting Flay. Robin's
turning him looseinthemorning.”

"Rover?Youvegot to bekidding," | said increduloudy. "He's a crotch-sniffing moron.”

"Y es, but he's Cerberus's crotch-sniffing moron. Caeb gave him to usfor areason. We would be stupid
not to usehim." A pigeon, silver and white, flashed overhead in the twilight. "And right now we can't
afford to be stupid, for Georginas sake."

Truth. | shoved fingersin my hair and tried to clear the thicknessin my throat. "What do you think this
thingisfor?" | asked abruptly. "What Caeb wants." | doubted serioudy that he wasinto it for the fashion
aspect only. There was a purposeto it, had to be.

"That's agood question and Promise isworking on that as we speak. She said it will keep her scarce for
aday or two."

"So much for romance, huh?' The dating life of vampire and do-it-yoursdlf ninjaonce again took a
backseat to my train wreck of alife. "Sorry," | said briefly.

"Don't bean ass, Cd," he said sharply. "None of this has anything to do with you. With both of us, yes,
but not just you. Caleb wanted us asateam. | may not be on theinside with you, but that doesn't mean
I'll beidle." No, Niko could never bethat. If something happened, he would have to find another way to
save George.

"Any guilt on thiswe sharefifty-fifty," he continued. ™Y ou understand that, don't you?' No one had away
of turning aquestion into athreat quite like my brother.

"Gotcha" | climbed to my feet and gave Niko thefaintest of smiles. ™Y ou're the king of tough love,
Cyrano. All hail theking."



The long nose snorted. "Y ou on bended knee. Why can | not picture that?' He nudged me toward the
window. "Go to bed, Cal. Y ou need the deep or you won't be any good to anyone tomorrow. Not to
me. Not to Georgina," hefinished serioudy.

Hewasright. But it didn't stop the sound of her name from hitting me like a punch to the gut. Still, I'd
made a promise. No more angsting, no more wailing and beating of the breast. It wasn't helping me, and
it wasn't helping George.

Right now, nothing was.

Chapter 9

Cerberus.

Let'stalk about Cerberus. Days ago, when this shit had begun, Promise had said she didn't know what
his"difference” was, why he was consdered damaged and unfit by most of hisfelow Kin. And | hadn't
thought any more about it. In the beginning, | didn't care. Andintheend... | didn't care, athough for
different reasons. Apathy versus berserk rage, yet the results were the same.

But back to my new boss, Cerberus. There were alot of thingsto be said about Cerberus, but let's focus
on the primary one.

Cerberus was freaky as shit.

| wasn't saying that | hadn't seen some weirdnessin my day. Nothing could be further from the truth. So
while Cerberus wasn't the most bizarre thing 1'd ever come across, he was damn close. And would it
have killed Hay to just throw out the word "twins'? Granted, Snowball was asincoherent as your typical
pot-smoking fast-food worker, but one smple word was dl | was asking for. Okay, | might have
wondered why twins went by one name, but | might have been alittle more prepared. Because,
honestly... | took acloser look... damn.

"Hay saystha—" one began.
"Youwishtojoinus" the other finished.

| hoped that they didn't do thet alot. It was disturbing. .. like acutesy gum commercid gone horrificaly
wrong. There was no pleasure here to be doubled, that was for damn sure. Taking aseat in one of the
two chairsfacing the desk, | leaned back in the opulent leather and tried to give the impression that | was
unruffled by what stared at me from behind the desk. "What better place for someone like me? I've heard
you look past differences, past"—I didn't have to fake the bitter twist of my lips—"bad breeding.”

Look at me. Cool and calm. Hell on wheels and the biggest balls around. That was on the outside. On
theinside | had to wonder if | was more than alittle nutsto be pitting my woefully amateur undercover
skillsagang that. | definitely saw why that son of a bitch Caleb wanted someone elseto do hisdirty
work. To givemy own eyesares, | snatched afleeting look around the office. The place was apaace.



All that was missing was the harem. Although, to give credit where credit was due, Cerberus did have a
good gtart. A succubus was filing her three-inch pointed nails while draped liquidly over acouch against
thefar wall. With hair of midnight blue and storm-cloud slver cascading on her shoulders, shegavemea
quick pout that had her finely scaled mother-of-pearl breasts heaving. A flutter of sapphire-colored
eyelashes over liquid black eyes ended the flirtation, and she went back to ignoring me.

Cerberus, on the other hand, studied me unblinkingly from behind adesk the sze of asmdl car. At least,
one of them did. One head stared at me with danted brown eyesthat flared molten gold asthe other
turned to address the guard at the door. "Find Orrin. He's overdue and | want areport." The voice was
cold and utterly emotionless, just like the eyes. It was unusud for awolf. Whether it was raging anger,
murderous glee, or overwhelming horniness, the lupines usudly woretherr tiny heartsand even tinier
minds on their deevefor everyoneto see. The difference in Cerberus was startling and alittle troubling.

Both of the heads had zeroed in on me now, and I made a mental note to kick mysdlf later on for not
wondering how Cerberus had gotten his name. The three-headed dog guarding the gates of hdll... this
Cerberus had only the two heads, but, hey, who was | to bitch? Humans produced conjoined twins on
occasion and so did the animal kingdom, but I'd never heard of the wolf community producing any. As
I'd thought to mysdlf earlier, weakness was not tolerated in lycanthropic society, and asarule awolf like
Cerberus should've been prompitly killed at birth with one swipe of its mother's jaws. How these two had
survived was amystery, adamn unnerving one. There had to be aname for that type of conjoining. Niko
would know it... if hewere here. One heavily built body, two deek heads with identica vulpine faces,
short black hair dicked back into an impenetrable pelt over well-shaped skulls—that was the human
form of Cerberus. | wasn't looking forward to seeing the wolfen version. Unlike Snowball, Cerberuswas
of the old breeding; he could choose to be either wolf or human.

Thetwinswore asuit in charcod gray, expensive even to my untrained eye, and, benegth that, an
ebony-colored shirt with two mandarin-style collars. It must have been abitch to accommodate the
unnaturally broad shoulders and bifurcated spind column, but the unknown tailor had risen to the
chdlenge. Thick but immaculately manicured nailstapped the desktop in avagudy familiar rhythm. Then
ithit me

Peter and the Wolf. Jesus, this guy was something el se. "Bad breeding indeed.” Identical broad noses
flared to gather my scent. "A foul, disgudting joining.”

The oneto theright had spoken first and then the one on the lft. | redlized | was going to haveto either
designate them as Cerberus One and Cerberus Two in my head or smply go with the flow and think of
them as one creature, as Cerberus seemed to think of himself.

"Foul and disgusting,” | drawled, douching down farther and crossing my ankles. "That's me. But I'm dso
loydl, if the money'sright. | can take care of mysdf, not to mention pretty much anything elsethat crosses
my path.” Thegrin | flashed thistime wasn't bitter, but it was still dark. .. dark and gleeful. And then |
gave him the cherry on top. "And I'm mean.”

Inwolf termsthat meant onething. | played with my food. It was atrait with which any of the Kin would
find favor—because, after dl, killing isbusiness. But torture? That's art.

"Ah, isthat s07" The nails stopped tapping, fingers stilled. The eyestook in the stitches that showed on
my wrigt, peeking from benegath the deeve of my jacket. "Boaz."

"A bad poker player,” | snorted. "And aworse loser." He was bound to have heard of the Boaz incident
and not just from Hay. | only hoped the fight had been wild enough to make the details less than clear.
Promise, as shewasn't hereto kick my ass, | could pass off asalover or an employer. Niko, however...



"He playsless now that he rotsin a Jersey pet cemetery.” There wereidentical cold grins, and then a
lessthan-casud "I hear there was a human there who did damage as well. Blond, with asword.” The
head on the right was still with me. The one on the left had let his grin disappear and hiseydidsfdl toa
brooding half-mast, but il kept his gaze fixed on me. Fixed on me hard.

"Yeah." | gavealight sneer. "I figured he was abouncer.” Cerberus had only to check to know that
wasnt true, but even if hedid, | hadn't said Niko was the bouncer... only that | thought he was. Facing
my prospective new employer, I'd take uninformed and not particularly bright over thelabd of liar any
day. "A puck will hire anything. But to give credit whereit's due, he wastough." My sneer deepened.
"For ahuman."

"For asheep," came the correction. The massve body shifted, only dightly, but it still displaced theair
like an avalanche. There was an innate sense of power about Cerberus, more natural than supernatural.

A force of nature—tornado, hurricane, earthquake—it could be more destructive than any monster. |
could see FHay's motivation to betray him. With this holding your leash, how could you fail to be
chronically pissed? No doubt Cerberus didn't react to failure well. Hell, abad hair day probably resulted
in bodies far and wide. Flay wasn't the quickest, wasn't the smartest. He had to screw up on occasion.
And he was bound to pay the price. Maybe it wasn't money he wanted for his betraya—maybe it was
smply revenge. But whatever Flay's reasoning, he had gotten me an audience with Cerberus. Now it was
my job to make it work.

"For asheep,” | agreed lazily.

"You're haf-shegp aswell.” A knuckle, thick and large, rapped the satin surface of his desk once.
Immediately the succubus abandoned her couch and nail fileto dink over. And avery definite dink it
was. It wasn't al sexud (athough certainly that was abig portion of it). It was partly the snake genes.
Succubi couldn't walk without awiggle even if they wanted to. She moved behind Cerberus and began a
dow massage, paying equa attention to both necks. Not stopping there, she used aforked black tongue
to caress the curve of each ear. Considering my own genetic makeup, | didn't have alot of room to talk,
but that didn't op aninner " gah™ and shudder.

| tried to ignore the Wild Kingdom mating blegps and blunders before my eyes and tilted my head
dightly. "Yeah, Mom. What awoman. Therewasn't adick that wasn't her friend, demonic or not." Of
course that wasn't precisely true. Sophia had done it for the money, but now was not the time to be
gplitting hairs

"Human or Auphe. Hard to determine which is more objectionable.” Both heads exhaled and then said
together with distaste, "Human."

To them it was probably true. Auphe had been feared and loathed, but they were still reluctantly
respected. Humans, though. .. what was there to respect about them? From a Kin point of view,
absolutely nothing. "And what happened to your dut of a sheep mother—"

"Who fornicated above her gation?"
| smiled. It was ahappy smile. Pure, honest, and satisfied.
"| ate her."

Of course, | hadn't actudly eaten Sophia, but | couldn't help thinking she would'vefit in here better than |
did. Hay wasintroducing me to creatures with no conscience and aleg-humping rampant sexudity, and
that was Sophiaal over. The process of introduction wasn't exactly painless, but | wasn't sure who was
more put out by it: my new co-workers or me.



Needlessto say, | wasn't enjoying it. But | had to pretend that | was. The story went that Flay had
known someone who had known someone who was the cousin of someone who'd been at the bar when
the poker game went down. Or the equivaent of it. And that's how he'd come to make my unparaleled
acquaintance. It wasweak, but it made more sense than that he had tracked down the presumed Boaz
dayer on hisown initiative. Anyone who'd met Snowball would know that was damn unlikely. So, for
now, Flay and | were buds, pals... probably borrowed each other'sflea collar on aregular basis. Until |
could kill him, that'sthe way it would haveto be.

Cerberus had his office in a converted warehouse on Watts Street. | didn't know why he needed all that
space, but at least it wasn't quite as clichéd as setting up shop in abar or strip club. While his office was
an oasis of al that was rich and decadent, the rest of the place was typica. Concrete floor, high
unfinished calling, the smdl of sawdust and mold, puddles of suspiciousfluids... | glared a FHay and
shook my foot. Dropletsflew through the air and | gave an annoyed hiss at the ammoniastench. Y ou
walk upright, most of thetime, and you fur balls aren't even housetrained? Jesus.”

Flay bared histeeth at me. It could've been agrin, could've been athreat; it was hard to say. It was aso
hard to care ether way. "Fenrik. Jaffer. Lijah. Mishka."

It seemed that Snowbal, brain cell diminished or not, was as good at ignoring me asvice versa. He
coughed up the names asif | hadn't just shaken stale piss on hisleg. The four wolves they belonged to
dared at me asif 1'd fallen from the sky. White-eyed, lips stretched to nothing, and claws shredding the
cardboard cardsthey held... they had me amending the thought. They stared at me asthough I'd falen
from the sky to rape their women, turn their children into beer cozies, and try to sell them life insurance,

| grinned with faithless and maevolent cheer, then sketched acasud wave. "Hey, fellas, I'm the new guy.
Bet you didn't smell that coming."

Inthe sllence, astring of sdlivadripped from one foreshortened muzzle to pool on the crate that doubled
asamakeshift table.

"What? No fruit basket?' | leaned down and picked up acard, bending it back and forth between my
fingers. "Poker again. Y ou pupsredly have athing for the game, don't you?'

"Auphe." It wasthe one that Flay had designated as Lijah that spoke. Jaffer, of the unhappily wet muzzle,
smply continued to stare and drooal.

"Redly? Where?' | looked over my shoulder. Turning back, | rocked on my hedls and folded my arms.
"Oh, you mean me?Hardly. Half-Auphe a best. Maybe a hint in my profile” | tilted my head to give
them thefull effect. "Or in my sparkling persondity.”

"Definitdy the humor of an Auphe," grunted Fenrik, ashort but impressively squat wolf. "Funny asan
infected and gland." Hetook ahandful of Jaffer's shaggy hair and shook the head without mercy. Clumps
of fur flew. "You're awolf, you neutered bastard. Act like one."

Jaffer cowered under the treatment and hastily wiped his mouth with ahairy arm. Fire engine red, the pelt
gprang up in tuftsfrom his arms and beneath the collar of his'Y ankees sweatshirt. The hair on hishead he
kept cut to about an inch in length, but it stood straight up. It looked like a brush fire was racing across
his skull. His eyes were round and yellow and hisface afurred expanse of muzzle and wet nose. Jaffer
didn't go out much, | was guessing. For dl intents and purposes he was an upright wolf with abuzz cut.
Therewas no way he could pass. Not at night, not among the drunkest of humans. | felt an unwilling tug
of sympathy for him. Therest of us monstersin theroom could. | could fool any human. And Flay,
Fenrik, Lijah, and Mishka, while not completely normal, could walk the streets with no more than afew
curious glances. Actudly Fenrik appeared nearly as human as| did except for his eyes. Almost white, the



slver blue was the same color as ahusky's eyes. His hair nearly matched. Despite that, he wasn't old,
late thirties maybe. When helooked at me, | thought | saw aglitter of interest behind the repugnance. He
might not love the Auphe, but he was curious to see one close-up.... even the bastardized shadow of
one. Fenrik would bear watching. He was smarter than the others.

Mishka had to be related to Jaffer. His hair was alesser red, more of adull copper, and his muzzle was
redly just apronounced overbite, the nose human. His eyes were agreen-and-gold hazdl. Lijah was
more greyhound than wolf. Whipcord lean, he had adeek fall of brindled hair. Black flecked with gold
and brown, it fell loose past his shoulders. It did agood job of concedling apair of pointed earsand a
jawlinefar too narrow for any distant relative of aprimate.

All inal, amotley crew, and except for Jaffer, they dl had an air of ruthless competence. They
possessed atautness, an invisible twitch under the skin that spoke of readiness and an aggressiveness
stronger than astarving shark's. Some wolves loved the chase. Loved the taste of blood on the run.
These guys definitey fell in the kill-to-run, run-to-kill category. Whatever the Kin might think of
Cerberus, he wasn't afool when it cameto hisboys. Even Flay. Snowball might be a betrayer and
unlikely to follow in Eingtein'sfootsteps, but he was tough. Resilient.

At the continuing silence, | moved over to shove Jaffer out of hischair. Fenrik was the obvious Alpha of
thislittle group and Jaffer just as obvioudy low wolf on the totem pole. | wasn't about to take his place.
The red wolf showed histeeth, oddly enough utterly human, but ducked and scuttled his way to one side.
"'Since I'm not much on butt sniffing as an introduction, why don't we play ahand?' | scooped up the
cards and gave them acasud shuffle. "I guarantee you'l get next month's dip-and-groom money off of
me. | suck."

Fenrik's pale eyes dilated and he changed. One second aman, the next awolf. Therewas only ablur
before my eyes, so quick that if 1'd blinked, | would've missed it. Boaz had been fast, atrait of the old
breeding, but thisguy... hewas quicker. | felt like applauding, so what the hell. | did. Three short claps.
"Goddamn,” | said. "1 didn't even have to buy aticket for the magic show. Isthere popcorn? Can | buy a
T-shirt whenit'sover?'

Two massive paws rested on the crate and black lips peeled back silently. It was shaping up to be Boaz
al over again, except thistime | was without Promise a my back or Niko busting down the door. And
those were not good things to be without, trust me. Reaching under my jacket, | pulled out my shiny new
gun. Flay had given it back to me after Cerberus had agreed to take me under his motherly wing. A thing
of beauty, it was, and only dightly smaller than an anti-aircraft gun. I'd learned my lesson with Boaz and
his boys, and | wanted stopping power thistime. With stainless stedl, a black rubber grip, and afuturigtic
barrel over ten incheslong, the .50 Magnum was most often being used in big-game hunting. If these guys
didn't count asbig game, then | didn't know what did. It weighed more than your average five-year-old
kid and | plunked it down with force on the crate between Fenrik and me. "Y ou're making me cranky,
Lasse" | said amiably. "Timmy might put up with your shit, but | won't."

The sllent snarl turned into a buzz-saw rumble that ripped the air to shreds. Apparently Lasse wasn't
particularly gppreciative of my shit either. Then an unlikely peacemaker stepped in. Red eyes annoyed,
Flay moved up to the crate, took ahandful of silver fur and another of my jacket collar, and then shook
us both—much as Fenrik had shaken Jaffer. "Work for Cerberus." He gave us another shake. " All work
for Cerberus." Letting go, he took my gun and shoved it back against my chest and then pushed Fenrik's
furry ass back down on hischair. "Stupid. Cerberus eat both. Stupid.” He folded his arms and shook his
head with disgust. " Shitheads.”

| stood corrected. There was an Alpha, but it wasn't Fenrik after dl. It was Hay. Flay of the doping
forehead, garbled speech, and self-proclaimed low 1Q. | didn't know what the hell | thought about that. |



reholstered my gun and reconsidered the Situation at hand. "What the hell. Getting eaten on my first day
isn't redly asound career plan anyway. Truce, Lasse?"

A naked Fenrik materidized out of the mass of wolf and stared a me with narrowed eyes. He might be
interested in me, but it didn't mean he liked me. Who knew? Maybe that interest was more oriented on
how ahalf Auphe would taste as opposed to sSmply seeing onein living color. Asfor hisnot liking me,
that | was used to. If the Situation were reversed, | probably wouldn't like me either.

"Truce." Fenrik ground out the reluctant word and started to dress. "I don't question the judgment of
Cerberus. Not evenin this.”

"That's big of you." Smart aswell. Cerberus didn't strike me asthe kind to tolerate dissent in hisranks.
At the ruby gleam aimed my way, | Sghed and shifted my shoulders. "How about lunch on the new guy?
Pizza Stesk. Y ou guys nameit. I'm buying.”

I'd been working since | was sixteen, when wed first gone on the run. Mostly in hole-in-the-wall bars,
placesthat didn't careif you disappeared one day. Places that paid you under the table and didn't givea
shitif you had ID or not. If I'd learned one thing there, it was that the way to coworker harmony was
through food. And dcohal. Lotsand lots of acohal. | might not drink much of it, but | could fork over
the money for it. "And I'll buy thefirst pitcher,” | added. "Anyone got a bag to put over Jaffer's head?'

Steak it was—naturally. About four cows worth. Below Fourteenth Street, the restaurant was
medium-sized, dark asacave, and fairly chegp. Of course, fairly cheap multiplied by five wolveswas
sure to empty the deepest wallet. There were porterhouse steaks al around, potatoes smothered in
butter, sour cream, and cheese, and a pitcher of beer per wolf. Just breathing the air around us would
harden your arteries, an exercise in secondhand cholesteral at its best. | chewed my own steak, rare—it
wouldn't do to look like a predator puny enough to like his meat well-done. Who would buy that? The
mouthful, harsh with the tang of blood, stuck in the back of my throat as| caught aglimpse of red inthe
gloom. A dim figure and copper hair, but the skin was creamy pae and the hair a short, straight cap. Not
George. The pretty waitress saw me watching her and smiled abit hesitantly. Considering the friends|
was keeping, | didn't blame her.

| ducked my head, breaking the contact, and grimly continued with my medl. | was Auphe. The Auphe
were ravenousin their appetites... dl of their appetites. If | hoped to stay under Cerberuslong enough to
find what | waslooking for, | would have to keep up with the boys. And right now the boys were making
their way through dabs of meat with the speed and finesse of tree shredders. | stabbed another barely
browned chunk with my fork, chewed, and chased it down with aswallow of beer. That was the one
thing | held back on. Asmuch as| needed to blend in, | couldn't afford to get drunk. | doubted I'd get
loose of lip and jump up on the table to do ahappy jig while singing the joys of being aspy. But it would
dow my reflexes, not to mention any pretension a wits| might have. So | stuffed myself with stesk and
occasionaly took asmall sip of the beer.

It should've been noticed. Would've been, infact, if Flay hadn't been helping himself to my glasson the
dy. Histolerance wasfine. The table was good-sized, but there were six of uswith enough food for five
buffets. It made for an impossible jumble of dishware. Since Flay was sitting beside me he could drain my
glass without suspicion. And he did so, frequently. | danted asdeways glance at him. No one had much
fathinhisintdlectua sills... Caeb, Cerberus, even Flay himsdlf, but | wondered. Did he maximizethe
minimal amount he had to work with? Or wasit low salf-esteem because of hiswolf-scorned abinism?

Let daytime TV sort it out. My concern was George and only George. To get her back, | would take any
help Flay would give me and be grateful for it. Right up until George was safe and Hay abadly skinned
rug on my bedroom floor. As he noticed my attention and met my gaze, | tapped my fork againgt the



edge of my plate and gave him asmile cold enough to burn my lips. White eyebrows lowered and alip
lifted just enough to reved one jagged tooth. Genius or idiot, either one would know what | was picturing
doing with that fork. Niko was more than capable of killing someone with the most innocent of kitchen
utendls. | don't know if | could or not, but | was perfectly willing to throw myself into the spirit of
experimentation and find out.

"More bear!"

Jaffer's durred voice shifted my attention. He was wearing a sweatshirt with the hood pulled so far over
hisfacethat | could see only thefaint glitter of his eyes and the wet shine of his nose, which seemed to be
getting progressively more damp. | shook my head and hoped | wasn't going to end up washing dishes
before thiswas over. The alcohol tab aonewas going to be staggering. "More beer itis” | held up five
fingersfor the waitress, then pointed a an empty pitcher. " Cerberus doesn't mind the liquid lunches?!

"Not so much," Fenrik grunted. "Most of our work isdone at night. During the day we just make
oursalves available in case anything comes up. Consider uson cdl.”

"Likedoctors," Jaffer said with ahappy durp of tongue. The spray of sdivahit me dl the way acrossthe
table and | reached for a napkin to blot my face.

Y eah, just like doctors. All they were missing were the stethoscopes. Dropping the napkin, | looked to
my right, where Lijah had finished histhird stesk while | was till working on my first. Thinasarail, but
damn if he couldn't pack it away. "Y ou guys been with Cerberuslong?”

There was a shrug of the lean shoulders. "'Long enough. Hes agood Alpha, aslong as you do what
youretold." He said it with a confidence tinged faintly with uneasiness.

"And doit well," Mishkaadded glumly, raisng ahand to reved three missng fingers. Doing what you're
told was easy enough... if that'swhat you wanted. Doing it well was sometimes alittle harder.

"Lookslike you screwed up at least once there, Mish." | pushed my plate awvay, my stomach tight with
food. "Or Cerberusis serioudy into the finger foods."

"Cerberusisagood Alpha," Fenrik repeated stone-faced. "He gives many a chance that no other Kin
would touch.” He pointed hisown fork a me. "Many likeyou."

Thethingwas... it wastrue. Well, not that there were many quite like me, but | got his point. There were
all sorts of mongters, layers upon layers and aways one worse than the next. Monsters being monsters,
there was a so prejudice, blatant and severe. If you were different, in any way, someone would be happy
to eat you for it. The nonhuman were completely honest in their hatred, no government mandate required.
Cerberus was a change from the norm. Overcoming his own difference—by sheer force and ariver of
blood, | was guessng—he'd gathered other outsiders around him. And hed made it work. Hed made
the Kin accept him and his pack. That was one hdlluvafesat, even for a cold-blooded Kin murderer.

"You'reright," | admitted as| reached for my wallet and turned it inside out over the table. "No one likes
the Auphe. No one respects ahuman. And no one, but no one, wants to work with either one. Cerberus
isthe Alphain my book.” | thumbed through the pile of cash. There was enough, barely, and | wedged it
under an empty pitcher. "Y ou guysfinish up the beer. I've got some businessto teke care of "

"What kind of busness?' Fenrik asked with immediate suspicion.
| aimed aleer at the gaggle of waitresses by the bar. "Guess.”

"Back... eight." Flay scowled. "Business... too. Cerberus business.”



"Eight. Gotcha."
"Human?' Mishkalooked at the waitresses and made a hissing sound of disgust. "They're soft. No fire."

"Hey, unlike your gas, humansarein heat all thetime." | tried for a Goodfellow tone, sdlaciousand
carnal. I'd heard it so often | could probably do areasonableimitationin my deep. "And they makea
nice snack afterward.” Slapping thetable, | headed ouit. .. just your average cannibalistic ladies man.
Nothing to see here. Outside, lunchtime had faded into late afternoon. The sky was blue tinged with
ydlow, the air heavy and thick. It glued my jacket to me with awallpaper paste of my own swedt. It
would've been ardief to sink into the dubious air-conditioning of ataxi, but in thisinstance comfort
would have to be sacrificed for caution. Wiping at the back of my neck, | trudged into the crowd and

hopefully disappeared.

The hostel room was several layers below disgusting. Or it had been. Now, thanksto my visitor, it was
immaculately nest and as Sterile as an operating room. Nik, only Nik. He couldn't do anything about the
bedspread and carpet of hideous, clashing colorsthat only aclown on acid could love or the
junkyard-cheap furniture, but the dirt was a different matter. He'd apparently scrubbed the place down
with ruthless efficiency and an entire vat of bleach. | closed the door behind me and gave alow whistle.
"Dr. Obsessve-compulsive, | presume.”

"You stink of beer and red meat." He sat cross-legged on the bed, a serene statue repeatedly tossing and
catching hisknife so quickly that it was asilver pinwhed spinning in thear before him.

"Bonding with the boys." | grabbed the desk chair and straddled it. "They ravaged my liver and then my
wadlet."

Thelong nose wrinkled fagtidioudy, but he let it go. ™Y ou weren't followed?"

"No." Which waswhy I'd walked, taken the subway ... doubled back at several stops, then walked
some more. Rubbing a my eyes, | asked, "Promise or Robin get any information on Caeb or his
crowvn?'

"Not sofar." Catching hisknife, he uncoiled and moved to the edge of the bed. Tapping my knee with
the point of histhrowing blade, he asked quietly, "Areyou al right?"

"Yeah," | said, dismissve. "Sofar I've just eaten steak and been hit with about agalon of drool. Nothing
to write home about."

There was one more tap, oddly reassuring; then the knife vanished. "And Cerberus?!

| grimaced, caught inthelie. "1 didn't need achange of shorts, but it was a close thing. He's a cold son of
abitch. Or they are. Hell, | don't know."

"Ah." Hismouth twitched, Niko's equivaent of asmug grin. "We may have come up empty on Caeb's
location or the history behind the crown, but getting a background on Cerberus was easily enough
accomplished. He has no secrets he wishes to keep hidden—on the surface, anyway. And the word
you've no doubt been searching for is ‘dicephalus.’ One body, two heads.”

"Smart-ass.” Theair of indugtrid-strength cleaner clung to the plagtic and imitation wood of my chair and
| swallowed asneeze. At least it smelled clean... for thefirst time. I'd been staying at the hostel on the

Bowery for two days now. | needed to be well and truly separated from the othersif Cerberus did some
cursory checking of hisown. | could've stayed someplace alittle more upscae, but | aso wanted to give



theimpresson | wasin thisfor the money. Just your average working stiff willing to kill, mutilate, and
wreak havoc for the Kin'sversion of minimum wage.

"How isFlay living up to hisfeloniousend?' he asked, his austere features tightened with minute distaste.
A traitor and a kidnapper's accomplice—neither would appeal to my brother's code of conduct, and
Flay was both.

"Believeit or not, pretty well." | frowned, then straightened to shrug off my jacket and holster. A gun that
szewas good for one thing and one thing only, and carrying it under your armpit wasn't that one thing.
Massaging the chafed areathrough my shirt, | continued. "Either he's smarter than we thought or hel's hell
onwhedsin theinginct department.”

"It could be both. Either way, don't be tempted to turn your back on him."
"Grandma, please,”" | snorted. "Who are you talking to here?"

"Y ou've been under too long aready. Y ou're speaking like athug." He reconsidered dryly, "Then again,
you've aways spoken like athug. That's one thing we can't lay at Caleb'sdoor.” Standing, he held out his
hand. The throwing blade had regppeared to lieflat across his padm. "It's balanced for you."

| took it and hefted it. Nik's were normally fegther-light, but this one was sgnificantly heavier. Mysdif, I'd
never owned one. | had my talents, but knife throwing wasn't one of them. "How do you know?" | said
skepticdly. "I don't use the toothpicks.”

"It'sweighted for abeginner—arank amateur. | believe that would cover you." With aresigned
exhdation, he patiently manipulated my hand into the correct position. "Not thet it matters. Thisoneisnt
designed to do much damage. All you haveto do ishit something... anything with thetip. It's
slver-painted glass. Under that isabit of eectronic elegance that will let usknow you need help.”
Satisfied with my grip, helet go. "That youreintrouble.”

"Yeof littlefaith,” | said absently, tucking the dtered blade away. He wasright, though. There waslittle
chancethat | would find the crown, stedl it, and make it out without running into some sort of trouble. We
both knew it, and Niko had to know it from a powerless distance. "Thanks, Cyrano. Worse comesto
worg, I'll bresk it over my own head.”

"It would be gratifying to see you useit for something," he retorted, leaving no doubts to what he was
referring.

"Y eah, yeah." Pushing the chair away, | headed to the bed and flopped onto my stomach. | was still
chronically short on deep. There were dreams. Dreams of red hair soaked with redder blood. | was
tired. So goddamn tired. | pillowed my head on my arms, closed my eyes, and delivered the bad news,
"Theresajob tonight. Eight. No ideawhat."

"Not unexpected.”" Histone said "not unexpected, but certainly unwanted.” There wasthe light squeeze of
fingerson my shoulder. "I'll bethere." Niko aready had the address of the warehouse from Flay. He
would be ableto follow us on whatever little job Cerberus had in mind. George wouldn't thank meif |
hurt someone innocent while trying to save her. And she would know. Hell, | would know. | rolled over
and grimaced at the sight of a cockroach trundling happily acrossthewall.

"Why didn't she seeit coming?" | asked abruptly.

The changein subject didn't throw him. Knowing Niko... or better yet, knowing Niko knowing me, |
redlized he had to have been aware the question was lurking in my mind somewhere. Therewasa



moment of slence as he considered the question. "Difficult to say,” he said thoughtfully. "I would say that
perhaps Georgina can't 'see’ herself. At the center of her own psychic nexus, there could be anatura
blind spot that surrounds her. But..."

"But what?' | prompted, when he paused.

There was the warmth of affection underlying the next words. "But knowing Georgina, she most likely
smply didn't look."

Hadn't looked. And the thing was, | knew that was exactly what had happened. I'd known it al aong,
but | didn't want to admit it to mysdlf. If | admitted it, then | also had to admit that it could've been
avoided. It meant that if George had managed to overcome that whole "what's meant to be is meant to
be" crap, even for just aminute, she might be safe now. If she had for once recognized like the rest of us
that life was brutaly short and mercilessy chaotic, she might have used alittle goddamn common sense.
She might be safe.

Blaming George for her own kidnapping—how much of abastard did that make me? Maybe | deserved
those dreams. From the exhaustion cregping in, | wasn't going to be able to avoid them much longer
anyway. | rolled back over, subject closed. "Nap time. See you tonight, Nik."

"Doubtful." The mock disdain was a shade less convincing than usud. "I'm thewind, invisible.
Untouchable. Unknowable." Then he made asubject change of hisown. "How's your arm?"

"Fing," | murmured, voice and thoughts equally thick. "What aam?"
"That'swhat | thought."

He might have said something further, but | was out.

Chapter 10

| woke up to the near-simultaneous sounds of a quietly closing door and the less subdued beeping of the
alarm clock. Spitting out amouthful of bedspread, | silenced the squealing box on the bedside table with
adap. | rolled out of bed and trudged to the door to check the hdl, but Niko was aready gone. Ashed
sad... thewind. Hed stayed to watch over mewhilel dept, and | vaguely remembered the occasiona
touch to my shoulder that had brought me out of nightmaresinto blissfully empty deep. Hed dso left a
present for me on the table beside the clock. Hydrogen peroxide, antibiotic ointment, and a happily
informative note telling me to clean my gangrenous arm before he was forced to chop it off. Brotherly
love, the origina sweet-and-sour dish.

| did as| wastold. Contrary | might be, but truthfully the wounds were reddened and puffy. And the last
thing | needed was for an infection to dow me down while | wasin the midst of the dog pound. First |
showered and took care of my arm, and then | made my way back to the warehouse for my first day on
thejob. | couldn't say that | was exactly showered with camaraderie when | stepped through the doors,
but a beery burp and perfunctory growl instead of sincere oneslet me know | was one of the gang. A



handful of murderous lupines, and | had their acceptance. | didn't want it, but | needed it. | needed it
badly.

What | didn't need, however, was the foul and stinking breath ruffling the hair a my nape, but it wasthere
dl thesame.

"Doyamind?" | snapped. "I'm half-human, and | need the oxygen, okay? Y our funky stench isn't quite
satisfying the lungs." It was arevenant. If you could say one thing about Cerberus, it wasthat he was
down and dirty committed to the equal-opportunity concept. A revenant... Jesus. Forget their pleasing
and well-rounded persondities for the moment; their stink alone could clear acity block. Eat the dead,
smdll likethe dead; it was alogic that couldn't be escaped. Not that they were above awarm meal once
inawhile. Dead was just a preference.

Therewas ahisslike an angrily deflating balloon, but the heet retreated from the back of my neck. | felt
theiron gtiffness of my spinereax dightly. The stuation was tense enough;, it didn't need poisonous gas
emanating from this shithead's filthy poresto make it worse. Cerberus had personally given usour
marching ordersfor the night. It had been in the office again, but thistime hewas aone... except for his
meal. The succubus was nowhere to be seen, which was too bad. Whether she would know any deep,
dark secrets such as where Cerberus kept his jewelry box was questionable. The head honchos didn't
strike me asthe typesto spill the post-coital beans, but who knew? Onething | did know was that
Goodfellow would be better quaified to find out. At the end of that exchange, if anyone were sucked dry
of their lifeforce, 1'd bet my first Kin paycheck that it wouldn't be Robin. A dirty job, hed say, isthe
very best kind.

My dirty job, amuch less enjoyable one, was watching Cerberus eat. Wolves liked to eat, big surprise,
amogt as much asthey liked mating and killing. They gave anew twist to the old adage: If you can't egt it
or screw it, you may aswell kill it. Fine asfar asit went, but wolveswere of amind to do at least two at
once... if not dl three. The whole species wasn't psychoticaly bloodthirsty, not entirely. But as | watched
aliver ripped from agaping wound and shredded under bloodstained fangs, | found that truth hard to
hold on to.

Cerberus hadn't completely changed to wolf form, which wastoo bad. That might not have been as
disturbing. The hands had thickened and gnarled, sprouting claws and afine downy coat of black hair.
Teeth had € ongated to fangs as thick as my thumb and haf again aslong. The two skulls had flattened
into wicked wedges with overgrown jaws, low foreheads, and moist flaring nogtrils. Otherwise, the
mostly hairlessfaces and ferocioudy intdligent eyes till looked human. The body itself was nude and
faintly sheened with the same migting of black hair found on the hands. The nudity was acombination of a
wolf's natura lack of shame and a convenient way to avoid ruining the expensive suit folded off to one
side. Cerberus wasn't what you'd consider atidy eater. Asthe body crouched over its dinner, blood
splattered onto its broad chest. Still, if it weren't for the hands and faces, it would be possible to take
them for men... hairy men, but just men. Y eah, let'srevigt disturbing. Disturbing just wasn't doing thejob
in the description department. 1t was a night-and-day contrast to my morning meeting with the wolves.
Cerberus had been al businessthen... coldly powerful and deadly, yes, but restrained. Now... now the
savagery was o matter-of-fact, so casua, that you knew ripping apart a still-warm body was nothing
more than supper, mundane as a tuna fish sandwich wasto me.

"I have businessfor you," the head on the right spoke, the words dropping like stones from bloodstained
lips

That wasn't news. It was why we'd been called into the principd's office, to get the details. But when the
one on the left gave usthose details, | wished I'd stayed in the hostdl and played count-the-cockroach.
I'd known it might be bad. Hell, | wasthe last oneto wallow in delusions of optimism, but | hadn't



redized how gridy it could be. Would be. Swallowing the bile that burned bonfire hot in my throdt, |
exited the office with my partnersin crime. Behind me the sounds of feeding resumed. There was one
poor son of abitch who should never have signed his donor card.

And that's how | ended up outside a homeless shelter picking out peopleto die.

| was aso wondering fairly frantically what Niko was going to do about it. A hard, painful grip on my
injured arm ended my wondering for the moment. "Choose. Lazy," Flay hissedinmy ear. "Lazy... work
" If he was overheard, and with the wolf ears around us he would be, it would look asif Flay was only
giving adacker aboot inthe ass. A dacker was better than aspy any day of the week. | jerked my arm
out of hisgrip and did as ordered. | chose. Randomly. | couldn't look at the people and | didn't... only
pointed a them and then the bus. The others, on the other hand, were selecting by size, wanting the
plumpest of prize pigs. We'd brought a busfor the livestock; it was dingy white, beat-up, and old, but
scrupuloudy clean. The story wasthat we were a charitable medical organization busing alucky group of
the homelessto anew free clinic in Brooklyn where they would be given aphysicad. The onesthat were
sick would be promptly treated, also at no charge, and all provided with a nutritious box dinner. Y eah, it
was aload of crap, but it would work. It was working.

Where thisbudoad of people would end up, | wasn't precisaly sure. It wasin Brooklyn, Snowball had
sad, but it sure as hell wasn't a aclinic. Being sold for food was probably what lay in their future. To
whom? Anyone. Everyone. Offhand, | couldn't think of too many monstersthat didn't eat humans.
Cerberus had driven that home earlier. Usualy monsters caught their own, but you had to hand it to the
Kin and my new boss. Sometimes you liked afull-on, dress-for-it dinner and sometimes you liked to pop
something in the microwave, quick and easy. And now, for aprice, they had your quick and easy right
here. Don't fed like leaving the house to bag supper? Why should you? Y ou've got a homeless Popsicle
neetly folded in your freezer.

Despite mysdf, | did aquick scan of the general area, looking over the street and ugly, run-down
buildings. Nothing. Niko had beenright; | didn't see him. Although | knew he was there and knew it
without adoubt, | till wished | could see him, calm and confident. Planwise, | was coming up empty. |
couldn't make amove without giving mysdlf away, and if | gave up mysdlf, | gave up George.

Feeling eyes on me, | turned to see the milky orbs of the revenant staring at me from behind dark glasses.
Hewaslucky it wastwilight. With perpetualy moist, sdamander flesh, multiplejoints, and the teeth of a
demonic ferret, hed have aharder time passing than Jaffer did. Some quarters said revenants were
people returned from the dead. Nah. From a distance, a long distance, they did have the appearance of
acorpseinthefirst stages of decomposition... acorpse with the speed and appetite of atrapdoor
Spider. But that aside, revenants had never been human.

| ignored him. Easy enough to do since he was downwind. It wasless easy to watch as shambling men
and women with ragged clothes and thousand-yard stares climbed onto the bus to be transported to their
deaths. And fucking clever guy that | was, | couldn't think of adamn thing to do about it. Handsin
pockets, acid burning the back of my throat, | counted twenty condemned soulsfiling past. Some had
gray strands straggling from knit caps; others had black or brown hair. A few mumbled to themselves,
severd talked quietly with one another, and some remained stoicaly silent. One or two met my eyeswith
streetwise suspicion and wretched gratitude. The hot breath of the revenant was back on my neck, and
hisfingersfet like bare bone when they gripped my arm above the ebow as | nodded at the last of them,
an old lady with one filmy-cataract-covered eye. She grinned with toothless cheer at me and went
through the folding doors as | gave her ahand up.

Being torn to pieces would've been less painful.



"Aren't you agood little boy? A good little human.” The revenant had ahard time twisting histhick tongue
around thewords, giving them aglottal grunt. The same dab of meat dathered the skin below my
pony-tail. "A tasty human.”

It was worth the painful bite received when | ripped haf histongue out. The wolves only snickered as
the revenant drooled and spit blood onto the asphdt, his eyeslurid with pain. | was expected to be loyal
to Cerberus. | was not expected to roll over and offer my throat to some stinking lump of wet flesh
wrapped in aconceding raincoat and baseball hat. Being seen as weak would get mekilled only dightly
dower thanif | yelled at those people on the busto run for their lives. "Here's your souvenir, bucko.” |
dapped the tongue againg his chest. "Maybe you should've tasted my Auphe half instead of my human
one." With that, | took my place on the bus and settled into the front seat as Fenrik did behind the whed!.
Wiping brownish black blood on my jeans, | then spread my hands and shrugged as pale blue eyes gave
me adisapproving glare. | knew Fenrik couldn't have cared less about the revenant. | could've popped
off the head and used it for abowling ball and the wolf wouldn't have blinked. What he did care about
was the homeless catching a glimpse of the moment and panicking. Of course, thanksto my infalible lack
of luck, none of them had.

Asmy newly detongued pa climbed on after me, | opened my jacket to flash him a peek of my shiny
new gun and raised an eyebrow. He bared rodent incisors a me, but kept trudging toward the back with
bowed shoulders. Hed gotten off lightly and he knew it. The tongue would eventually regenerate;
revenants could regrow almost any body part given the opportunity. Hed be running his mouth againin
no time, and if that wasn't proof there was no justicein thisworld, | didn't know what was. | closed my
jacket asthe doors shut and the bus lurched into gear. As| stared blindly out of the fogged window, my
mind raced intight circles. | could al but fed the bruises asit bounced off theinner confines of my thick
skull. Thick and usdless. Come on, Nik, | thought grimly. If you're going to get these people out of this,
theré's no time like the present. And if you can't, I'll haveto try, because George would never want this,
could never beapart of it. And possiblelack of soul aside, | couldn't be apart of it ether. The fact that
I'd probably diefutilely without saving aone of them wasjust my misfortune, because I'd haveto try.

The gears shifted again, diesdl fumes belched into the air, and we rumbled our way down to hell, hitching
aride on the back of my good intentions. The buildings crawled by and | closed my eyesto them, leaning
my forehead against the cool glass. | won't let it cometo that, | promised George... and mysdlf. This
can't happen. It just can't.

And then suddenly, the tortured scream of metal came as the bus shuddered and yawed sidewayslike a
drunken elephant. My head smacked against the window frame, giving me an instant headache, but |
ignored it and jumped to my feet. Hanging on to the back of the seat, | managed to stay up asthe floor
rocked beneath me. There were cries of shock and surprise around me, and one worse-for-wear set of
dentures went flying through the air to clip Fenrik behind one ear. He snarled but kept fighting with the
large steering whed, attempting to keep the white wha e from tipping over. He was successful, just
barely, until we careened to ajolting halt up against the curb.

For amoment it seemed like we would stay upright; then we went over. All the windows on the
downside of the bus shattered at the impact, spraying glass upward. It was tempered and the one piece
that grazed my jaw barely scratched the skin. There was no way to keep my feet as the bus tumbled
over, but my natural grace, such asit was, kept me from faling face-first. Assfirst wasadifferent story. |
looped an arm around the meta pole by the door and siwung around, landing on my back as the bus hit
and teetered on its Sde before abilizing there. | blinked, fedling the grit of pulverized glassthrough my
jacket. Inhaling an experimental breath, | took inventory and discovered | wasin one piece, more or less.
Turning my head carefully, | looked through the cracked windshield and saw what had caused the wreck.



Wed been rammed... by agarbage truck. The front of it was barely in view, but the shape was
unmistakable. The engines of the hulking green metal monster growled, athough the driver's seet was
empty. Abandoned, a hit-and-run, but | did see something. It was gone so fast | might have imagined it, if
| hadn't known better. A flicker of dark blond hair disappearing fast through clogged traffic and around a
corner, was dl the clue | needed. Within minutes there would be the telltale sounds of srens, police and
ambulance, and getting these people back to Cerberus would be a hopeless cause. Just like Niko had
planned, and one helluva plan it was, consdering hed come up with it on the spur of the moment. Sitting
up gingerly, | reached over and shook Fenrik's shoulder. He hadn't been wearing his seat belt—naughty,
naughty—and was crumpled and bleeding against the door beside me. "Fen, on your paws. It'stimeto
cut our losses.”

Blue eyesrolling toward me, the bloody face twitched as he threw off the shock of the collision. Growling
low in histhroat from either pain or confusion, he pushed up to hisknees and started crawling back
toward the emergency exit. Flay, who'd been severd seats behind me, was dready kicking the rear door
open with both feet. | followed in Fenrik's wake as the men and women in the bus started to come to
their senses. Some began to shout for help, while others smply moaned. None, however, seemed fatdly
injured, and that put them heads and shoulders above where they'd been five minutes ago. | kept
crawling and within seconds tumbled out onto the street, shortly followed by Jaffer, Mishka, Lijah, and
that namel ess, tonguel ess decomposing piece of shit.

A crowd was beginning to form in the deadlocked traffic and | winnowed my way through it with severd
well-placed ebows. Leaving the scene of the accident—in any other city it might have raised some
protests. Leaving the scene with the overly hairy, the white-eyed, and the disturbingly dimy of
skin—you'd think that would trigger something. At least one "Holy shit." But there was nothing but
murmurs and the occasiond whistle at the sight of the overturned bus. | wasn't all that surprised. Over the
years|'d learned that people saw what they wanted to see. And what they didn't want to see, they
absolutely refused to. I'd be wishing for alittle of that blissful ignorance when we faced Cerberus with this
news. The displeasure was bound to be nice and visua, painted in bloody scarlet strokes. Y eah, the shit
was sure to hit the fan, but like those people on the bus | was gill in much better shape than | had been.
But unlikethem | knew it, and | knew something else they didntt.

| knew who to thank.

"Where have you been? | was beginning to worry."

Same ugly room, same hideous bedspread, same bossy and demanding Niko. Okay, that wasn't gtrictly
true. Niko looked less demanding and more concerned than anything. It would've been touching, if he
hadn't had dinner set up on the small table by the bed. Vegetable lasagna, garlic bread, and asdad, it
obvioudy hadn't come from the soup kitchen next door. "Darn, hope | didn't spoil your appetite,” |
sniped as | leaned wearily against onewall.

"It'sfor you, thankless brat." He pulled out the chair and planted mein it with aheavy hand on my
shoulder.

"Thanklessisright." Goodfdlow's peevish voice came from the bathroom. "I'm starving and neo-ninja
herewouldn't alow me even abite” Moving into the room with aroll of duct tape under hisarm, he
toweled off his hands.

| looked at the tape, then him. "I knew it had amind of its own, but you're taping it down now? Jesus."

"Asif mere duct tape would hold it," he snorted, and tossed theroll onto the bed. | fastened alittle



surpriseto the back of thetoilet tank. If you don't have aweapon hidden in every room, then your
decoration skills are sorely lacking."

There was no denying the truth of that statement. | picked up afork and took abite of the lasagna; it was
cold, but good. It was past midnight and the last time I'd eaten had been the orgy of steak and beer
around noon. "Not bad, Cyrano. Thanks."

"I'm glad you're in the condition to appreciateit. | know Cerberus couldn't have been exactly pleased
over what happened.”

" 'Not exactly' isoneway to put it." If not exactly pleased could a so mean eating Fenrik alive. Someone
had to take the blame for the accident and the loss of the livestock. Since held been driving, Fenrik had
been the one to take thefall. I'd escaped rlatively blameless, dong with the others. We were till on
Cerberuss shit list, but far enough down that we'd survived for now. If we didn't screw up in the near
future, we might even live out the week. | took abite of the garlic bread and chewed mechanicaly. |
hadn't liked Fenrik... Hell, hewas a cold-blooded Kin killer. A cold-blooded Kin killer who, in turn,
hadn't much liked me either. He'd been driving those people to their deaths without a second thought. It
was business to him and nothing more. Y eah, akiller, but... | dropped the bread onto the plate and
pushed it al away. Within the savage circle of hislife, Fenrik had been honorable. Loyal to hisown.
Loyd to his Alpha. It had been hard to watch him die. I'd shared only one meal with the guy and nothing
that could be considered an actua conversation, but watching his entrails spill steaming onto the floor
wasn't the highlight of my day. It had, in aword, sucked.

"Here, Loman," | offered with asudden lack of appetite. "Eat up.”

Robin accepted the plate with dacrity and settled onto the bed, pausing only to waggle his eyebrows at
Niko ininvitation. It was proof positive Promise wasn't going to join our little party or Goodfellow
wouldve had nothing left to waggle. Niko, as dways, ignored him and looked me up and down. "I'm
guessing Cerberus didn't take his displeasure out on you or you wouldve signaled us for assstance.”

Guessing, hoping. Niko had known when held rammed that garbage truck into the busthat he'd been
taking a chance. Hed made the right choice, but it had also been the hard choice, and he deserved credit
for both. "No, he saved the displeasure for someone dse.” | pushed the ugly mentd picture from my
brain and let my lips quirk upward. "How long did you wait outsde the warehouse?"

The gray eyes narrowed with haughty question. "Did you see me by the warehouse?!

"No," | admitted ruefully. "Big surprise.

"Then how do you know | wasthere?'

"The same way | know Goodfellow's staring at your ass. It'salaw of nature. Can't be changed.”

Niko glanced over his shoulder, eyes narrowing further. Not bothering to look innocent, Robin shrugged
and gave an unrepentant and utterly wicked grin as he continued to work his way through the lasagna.
Turning back to me, Nik said, "I waited aslong as was necessary.”

Until he had seen me... undamaged and in one piece. And if hed seen me, he would've seen Cerberus.
They'd come out of the office thistime into the warehouse proper. The office was good-sized, but for
true bodily destruction you redlly needed room to work. "Y ou saw them, then,” | said quietly.

"Only glimpses through one poorly boarded-up window, buit... yes, | saw Cerebus.” Asarule, Niko
took most thingsin stride. Asfar as| could tell, Niko had been born unflappable. Very little impressed



him: the Auphe trying to destroy the world, Abbagor... acresture dmost beyond description, and a
homicidally possessed brother—it was ashort list. Short, but | think Cerberus had just madeit.

Asimpressons went, hed definitely made one on me. To take Fenrik down held gone completely wolf.
Only Cerberusswolf was nothing like any other wolf 1'd seen. | could see why the Kin had given him a
chance; they hadn't had much choice.

"S0?" A green gaze flickered between my brother and me. "Y ou saw awolf. Cerberusis smply another
bad-tempered Kin bastard, or bastards as the case may be. Why the long faces?' The garlic bread was
waved in casua punctuation. "A swat of the muzzle with a newspaper and you go your merry way."

"Y eahhh. I'll let you do the swatting, Loman." Fenrik hadn't bowed to certain degth. Like any good wolf
he'd gone down fighting. Fangs, jaws like abear trap, incredible speed, and ill held been nothing to
Cerberus. Lessthan nothing. It could have been over in seconds, but where would be the lesson for the
rest of usthere? Cerberusin human form was impressive; Cerberus aswolf was... dread. Pure and
ample. And having had my fill of dread for the night, | changed the subject. "Where's Promise?" | asked
curioudy. It wasnt like her to St on the Sddlinesfor very long.

"Still researching the crown with little luck. Y ou're to meet her tomorrow for breakfast and shell tell you
what she's discovered.”

"Make her pay," Goodfdlow added with pointed annoyance. "'l have yet to see my split from the poker
game." Leaving the now-empty plate behind, he did off the bed smoothly until he was forced to put
weight on hisinjured leg. Straightening his charcod pinstriped jacket and running ahand over the short
brown waves of hishair, he limped toward the door. "1 have another gppointment,” he said in farewell.
"Watch thefirgt flush, Caliban. | would hate for you to blow off anything of importance.”

| made amenta note to check what exactly the puck had taped to the back of the toilet before | went to
deep. It sounded. .. interesting. Asthe door shut behind him, 1 tilted back in the chair. "Where's he

going?"

"To watch over George's family. We've been doing our best to keep an eye on them when we can.”
"Oh." I let the chair'sfront legs hit the floor and rubbed the back of my neck. "How are they doing?*
"Muchthesameasus," Niko said gravely.

"That good, huh?' | murmured to myself.

A hand gave me alight shove out of the chair and pushed the dirty discarded plate into my hand. "Make
yourself useful. | don't think you want to see what thiswill attract in the middle of the night.” Asl
scrubbed over the bathroom sink, we discussed what my next move should be. Niko agreed with me that
it wasn't likely that the succubus would know any more than Flay did, but he pointed out we couldn't
afford to overlook any potentia source of information.

"| should've asked Goodfdlow for pointersbefore he left,” | said glumly.

"Tak with Promiseingtead,” Niko suggested. " She may know away to interrogate your new friend that
won' involve ajealous Cerberus cadtrating you.”

"Alwaysaplus" | grimaced. The darm clock flickered red in the corner of my eye, reminding me that
time wasticking away. It had been amost aweek since George had disappeared. Six days. In theredl
world, it was barely aweek. In our world, it was more than long enough to pass from theworld.



Chapter 11

The next morning | was waiting in the diner, resting my head facedown on a Formicatable. It wasagood
position for me and | was embracing it thoroughly when ahand skimmed lightly over my hair. | knew
who it was. I'd smelled her unique scent the moment she'd opened the door to the diner. Promise.

"| thought | wasthe night dweller." There was the whisper of akissagainst my jaw. "Not deeping well,
little brother?"

Apparently | was being adopted. More family who could kick my ass; love does take some curious
forms. "Little?’ | yawned hoarsdly, straightening and rubbing the bristle | hadn't bothered to shave.
"Bigger thanyou."

"Certainly you are," she said solemnly, patting the back of my hand lightly. "Big and strong and ever so
brave"

"Yeah, that'smeadl over. | got herealittle early and decided to put my head down. It wasn't asif | were
napping or anything." Y et. Belatedly | remembered to stand. She gave me agracious smile that ignored
my defensiveness, and sat in the chegp plastic chair. The diner was practicaly afishbowl, the front dl
glass, and Promise kept on her cloak. She seemed to have an endless supply of them; | guessed dll
vampiresdid. At least dl the onesthat didn't want to end up in aburn unit. This one was the same deep
brown as the glossy streaksin her hair. The hood shadowed her ivory pale face, but not her eyes.
Warmly glowing and heather purple, they rested on me with patient assessment.

"I hear I'm to advise you on how to win awoman's heart without annoying the love of her life, the captain
of her heart and mate of her soul." Tiny fangswere revealed with the curve of her lips. "More precisdly,
her med ticket."

If anyone would be qudified in the subject, it would be Promise. And | didn't mean that in aderogatory
way. | had no ideawhat had gone on with her and her husbands—her many, many husbands—buit | did
know Promise well enough now to know that she would've been honest with them. Not honest about
being avampire, let's be realistic. But she would've been honest about her emotions, about what she
offered and what she expected. Although | had the feeling Promise's expectations were high. Very high.

"Yeah, wdl..." | tried for agrin, but | could fedl the humorless stretch of it. "I haven't had much
experience with girls. Y ou know, other than trying to kill them.”

"The two aren't as different as you might think." She patted my hand again and picked up amenu. "Now,
tell me, before we discuss the way to a succubus's heart, do they have anything here that isas ddicious
asyour pancakes?'

Therewasn't ahint of dimplein that smooth cheek, but the high arch of a ddlicate brow had me scowling
suspicioudy. "Inyour dreams," | muttered as | reached for my own laminated list of heart attack specids.
"l am the pancakeking."



There was no comment. A very tactful no comment.

After acareful study, Promise decided to go the safe route with a muffin and glass of orangejuice.
Coward. | ordered the bacon grease specia. Bacon, eggs fried in bacon grease, and fried potatoes with
bacon and onions. | took arunny yellow bite of egg and aforkful of potatoes, then ignored the rest for a
cup of lethally strong and pathologically bitter coffee. Promise sipped orange juice from asquat, ugly
glass, tregting it asif it werethefinest crystd. Blotting her lips ddlicately with anapkin, she encouraged,
"Eat, Cdiban. Y ou're not doing anyone any favors by starving.”

| shook my head and replied honestly, "I'm not hungry.”
"Redly? That'svery interesting,” she said lightly. "Now eat.”

| couldn't describe the tone of that last command. It was no longer cgjoling or encouraging and it damn
sure wasn't asuggestion. On the other hand, | wouldn't call it threstening, not quite, but there was
definitely sted under it. Whatever it was, it made mefed smultaneoudy sullen, weirdly gppreciative, and
about thirteen years old. Pulling the plate closer, | grumbled, "Damn it, you're pushy. Are you this pushy
with Nik?'

"| thought that particular subject was one you didn't wish to discuss." Her eyes glittered with warm
amusement.

Oh, man. | glared at her as | ate apiece of bacon. | hadn't been hungry—that had been the truth—but
once | started shoveling it down, my appetite woke up fast. | buttered a biscuit and aeit in two bites
before mumbling, " So, what about that crown?”

"S0, how about those Y ankees?' She shook her head and smiled. "Magter of the conversationa segue, |
bow before you.” She didn't wait on aresponse. It was a good thing because other than an egg-choked
snarl, | didn't have one. "There wasn't much that | could discover. Apparently the crown is so ancient that
it has been mostly forgotten. | was able to match the description we received from Caleb, dthough | was
unable to discover itsorigin. The crown is actually one of apaired set and they were called, | believe, the
Calabassa. At onetime both were highly sought after. But that was thousands upon thousands of years
ago. They've apparently been long separated, and in thistime, few have heard of them, no one knows
what they do, and no one particularly wants them, together or apart.”

"Except Caeb." My lipsthinned and | stabbed a chunk of ketchup-covered potato with unnecessary
force and maevolence.

"Y es, except for him." Copper-colored nails passed over the muffin she held in her hand. "And Cerberus.
He hasit, does he not?If it has afunction, he may know what it is. Then again, the onyx and rose gold
it'smade of, while not overly va uable, might make an interesting bauble. He may have it asaplaything
for hismistresswith no ideaiit could be more.”

And we knew it had to be more. All thisfor some cheap trinket? No. Caeb was aruthless and amoral
son of abitch, but he wasn't stupid. After al, held gotten the better of us... for the moment. Thistime, |
really was finished with breskfast. | dropped my fork on top of the food, and Promise didn't try to push
any further. | suppose she recognizes an angst-ridden snit when she seesone, | thought as | abruptly
shoved away from thetable. "I'll beright back."

In adiner, anice bathroom wasn't precisely like winning the lottery, but it was close. Asthe door
opened, | grimaced. Still aloser, dl the way around.

It wasn't dirty, smply gray and bleak and smelling strongly of Lysol. It matched the rest of the egtery. |



was surprised Promise had picked a place like thisto meet. The entirejoint wasn't asbig astheliving
room of her apartment. And the bathroom? Hell, she probably had makeup cases bigger than this. It was
afew steps down from a penthouse on the Upper East Side, no doubt about it. | closed the door behind
me and took a cold, calculating look around. Something had to go. There was no way around it.
Garbage can, empty paper-towd dispenser, themirror... the goddamn gleefully, horrificaly bright mirror.
| automatically averted my eyes and stood with impotently clenched fists. | shook minutely astherage
inside struggled for release. It wanted out.

And it wanted out now.

When | finally returned to my chair nearly ten minuteslater, Promisetilted her head and asked with
resignation, "Can the damage be covered in cash or do | need to write a check?’

"Neither." | picked up the coffee mug and drained it. "I wasagood boy." Not that it hadn't been close; it
had been. .. right down to the wire. But just before my fist would've hit the mirror, | changed my mind. |
wanted to save my rage, every molecule of it. It was al for Caleb. | wasn't going to deprive the bastard
of that, and | wasn't going to deprive mysdlf. Reaching into my pocket, | fished out atie and pulled back
my hair. Y ou know, | waswondering,” | said, once again master of the segue, "why this place? Why'd
you want to meet here? It'skind of..." | let the wordstrail off as| took another ook around. There were
overweight waitresses with straggling hair and spider vein legs, and a cook with a shaved head and
homemade tattoos who s ouched behind the counter with atoothpick between histhick lips and afloor
S0 coated by grease fumesthat it was as dick asanicerink.

"Dingy, unsanitary, chegp?' shefilledinarchly.
"Not you," | temporized with atact | didn't know | had in me.

"| think you might be surprised.” She popped a cranberry from the muffin into her mouth and crushed it
between white, white teeth. "Thisis apaace in comparison.”

"In comparison to what?" | asked with genuine curiosity. All I knew about Promise was the here and
now. Her higtory, her pagt... it wasamystery.

Her hands began to pink in the spill of sun reflecting on our table, and she quickly tucked them back
under her cloak. "To wherel was born." Her face was as smooth as aways, but benesth that, | thought |
saw an amost imperceptible tightening.

| couldn't remember precisely when | found out vampires were bom and not made, how old | was. |
thought it was our first year on the run. Maybe. Part of that timewasalittle fuzzy. Two yearsin the
tender loving care of the Auphe will do that to a person. | hadn't remembered any of those two years
when I'd returned, il didn't, not conscioudy anyway. But it was clear that in the muck and dime benegath
the conscious, something had lingered. For months after 1'd regppeared, I'd dept under the bed, atightly
wedged fetd bal with aknifein hand and nightmares that were never remembered in thelight of day.

Sixteen then. | would've been sixteen when we ran across the vampire children in the park. They were
playing beneath amidnight sky. Running, jumping, laughing, they werejust like human kids, except they
were faster. And they could jump higher. Hat-footed they would legp into the branches of atree, swing,
and giggle. They were cute... bows, barrettes, and tiny baby fangs. It could've been a scene from one of
those cregpy horror novelswith al the velvet, homo-erotic vampire nooky, and tormented vampire
children who could never grow any older. And for asecond I'd actually bought into that. Sickened, I'd
stood beside Niko and waited for them to drop out of the tree and drain some night jogger dry.

Then we saw their mother.



Or maybe it was their nanny, babysitter... Who knew? There were quite afew kids, and aslong as
vampireslived, | couldn't believe they'd breed that fast. Whoever it was, she was pregnant. A pregnant
vampire, elegant in white maternity wear—no black velvet for her. With glossy blond hair coiled on her
head and large, dark eyes, she was the picture of contentment and impending motherhood. Thet is, until
she saw us. Hormones—it was the same for pregnant humans and pregnant vampires. Cranky, cranky,
cranky. She must've sensed we were different from the average park goer, whether it was the Auphein
me or the hunter in Niko. We ran. What el se were we going to do? Stake a mom-to-be? As options
went, it wasn't so hot. To sumiit al up, vampires reproduce, not recruit, and pregnant vampires can still
run pretty damn fast.

Liveand learn.

"Where were you born?' The waitressrefilled my cup with more coffee-flavored dudge. | dumped three
sugar packetsin it and waited for it to cool. Caffeine and sugar, they were my new best friends.

"Seven hundred years from here," she said obliquely before giving me the shadow of asmile. "I'man
older woman. Don't tell your brother.”

| was sure he aready knew. | was sure he knew more about Promise than | would ever know. "Y ou
know Nik," | offered, curling up one side of my mouth. "He's mature for hisage. A geezer ontheinsde.”
| rolled the mug between my palms. " Seven hundred years, huh? That means you used to. .. you
know..." Lifting my upper lip, | bared nonexistent fangs.

"Yes" shereplied amply. "l oncedid." From the nineteen hundreds on, most vampires discovered a
different way to live. That was astory 1'd dready heard from Promise. They had discovered what drove
the vampire thirst for blood, and it wasn't that different from a human condition known as porphyria,
which caused a sengtivity to light and aless proved craving for blood. Some vampires even thought they
and humans might share acommon primitive ancestor. A genetic mutation had occurred, a species had
split, and voila: Humans clubbed their prey by day to eat the flesh, and vampires clubbed their prey by
night to eet theflesh and drink itsblood. After sometime that blood didn't satisfy the physiological need.
It wastoo different from their own. Who did that leave? Y ep, you bet. That's when the humans became
the prey. Hey, no hard fedings. It'sjust biology. The mammoth in his boneyard no doubt laughed his
woolly assoff. After al, turnabout isfair play.

But science does march on. For the better part of the last hundred years, the mgjority of vampires
depended on massive doses of iron and other chemica supplementsto fill the need for blood. That
wasn't to say some didn't still indulge. Blood became like @ cohol, not needed for surviva, but a
pleasurable vice nonetheless. Of course, there are always psychos... in every species, in every walk of
life. The vampire ones needed the kill more than they needed the blood.

But that was the psychos. Still, you couldn't escape the fact that any vampire over ahundred yearsold
had once drunk blood. Human blood.

But that had been a hundred years ago for Promise, and | wasall out of stonesin my roomy glass condo.

"Seven hundred years, huh?' | drawled. "No wonder you're o short.” It was an exaggeration. The top of
her head reached Nikao's chin, which put her at about five six. It wasn't tall by any means, but it wasn't
short either... quite.

"I'll have you know | was an amazon in the old days, averitable giant,” she said with mock outrage. Then
sheregted her fingerslightly on the back of my wrist and went on to say softly, "Thank you." She didn't
have to eaborate. | knew why she was thanking me.



"I'm alot of things, Princess.” A lot of nasty, nasty things. "But a hypocrite is not one of them.”

An emotion, S0 flegting that it wasimpossible to identify, shimmered behind her eyes and then was gone.
"No, never that," she responded sadly. Straightening in her chair, she moved on briskly. "Now, let us plan
alittle romantic strategy for seducing your succubus.”

"Howersand candy?' | said with agrimace.

"Oh, Cdiban." Eyes bright with humor, she shook her head. "The only use a succubus would have for
flowersisto lay them on your grave."

Sounded about par for the course.

It was hours later when | redlized Promise hadn't gotten around to telling me where she was born, the
place that made that diner ook like apalace. Unintentiona oversight? Doubtful. Promise wasn't the type
for unintentional anything. Always careful, dways discrest, every action analyzed beforeit was
performed... every word considered before it was said.

It was too bad that thistime her carefully considered words hadn't done me adamn bit of good.

Goodfellow's weight settled next to me on the park bench as hislong legs stretched out to bask inthe
nonexistent sun. 'Y ou rang?"

Oh, I'd rung dl right. Pride, dignity... I'd flushed it dl down thetoilet and sent out abig fat SOS. | wasn't
big on asking for help, yet here | was. For the first nineteen years of my life, Niko had been the only one
I'd turned to. Then we had met Robin, a stranger, who oddly enough wanted to help us. That wasafirst.
It had only taken him risking hislife afew timesbefore | actually believed it. And even when I'd believed
it, I'd remained reluctant to accept it. A year later it was till difficult for me... admitting | needed
someone besides my brother. Lifelong habits, they die hard, don't they? Shifting my weight, | tapped
irritable fingers on the wrought-iron armrest before admitting reluctantly, "I need some help.”

"| gathered that." With hands locked behind his head and eyes hidden behind sunglasses, he clucked a
smug tongue. "My expertisein dl mattersislegendary. Many worship at the dtar of my brilliance and
who can blame them?’

Y eah, thiswasimproving my headache. | closed my eyes and knuckled my forehead for afew seconds.
"Brilliance. Worship. Gotcha. Now how about we get down to business?’

"Aren't we especidly cranky today? And after | took abolt in theleg for you too." Sighing, he sat up and
waved an imperious hand. "What do you need, ungrateful supplicant?'

| ignored that little rewriting of history and focused on the matter a hand. The humiliating matter at hand.
"It's the succubus.”

That perked him up. "Today was the day, then? Niko mentioned this morning that you were going to
pump her for information.” Eyebrows rose suggestively. " So very unselfish of you, throwing yourself on
the grenade like that. What nobility, what fortitude." He gave alecherous smirk. "Tell medl thefilthy,
filthy detalls”

Details. He wanted details. | looked up at the sky. It had been clear earlier; now it wasamorose gray. |
wondered if the sun was disgppearing aong with George. Gunmeta gray and heavy with heat, the clouds
hung low... dmost aslow as | was hanging right then. Finally, | turned back to Goodfellow with ascowl.
"| taste bad," | gritted between clenched teeth. "There'syour detail. | taste bad. Happy?"



Mobile lips twitched with surprise and something lessflattering. Slipping off the sunglasses, he looked at
me with suspicious blandness. "Y ou taste. .. bad." Herolled the statement over his tongue and repested,
"Taste bad."

| was glad he was so fucking entertained by this. "Y eah, taste bad,” | snapped. "But, hey, that's okay
because the snake sex isnot me." | suppressed the shudder before it made it to the surface. The tongue
had been bad enough, forked and dlick and cold. Ice-cold. Bad enough al right, so much so that | had
absolutely no desire to know wheat lurked under her clothes... whét little of them there were. I'd gonein
with no ideahow far | would go. | did know how far | couldn't go. | wasn't willing to risk birthing
another Auphe/human mix, and | damn sure didn't think an Auphe/succubus’human mix would be any
better. | didn't know if it could happen or not, but it was one lottery | wasn't going to play. But thanksto
my genes, push hadn't come to shove on the carpet of the warehouse office. For George's sake, |
shouldn't have been rdlieved, but, goddamnit... | was. Thistime the shudder did surface asatwitchin
my shoulders. "Very much not me.”

"Not embracing the serpent intimacies, then. That's probably better for you in thelong run.” Hetilted his
head curioudly. "Taste bad asin you actualy, physicaly, taste bad, or wasit your energy that wastoo
much for her ddlicate paate?

It had been the energy. Apparently mine wastoo Auphe for comfort. What doesthat say when even a
succubus would sooner send out for Genera Tso's than suck you dry? What the hell doesit say?
"Movingon," | said grimly, "I need you to talk to her. See what you can find out.”

"| see" He replaced the glasses. ™Y ou want to use me. Y ou want meto be agigolo... to whore mysdlf
for your convenience."

"Pretty much," | admitted without compunction.
Helad an arm dong the back of the bench and gave agrin birthed in vice. "Who could say no to that?"

The warehouse was as deserted as it had been that morning. Most of the crew were keeping aslow a
profile as possible after yesterday'sfailure. They would trickle in around dark, heads down and tails
tucked. Cerberus was gone. High-level Kin mesting, stress-relieving massacre up north—I didn't know
and | didn't care. | Smply seized the opportunity. And after said opportunity spit me out | was back with
reinforcements. "She'sin the office" | muttered, scanning the gloomy interior for any unexpected vistors.
"She's bound to be suspicious, though, a strange puck just showing up out of the blue. How are you
going to get around that?"

Managing to swagger and limp at the same time, Goodfellow shot the cuffs of his shirt. " Succubi don't
think like that. They're interested in eating and sex and they never have to work very hard at either. She
won't think twice about me walking through the doors. Shelll just light afew candles and put on abib.”
He ran asmoothing hand over hishair. " Snakes don't wonder where their food comes from. They smply
accept it. It'sdl about the ego.”

"Too bad they're not humblelikeyou,” | said dryly, stopping in front of the door. "Y ou want an
introduction”?"

"No." Linking hisfingers, he extended his handsto pop knuckles. "It would only dow me down.” He
opened the door, then closed it behind him, disappearing into the office. Exhaling, | leaned against the
wall and did my best to not picture what might be going on behind that door. | doubted I'd ever look at a
snake again without fedling the phantom sensation of cool scales under my fingers and adithering tongue
twigted into a noose around my own. And the taste. Wet sulfur, it had tingled in my mouth like venom.
Still did.



I'd bent over to pit when the sounds started from behind the wall. A rattlefilled the air, buzz saw sharp
and spinetwidting initsintengty. A hundred pissed-off rattlers or ahundred orgasmic ones—I didn't even
want to guess. Moving severa feet away, | fervently hoped that was a good sound and not an indication
that Robin was being swalowed whole by a supernaturaly horny boa condrictor. Covering my ears
would've been the cowardly thing to do; instead | folded my arms and tried to keep my head down...
mentally spesking. | counted floor tiles, roaches, whatever | could lay my eyeson... anything to keep my
mind occupied and out of the office.

When the door opened, | automatically checked my watch. Twenty minutes. Only twenty. | would've
swornit'd been an hour at the very least. Hair till immaculate, Goodfellow stepped out into the hall and
shut the door quietly behind him. Unfolding my arms, | straightened out of my douch. ™Y ou find out
anything?' That'swhen | noticed the stains on his shirt. Deep blue, they were splashed liberdly over a
deeve and half the chest. Not Robin'sblood. I'd seen that and it was ordinary crimson. Ah, shit. "What
happened?’ | demanded.

The hand that had been hidden behind his back appeared holding aknife. It was amatch for the shirt,
dripping cobalt. Ignoring my question, he countered with one of hisown, "Who here deservesto go
down the most?'

"What the hell happened?”’ | repeated as | stepped closer. Now | could see the claw marks on his neck.
They bled duggishly. "Jesus, Robin."

"Shewasn't in themood,” he replied with grim savagery. "Now, who deserves to go down? Aside from
Cerberus, who isthe most evil son of abitch here?!

It was aquestion that didn't require much thought. Flay or the revenant, and we still needed Hay. "The
revenant,” | said automaticaly. "Y ou killed her?'Y ou couldn't just... damn. Haven't you ever heard of no
meansno?'

"Shewasin the mood for sex," he snapped, heading past me. " She wasn't, however, in the mood to talk.
Shewas more afraid of Cerberus than she was stupid, and that's saying something. This revenant keep
any persond things here?'

We clattered down the stairswith Robin using his free hand on the banister to keep hisleg from giving
out beneath him. "How the hell should | know?" | shot back. "'1've been here agrand total of two days. If
the Kin passes out employee lockers, | haven't got my combination yet."

"Think." He hit the bottom and whirled to face me.

"If wedon' pin it on someoneese, youll go down for it. Yourethe new oneand al suspicion will fal on
you. | did get some information, but well need you in at least one more day to verify it. So think."

"Son of abitch,” I hissed under my breath, more at the Situation than a Robin himsdf. Scanning the
warehouse, | tried to replay yesterday. Where had the revenant stood? Where had he come from when
he'd dunk over? | focused on one area hidden behind arow of dusty, empty crates. "Over here."

Behind the crates was amessy conglomeration of blankets, empty bottles, spilled cards, and other
mounds of discarded garbage. The employee lounge. One blanket was off alittle from the others. Inthe
midst of thewool nest was haf of adesiccated human leg. Bite marks were evident in the long dead limb,
and graveyard dirt was alitter beneathit. "There" | indicated the blanket with agrimace of distaste.

Goodfellow ignored the leg and shoved the blade under afold of cloth. "All right. Let'sgo.”



"Won't they smell you? On the blade or upstairs?’

"Do you smdl me?" he chdlenged, wiping hishand on his pants without asingle wince for the ruination of
finefashion.

Asamatter of fact, | didn't. There was only the sharp smell of musk and spice. Cologne, and astrong
cologne at that, to cover up any hint of puck scent. "Nest trick,” | admitted reluctantly.

"It'sagpecid mixture. I've been wearing it since thiswhole debacle started. | prefer to stay namelessand
scentlessuntil Al of this passes. I'm asurvivor.” He moved toward the door at the quickest pace hislimp
alowed.

| studied the blood on his shirt as he passed me. "Y eah, | noticed.”

That stopped him in histracks. Green eyes hit me, harsh and uncompromising. Do you want George
back?' He leaned closer. "WdI? Do you?'

It struck methat | might not know Robin aswell as| thought | did. Complacent in hisloyd but breezy
friendship, I'd forgotten who he was. Who held been. Who he would always be. Pucks were good at
most things, but they were absolutely exceptiona at one. No matter what they had to do, they got their
own way. Luckily, Robin'sway wasfairly benign. Comfort, luxury, awildly varied sexud life, dl of that
came eadly to him with little effort expended. But now... now he wanted George back.

Guesswhat. Sodid .
"I want her back," | replied levelly. "I want her back and | don't give ashit how wedoiit.”

When sheld firgt been taken I'd worried how she might fed if bad things were doneto get her back. As
the days went on and sheremained logt, | decided | just wanted her back. Period. Bring on the bad
things. Bring them the hell on.

The dark gaze lightened, then ran clear. "And well get her back." We moved on to pass from the
warehouse into the light. "Don't waste any tears on the succubus. She'd killed more humansin her long
life than you could begin to count. A predator fdls. It's the way of theworld.”

"Law of thejungle?' | snorted with dark skepticism.

"If you want to be clichéd about it." He gave aweary sigh, rubbing at the weeping claw marks on his
neck. "Let's get something to drink, several somethingsin fact, and I'll tell you wheat | learned.”

Goodfellow usudly chose barsthat reflected his persondity, upscae and pretentious. Thistime he threw
image to the wind and picked the first one we came across. We lucked out. It was dark, as al good bars
are, but it was clean—from what | could tell. Plants were everywhere. .. hanging in baskets, creeping
over the tables, casting branches toward the ceiling. And I'd have sworn there was a bird on every one of
those branches. Parrots, finches, parakeets... and a shitload of others| couldn't identify. | wasn't much
on our fine-feathered, jet-force-crapping friends. These seemed well behaved enough, chirping or
squawking only occasionaly, but | ill shot awary eye upward when | grabbed a spot at the bar. "Weird
place" | commented, checking the pretzel bowl suspicioudy for white streaks.

"Bacchus be damned,” Robin groaned. "It'sa peri bar. Just my luck. My catastrophic, bowel-churning
luck."

Before| could ask what the hell a peri was, the bartender came over... wingsand all. Dove gray barred
with slver, they were tucked negatly againgt his back. In ablack T-shirt and jeanswith short wavy black



hair, he looked like your typical Mario from Queens. The wings could be agimmick of the bar and
stuffed in alocker before he headed home. Could be, but apparently weren't. Stopping opposite us, his
round black eyesfixed on Goodfellow and he said without preamble, "1shiah wantsto talk to you."

"l don't remember asking you what Ishiah wanted," Robin responded in abored tone. "Two beerswith a
whiskey back."

The peri'swings rustled in annoyance, and without further comment he moved down the bar to fill the
order. "What'saperi?' | asked. Wings, feathers. Nah, it couldn't be. It had been along time sincel'd
been as naive asthat. Pre-third-trimester was about where I'd placeiit. It didn't stop me from yanking
Goodfdlow's chain. He needed it. We both needed it.

"They'renct..." | looped afinger over the top of my head. "Arethey?’

Robinrolled hiseyesin disgust and said, "Y ou truly are an uneducated ddinquent, aren't you?' The
acohol arrived. Asthe peri did the glassesin front of us, he opened his mouth to speak again.
Goodfdlow beat him to the punch. Holding up afinger, he said coldly, "Don't." Then he pointed the same
finger down the bar. "Go."

Shedding afew disgruntled feathers, the peri hesitated, then obeyed with ascowl. There were other
customers waiting to be served, oblivious humans and creatures as odd as any peri. "Overgrown
cockatoo," Robin muttered. Not wasting any time, he did his shot, my shot, then chugged half his beer.
Setting the mug back down, he said with reproof, ™Y ou have mythology booksin your gpartment,
absolute reams of pertinent information. Pages and pages. Do you use them to blow your nose or to wipe
your ass?"'

| snorted into my beer, then took a swallow. "They're Nik's books. Hell, you already know they're Nik's
books. Besides, out in the wild, he points and | shoot. It's agood arrangement.”

"Gods. And you embrace your ignorance. That'swhat so astounds me." Goodfellow shook his head and
finished his beer.

| examined apretzel carefully and popped it into my mouth. | wasn't hungry. | didn't want it, but it was
there. So oftenin life that'swhat it comes down to. It wasthere. "Y eah, yeah. Not angels, then?”

He cast adisgusted look at me over thetop of hisempty glass. "Y es, that's exactly what they are. And
on Fridaysthey have a potluck with St. Nick, the Easter Bunny, and the tooth fairy.” Resting hisforehead
in hishand, he mumbled, "Y ou exhaust me, | swesr it."

| had another pretzel. "So," | repeated offhand, "not angdls, then?”

"Hermes, blow me." Reaching over the bar, he snagged a bottle of whiskey and poured it with alibera
hand before starting the lecture. "The peris, as arace, have been around aslong as| have. Perhaps
longer. They've been thought to be angels, fallen angels, the offspring of demons and angels. Always
colored with the brush of the holier-than-thou. Messengers. Creatures of light. Creatures of power." He
laced the labelswith al the mockery in him, which wasahdluvalot.

"And what are they redly?’

"Publicity hogs." He dammed another shot. "Nosy, pushy publicity hogs. Nothing more. Trust me,
Cdiban, I've seen nothing of the divinein them." His eyes went distant and dark. "Nothing of the divinein
thisworld."

There hewaswrong. Maybe | couldn't touch it or be apart of it... Maybe it wasn't for me, but there



was something specid to be found. In George. | pushed the pretzel bowl away. We'd needed a breather
from what had happened at the warehouse, needed amoment of the mundane. Now that moment had
passed. "What did the snaketell you?"

Amber glowed in his shot glass as he turned it thisway, then that, in hisfingers. "The crown." He drained
the glass. "Sheld seen it. Shed worn it. And she was not particularly impressed by it. It didn't
complement her coloring." He looked down at the blue that had dried on his shirt. "Obvioudy."

Jewelsfor the mistress, as Promise had conjectured. Close. My hand tightened around the mug. We
were s0 close. "Whereisit?'

"Normdly, in Cerberuss penthouse.”
"Penthouse?'

"Where did you think he lived? A doghouse?' he commented cynicdly. "HesaKin boss. That tendsto
keep you in kibble and wall-to-wall carpet. But that is neither here nor there. The crownisnow in
Cerberusscar, luckily for you. At leagt, | think it is."

"What do you mean, you think?" | demanded.

"Snakesareliars. With ther last breath they'll tell you alie" He raised ahand for another beer and
finished with savage bite, "We have that in common.”

It was unusua to see Robin be hard on himsdlf. He typically embraced with a vengeance his more
colorful qudities. Y ou're not lying to meright now," | pointed out as| did my beer in hisdirection.

He accepted it and lowered the leve steadily. "It's more entertaining by far to tell you the truth. Watching
you ignoreit and fal ass over hedlsinto the worst kind of trouble... it's better than cable.”

On that note | took my beer back. " Cerberus has three carsthat | know of. A limo and two town cars.”
None of which had been at the warehouse today. Flay . had used one the previous night to dispose of
Fenrik's body, what was |eft of it. He would probably have taken the car somewhereto clean it up
today. Can't dump a corpse without detailing the car the next day. Now that wasthe law of thejungle
right there. Asfor the other ones, Cerberus had no doubt taken the limo this morning with some of the
wolvesfollowing in the other town car.

"Y ou up for staying under long enough to search them? Another day perhaps?'

And if the succubus had been lying, | could be under much longer than another day, assuming Caeb
alowed me that much time. "A man's gotta do what aman's gottado." All the old moviessaid so, and |
guessed the same was true for someone who was only half-man.

Robin grimaced. "Heroism can be so banal." Hefinished the new beer deposited before him. Up, down,
bang againgt the bar. "L et's quit this place before we come down with araging case of histoplasmoss.”

Aswe stood, the bartender said sharply, "That's thirty bucks."

"Put it on Ishiah'stab," Goodfellow replied derisively. He started to walk toward the door before
reconsidering. Turning back, he picked up the bottle of whiskey and carried it away with him. "Thistoo.
It'sthe least of what that bastard owes me."

"Who'sIshiah?' | asked aswe climbed the stairs up to the Strest.



"Someone dmost as annoying asyou.”

Goodfellow did have away of ending a subject. Outside the sun was still missing in action, the
claustrophobic clouds thicker and darker. It made the bloodstains on the puck's shirt an even deeper
blue. Onthelast gair, hisleg nearly gave way and | pretended not to notice as he braced himself against
me momentarily to regain his balance. When Robin wanted attention, he'd let you know... very clearly
and very verbally. Thiswasn't one of those times. Steadied, he took aswig from the bottle. "I'm going
home to take a hot shower and mourn my favorite shirt. Hold my cdls.”

| moved my gaze from the choking sky to Goodfellow's il face and said quietly, "Thanks, Robin. For
what you did." | dmost said, "For what | couldn't do," but that would've been alie. If I'd known asthe
puck had that it was the only way, | would've doneit. Not aswell, not as efficiently, but | would've done
it and lived with the consequences. It hadn't happened that way, though. The consequences weren't mine
toclam.

Robin didn't acknowledge the thanks. After tipping the bottle again, he said without emotion, "Find the
crown." He started down the sidewalk. "Find George." Unspoken was the message: That will makeit
worthwhile. Hell, it might even make it bearable.

Chapter 12

| was ahawk. Soaring high. Streetlights swung beneath me, bold asfireflies. Thewind wasarushing
current around me, gloating in my ear, plucking a my clothes. The diver of amoon swam pumpkin
orange off to my left, magnified inthewarm air. | could've stretched out ahand to touch it.

Hying.
Only I wasnt.

A hand as big as my head held me by the throat and dangled me over the edge of the warehouse roof.
Eyes the same pumpkin orange as the moon studied me with the clinicd interest of avivisectionigt.

The day hadn't started out quite this crappy. I'd spent it in the warehouse, keeping my head down. It was
agood idea, especidly with theflying body parts. Robin had been right. Cerberus, arriving in hislimo,
had pinned the succubus death on the revenant quickly enough. The rest of the day had been spent
mopping up the mess and staying out of Cerberuss way. His mood, needlessto say, wasn't good. Not
that there was undying love between the succubus and him. Sheld been convenient sex to him, nothing
more. But that didn't matter. He owned her, and someone had dared pick his pocket. No Alphawas
going to appreciate that. The sounds that had come from his office at variousintervas had most of the
wolves lurking by the door for aquick getaway. Roars of rage and the sound of furniture shattering
againg thewalls didn't make for ideal working conditions. And then there had been the silence. No one
knew whether to be relieved or even more panicked than they already were.

Findly, the day passed. We survived, athough poor damn Mishka probably had serious doubts asto
whether he wanted to. There were no jobs lined up for the coming hours and eventudly the place had



emptied. Cerberusremained in his office, but had calmed down enough to engagein alittle cleanup of his
own. | couldn't believe revenants tasted that great, but each to his own, right? He would eat; | would
search. Smple. And it had redlly seemed that way up until the point where he caught me midsearch and
pulled me from the car and tossed me bodily over it.

"Bastard thief." The words had followed me over. Apparently it was al right to stedl for Cerberus, but
not from him. It was when he attempted to show mejust how not dl right it wasthat | got up off my ass
and ran. | left the crown. It had been in the limo after al. Under a seat. What was vauable enough to
cost George her life had been discarded like trash. | could picture the succubustossing it on thefloor ina
fit of spoiled pique. Thejewe s weren't large enough, not precious enough, weren't theright color. It
wasn't flashy at dl. I'd hed it in my hand for nearly afull second before I'd been yanked out of the car. A
samplecircle of reddish gold set with the occasiona onyx, it wasn't epecidly feminine or atractive. In
fact, it looked amogt... utilitarian. For one brief second | thought | felt it pulse under my hand, asingle,
warm heartbeat. But then it was gone—flying from my hand as | did the same from Cerberuss.

It was gill down there, lying on the warehouse floor. | was counting on Niko to grab it on hisway up.
Not that up had been the best decision I'd ever made, but | hadn't had much choice. Cerberus had been
on mefast and furious. | hadn't had time to draw my gun in the face of his unnerving speed, much less
pelt across the warehouse to the front door. The stairs up had been my closest choice. Now that choice
hed me dangling off abuilding.

Not so long ago while climbing a Ferriswhed, I'd thought that | didn't have afear of heights. Asmy feet
kicked in empty space, | decided | might just change my mind.

"AnAuphe"

"I would've been better off hiring apiranha" The heads weren't speaking the distorted words to me. No,
they spoke to themsel ves—muzzles nearly touching, fangs haf again aslong asmy hand dripping dark
brown sdivathat fell like rain. Cerberus was easly twice as large as any wolf 1'd seen, maybe three
times. Hed retained just enough control of his human form to remain upright. His shoulders hulked,
mountain wide, under fur so black that it was nearly lost in the night. He towered almost eight feet tall; the
chest was broad and made to store oxygen to feed that massive body. Legs asthick asmy waist were
banded with the breadth of muscle that could propd their owner unbelievable lengths. The fingersthat
curled around my neck were rough with callous pads thickened from years of running. The clawswere
Jetty, curved like fishhooks, and every bit aslong asthe fingers. Oh yeah, and they were piercing my
flesh. Fun, fun. | could fed the warmth of blood on my neck. It wasn't much blood, probably not even a
tea-spoon. It didn't raise my hopes. What Cerberus had in store for me was much worse than atorn-out
throat.

Abruptly, the hand dangling me over the edge shook me hard enough that | felt the vertebrae in my neck
howl in protest and spots spilled across my sight. They were orange too, the spots. But through them |
could still make out Cerberus. Aslooming as agod and inescapable asthe inevitability of morta degth,
he blocked out the sky, blocked out the world. Bresth, hot and rank with the stench of raw flesh, passed
over my face and neck... Hewas a predator searching for the softest and most tasty portion. My skin
tightened in ingtinctive withdrawal. | tried to hang on to the thought that behind me, on the roof, was
Niko'sknife, its glass shattered. Not that | could seeit, but | knew it wasthere.

Hoped it was there.

I'd dropped the dagger full of ingenious e ectronics that Niko had given me... the"My assisin deep shit"
device. | hadn't heard it hit the asphdt of the flat warehouse roof. The sound had been lost in the bass
roar that had literdly vibrated the framework of my chest, my ribs resonating under my flesh. The hunting



cry of Cerberus, it wasintended to parayze your legs, freeze your bowels, and loose your bladder. And
it might have worked—it would have worked—on someone who hadn't lived through the Auphe. Me? |
just ran faster. But asfast as | could run, Cerberus could run a hundred times faster. One leap and then
another and hewas on me. I'd zigzagged to one Side, diding in the tar crumble beneath my feet, only to
be snatched up... achild inthe grip of agrizzly bear. Of course, not many toddlers pack agun that could
easly be strapped on atank and used as a cannon.

Still haf-blind, | scrabbled desperate fingers for the .50 Magnum under my jacket. "A toy.™ Twin maws
pulled back from my throat to stretch in silently mocking laughter. ™Y ou threaten me with atoy. Shall |
make you eat your toy, Auphe? Ram it down your traitorous throat inch by inch?' | was shaken again as
the change-defiled voice ground on. "Or shdl | put it elsewhere? Not inch by inch, but al at once.”

| didn't need any encouragement to get to my gun faster. I'd seen what he/d done to Fenrik, afierce
opponent. 1'd both seen and smelled what he'd done to the revenant earlier today. Lessfierce, but the
damn things were nearly impossible to kill. Revenants could regrow nearly any part, including their heed.
Their brains, assuming they had any, were obvioudy kept e sawhere. To kill arevenant you practicaly
needed atree shredder. Cerberus had done the job with teeth and claws, and he/d done it in under fifteen
seconds. A wolf of some serioustalent, my former boss, and now he was turning that talent to me. And
when he said he was going to take my gun, shoveit up my ass, and pull thetrigger, | tended to believe
him.

But first hehad to get it.

Hewas quick, but | was quick too. | couldn't run asfast, or legp as high, but I could pull atrigger with
the best of them. | yanked the Magnum free of the holster and fired. I'd picked the gunwith agod in
mind. Supposedly, it could bring down abear. A bear didn't have shit on Cerberus, but maybe| could
dow him down. Slow him down, run like hell, and pray for reinforcements. Niko was just outside the
warehouse; held be here any minute. Any second. No goddamn time at all.

Round one ripped ahole five inches acrossin that black chest. Round two tore flesh from hisribs. There
was no round three. Cerberus staggered a step back. .. Jesus Christ, one lousy step... then he dropped
me. | could carry my wegpon with me dl theway down or | could let it go and try to save my life. | let it
go. Four stories down. In retrospect, | should've held on to it and said the hell with the whole
gravity-sudden degth issue, because after the momentarily sickening sensation of freefdl, | caught the
edge of the roof. My shoulders creaked in protest asthey worked to halt my fall.

The meta under my fingers was as cool asthe meta of the Calabassa had been. There wastherip and
pull of the gtitchesin my arm popping free as | kicked my feet, trying to find purchase on the brick shell
of thewarehouse. | managed to snag one foot on something, a cracked brick maybe, and pushed up.
Cerberus kindly helped methe rest of the way. One giant misshapen hand on each of my arms, helifted
me up high. Then, like an evil-minded child with astruggling fly, he started to pull. The pressure increased
instantly to an unbearable scream of muscles and tendons pushed far past their limits. Hewas going to rip
me agpart as he'd done to the revenant, and there wasn't adamn thing | could do about it.

But someone e se could.

A pdeblur hit Cerberus from the side, bowling us both over. Teeth flashed yelow in the moonlight and
buried themselvesin the black throat closest to it. Blood surged free, turning Flay's white coat to wine.
Landing on my side, | watched as an unlikely aly fought a creature even more monstrous than himsdif.
Just as he couldn't turn fully human, neither could Flay become completely wolf. Instead, he became a
rangy man-wolf, upright but crouched, covered with fur yet retaining vagudly human hands and feet. The
shoulder-length hair had changed to a bristling mane, but the eyes were the same. As murder red asthe



hatred he was visiting upon Cerberus.
"Not stupid." The white head rose, then fell again, fangsripping. " Not stupid.”

It seemed Flay's Alpha had underestimated him once too often. | wasn't going to make the same mistake.
But | also wasn't going to assume Snowball could take Cerberus. He wasn't amatch for the two-headed
wolf. Not aone.

Good thing he wasn't done.

The familiar grip of my knife pulled from my calf sheath grounded me as| pushed up and ran acrossthe
roof. Unlike Hay, Cerberus had gone dl wolf. Purein form, infinitein rage, immense, implacable, and
scary asfucking shit. Rolling on top of Flay, the black wolf planted al four paws on the ground and dived
at the white throat with one pair of snapping jaws. The other head turned to gaze at me over the dope of
its shoulder. Dilated pupils turned orange to ebon. Black holes sucked mein for an endless moment in
time, found me wanting, then spit me back out. The head turned back and joined in the attempt to rip
Hay's head from his shoulders. Part Auphe | might be, but Cerberus till considered me too human to be
any threat. With soft flesh, fragile bones, no claws or fangs, and useless human weapons, what could |
possibly do to him?

Hewas about to find out.

Throwing mysalf onto the broad back, | held on to the black fur with a one-handed death grip. The other
hand had designs of its own. The serrated blade lodged in Cerberus's spine just above the bunch and
swell of hisback legs. Wolves were durable as hell, but aparted spina cord would still give one second
thoughts. Speaking of second, that was hardly my only knife. | planted the next one midway up the back.
With no ideawhere the spina column split off, | was more than willing to work my way up. And with
moretime | would have, but the split second of surprise that had frozen Cerberus passed and | was
tossed off in an explosion of muscle, fur, and madness.

My plan hadn't worked; &t least not completely. | hadn't diced the cord, only nicked it, and | had my
doubts that was going to do the job. Now, with one back leg hanging usdlesdy, Cerberusturned his
attention from Flay to me. | barely saw the motion that took me down. | wasn't stupid enough to shove
my arm in either mouth of thiswolf. With Boaz, I'd ended up with amauling bite and apossibly cracked
bone. With Cerberus I'd end up armless. Instead, | put my faith, such asit was, in my last blade.
Cerberuslanded on me, hisweight driving that blade into one neck. Blood immediatdly frothed forthina
pulsing arc. I'd hit acarotid artery. From one bubbling throat to another, | yanked the knife free and
diced again. | couldnt tdl if | hit the artery that time. Already awash in blood and crushed beneath five
hundred pounds of lycanthrope, | continued to dash blindly. Abruptly, the weight increased and what
littleair I had in my lungswas forced out. | fought againgt the choking bands of suffocation, tasting
Cerberusshblood asit fell onto my face and lips. Slashing again with the knife, | heard through ringing
earswhat sounded like an entire pack of wolves snarling over me. Flay was il in the game. Subtract the
added suffocation and that could've been a good thing. Then weight on me suddenly vanished and | could
breathe again. | could seethe sky again. | could also seethe familiar face that moved into my field of
vison.

"I believe you dropped this." Niko held out the Magnum and clucked a disapproving tongue againgt the
roof of hismouth. "Very careless of you."

| et theknifefal beside me and closed adippery hand around the butt of the gun. Dragging air back into
my lungs, | coughed afew times, then sat up. "Better down there..." | said hoarsdly, standing, "than
whereit dmost ended up." But | was speaking to empty air. Niko had joined the rolling pile of bestia



violence. Sure feet balanced on the dope of a shaggy back, he swung his sword high and Cerberus
became as singular as held always considered himself to be. One heavy head was impaled, the metal
length punching through skull, brain, and jaw and into the roof below. Flay used the opportunity to
wriggle from benesath Cerberus. Thistime the blood on him was his own. Staggering severd feet awvay,
the white walf fdl, then curled into an unmoving bal. Snowbdl was down for the count. Cerberus...
Cerberus was not.

The Alphareared up, ripping the sword that pinned the head of his deceased twin free from thetar. The
glitter of slver piercing the dangling head was brighter than the rapidly dulling eyes. Blood and brain
matter dripped from theloll of dead tongue. Cerberus was dead. Long live Cerberus... but how exactly
long was long? Not only was his back leg still usaless, but the front one on the same side had stopped
moving aswell. What I'd started with my knife, Niko had added to with his sword. Each head controlled
its Side of the body, and now half that body was dead.

The solitary howl of pain and losswas followed by one of unadulterated murderous fury. What remained
of thewolf might not have much time left to him, but he was going to make the mogt of it. He spun on one
back leg and propelled his mass toward us. It was an unbalanced rush, but powerful asafreight train just
the same. Nik, who had landed lightly beside me after being bucked free of Cerberus, murmured
meatter-of-factly, "Do him the mercy."

It would be an act of mercy. Did he deserve mercy?
Doubitful, very goddamn doubtful. It didn't matter; | gaveit to him anyway.

| emptied the remaining four roundsinto his skull. It was amazing what you could accomplish with the
luxury of aim and ahandheld cannon sturdy enough to survive afour-story fall. Bone disintegrated, flesh
peded away in chunks, and agiant fell. A look of incomprehension flickered in swirls of black and
copper and then died aong with Cerberus. He changed back. That part of the legend wastrue. A nude
heap sprawled in atangle of muscular limbs and cold metal. Hewas ill larger than life, but the
misdirection of Size didn't change the fact that now he looked human. Odd, yeah, but human. An
unsettling quirk of chance had caused the two ruined heads to roll toward each other, and rest forehead
to shattered forehead. Brothers. | tightened my jaw and did my gaze away, focusing on Niko. "Y ou want
your sword back?"

"A given. I'll retrieveit." Helooked me up and down, then zeroed in on my gore-covered face with a
concerned frown. "Isany of that yours?"

"No, believeit or not." Putting the gun away, | swiped adeeve across my face. "Miracles do happen.”

"Yes, they do." He dipped ahand into his snug black jacket, then extended it toward me. "Here.
Something &l'se you misplaced.”

It wasthe crown. I'd known he would find it below, but I couldn't deny the relief that thumped behind my
ribs, liquid and warm. | accepted it, turning it in my hands, one way, then the other. The metal was cool
to the touch, the stones even colder. That flash of heat 1'd thought | felt before was nowhere to be found.
"Hard to believe," | said softly. The unsaid conclusion echoed my earlier thought. Hard to believe this
was worth Georgeslife. Nik's hand gave my shoulder a brief squeeze of agreement before he moved
over to Cerberusto work his sword loose. | moved aswell, toward the far edge of the roof. There the
illumination from the streetlight was brighter asit drifted up from below. The dark gold appeared brighter,
but things weren't any more clear. It wasjust a... thing. A piece of crap. Nothing.

Andthen it was. Literdly nothing. In my hand... nothing.



He came out of nowhere... likedl bad dreams do. He must've been perched on the side of the building,
waiting. They were good at that—waiting. One moment | stood a one and the next he flowed up over the
edge to stand before me, ahorrificaly distorted reflection.

| froze. I'm not proud of it, but it's afact—one of those cold, hard ones you're dways hearing about. He
stood there before me, smply stood.... asif hewasn't aghost. Wasn't afigment from alife now led only
in nightmare. Wasn't Auphe.

Trangparently white skin, narrow face, sullenly burning molten eyes. Flaxen hair lifted on anonexistent
wind, and a thousand needl e teeth bared and washed with afoaming saliva. It wasasight I'd thought I'd
never see again. "Traitor." The voice wasflat and harsh, the dry rasp of scales acrossastonefloor. "I've
been searching for you." He crowned himsdlf with the gold circlet that had been so easily snatched from
my parayzed fingers before he flashed ataloned hand toward my throat. "High and low." The claws
punctured skin without the restraint Cerberus had shown. "Far and wide." The face leaned closeto mine
until itsfetid bresth soured the air in my lungs. "Here and now."

My eyes closed involuntarily. They believed wholeheartedly what my mind wanted to. It wasnt true. It
was anilluson. It wasadream. I'd open my eyesand it would be gone. Just likethat... gone. Only it
didn't happen that way.

"l amtheway, tainted cousin." The grip on my airway tightened. "1 am righteous vengeance. Y ou cannot
closeyour eyestothat.”

Trandfixed, immobile... fucking useless. | should've shoved the fear and terror down. | should've
concentrated on theloathing... the hate. Submit to an Auphe? Lie down for this pasty-ass shithead? No.
No. | could snap the hedl of my hand under his pointed chin and shove him away. | could plant afoot in
his gut and throw him over the edge. The motionswere so clear in my mind. | could see them, but |
couldn't move. He was half the size of the Cerberus wolf, and till | couldn't move. Everyone has
something intheir life, in their world, that can break them. Y ou might not be able to imagineit or to even
fathom it exigts... but it'sthere. For every single person, it's there. Mine, however, couldn't bresk me. It
wasfar too late for that.

Couldn't break what had aready been broken.

"Get away from him." Niko's taut voice was behind me. It couldn't have been far; the roof wasn't that
large. There was no reason he should sound aworld away. "Get away from him now."

Thewarning claws sank deeper in my flesh, acatch-all deterrent. "Betrayed your kind," the Auphe
hissed. A strand of colorless hair touched my cheek. It was dippery and it burned, atrack of cold fire.
"Betrayed your own."

Hewasn't wrong. | had betrayed the Auphe. Biggest and best accomplishment of my lifeto date. I'd
participated, although not as much as1'd have liked, in the wholesale destruction of what remained of
their race. Niko, Robin, and | had kept them from turning this world into what it had once been before
humans had ruled. We'd stopped them from taking us back to when the supernatura was natural, the
water and air were perfume sweset, and humans were at best toys and at worst amild nuisance. Whilea
world run by the Auphe might be more ecologicaly sound, the murder and mutilation ratio would be a
definite downside. | "Did you think we were dl gone, traitor child?" | could taste blood in my mouth as
the elongated fingers continued to tighten around my throat. "Did you think there would not be
consequences for one such asyou?"

No. I'd never thought that. 1'd been living with the consegquences of the Aupheal my life. Only recently
had | been dedling with the consequences of their death. | would take the second over the first any damn



day. Or | would have done that until now. Of course, none of my thoughts were quite that coherent.
Rapidly disntegrating, bits and pieces of them would roll and surface briefly, slvered fishina
sorm-driven sea, before vanishing under an ever-risng swell of sckened disbdlief. It was adishdlief that
refused to die despite the evidence before me. It couldn't be alive Auphe. Couldn't be.

"Did you think you would be safe?*

Could.

"Did you think you would escape your beloved family?”
Not.

"You shdl not."

Be.

Nailswere ripped free from my neck with callous efficiency. Bloodstained, they were held up for my
examination. "But it will not be thissimple. For you, never thissmple. Never thispainless.

"Every moment." Liplessteeth touched my fore-head in ahideous parody of apaternd kiss. "Of every
day." Hetook a step back, graceful asa striking snake. "We will watch you. We will take al from you.
All and everyone." A red-tinted claw traced the circlet on his head. "As| took this."

| tried then. | redlly did. It was asif I'd forgotten how to make my body work. Nerves were duggish...
jointsfixed and rusty, but in a pathetic, drunken fumble, | was able to reach out with anumb hand.

Sow, too dow.

"This, betrayer, isonly the beginning. We have such games planned for thisworld.” The grin was as bright
and cold asadice of winter sky. "What a pity your sanity shall not survive to see them." One more step
and he balanced on the edge of the roof, then plummeted off.

Niko's sword, still wet with wolf blood, struck the edge afraction of asecond after the Auphe's plunge. ™
Fuck," camethevicioudy spit curse. That sounded like me, not my calm, cooal, collected brother. At any
other time | would've been amazed and amused that Niko would admit to knowing the word, much less
using it. At this particular time, however, | didn't fed amazement. | damn sure didn't fee amusement. In
fact, | suddenly felt nothing at dl. My legs gave way and | fell to my knees.

llwlll

| didn't feel the rough surface beneath me, or the way it scored my flesh raw as| methodicaly beat my
fidsagand it.

"Cal."

| didn't fed the pressure of hands on my shoulders or the hard motion that shook me. | could seeit all,
distant and hazy, but | felt absolutely nothing and that was fine with me. Hands stopped my fistsfrom
their pounding, then wound around fistfuls of my shirt to pull me effortlesdy to my feet. Thekeen of a
sren floated over Nik'svoice, giving the words peculiar halos of red light. " The police are coming, Cal.
We haveto go."

Go? Where could we possibly go? In aworld where the Auphe il lived, where could we go? Wed
aready learned the hard way that we couldn't hide forever. Not from the Auphe, and not from what |



had done. George's best chance of coming home, George's only chance. ..

AndI'djust lost it.

Chapter 13

Numbness can't last, as much asyou might like it to.
Too bad.

| sat on the edge of the tub and focused on thetiled floor as Niko finished mopping the blood from my
skin. Hed removed the torn stitches from my arm and cleaned the haf-healed bite, but otherwise left it
aone. The copper that had filled my mouth when facing the Auphe had been from a savagely bitten
tongue; | kept that less-than-heroic gem to myself. The only real damage had been done to my neck, and
that wasn't nearly asbad asit could've been. The Auphe had made it clear my death would be the least
of my punishment. They didn't want to try to use me again to bring an end to thisworld. They knew | was
aless-than-reliable tool, and from the sounds of it, they had other waysin mind. No, they didn't want to
use me anymore; what they wanted from me was far more smple than that: pain.

The bite of antiseptic stung under my jaw and | hissed. It wasthe first thing I'd felt since the rooftop and
my first redl reaction. "Welcome back," Niko said with quiet relief, opening a package of smal butterfly
bandages.

Not exactly happy to be back, | shifted my shoulders and remained silent. Turning over my hands, |
gazed at the skinned knuckles. Niko had saved them from worse. Time and again, he/d saved me from dl
kinds of worse... including the Auphe. Thiswasn't any easier for him than it was for my worthless
ass—to say theleast. And he didn't have the luxury or going catatonic. Raising my eyesto his, | asked
diffidently, "Areyou okay?' The question came out stiff and uncertain asif 1'd spent days mute instead of
only hours.

"I've had better days." He applied severa of the bandages. "Many, many better.” Sliding theflat of his
hand around to the nape of my neck, he squeezed lightly. "How are you?"

How was ? Now, therewas aquestion. "Me?" | flipped my hands back over to see callused but
undamaged palms. Our psychic was gone; there was no one lft to read the lines and creases. "I'm fine.
Just fine. Couldn't be fucking finer."

"W, goody for you, because | am anything but,” Goodfellow said, gppearing in the doorway with his
mobile face pale and set. Robin had the distinct displeasure of having been around nearly aslong asthe
Auphe. He knew them aswell as my brother and | did and hated them almost as much. "Niko, you may
want to look at Flay. He's out here bleeding like the proverbia stuck pig, and he'sdoing it al over your
carpet. | persondly don't careif helivesor dies, but you may have some things to discuss with him."

"Hay?' Nik'sface darkened. His hand gripped my neck tighter, then dropped away. "This promisesto
beinteresting.” As Robin turned and walked away, my brother watched me carefully as| stood. | wasn't



sureif it was physical or mental bal ance that he was worried about. "Well survivethis, Cd," he offered
with absolute certainty. "I swear it. We defeated the Auphe once. Well do it again.”

And George? How are we going to get George back now? | wanted to ask, but didn't. I didn't know that
was ready to hear the answer.

| didn't remember Niko phoning Goodfellow or Promise, but he must have, as both werein theliving
room. Flay was aswell, looking like extra-large road-kill. "How did he get here?" | asked impassively,
leaning againgt the wall with folded arms and watching as Promise and Niko knelt besde him. Yesh,
Snowbdl may have saved my life—emphasis on may—but | didn't delude mysdlf into thinking that was
his goal. Hed wanted Cerberus dead. Helping me had been an accidental by-product at best.

"From thelooks of the halway, dragging himsdlf on his ssomach while vomiting blood the entireway,”
Robin answered grimly. Held retrieved our mop and bucket from the kitchen. "By the way, | do not do
windows." He exited to dispose of the evidence, damming the door behind him to underline his
displeasure at the bout of manud labor.

Promise pressed another folded sheet to Flay's chest and turned to Niko. "I didn't know if you wanted
him dive. If nat, | gpologize for your ruined linen." Her normaly temperate voice was briskly
busnesdike. She wasn't wasting any Florence Nightingae sympathies on the half-dead wolf. Her hair
hung in atail down her back, tightly disciplined and smooth, but her clotheswere a set of delicate
lounging pajamas. Spiderweb fine, the white materid wasn't snug, but it definitely molded her petite form.
Thelong cloak sheld worn over it had been discarded on the couch in ajumbled hurry. She clearly hadn't
wasted a moment rushing over upon receiving Niko's cal. Her eyeswhen they lifted to mine were as soft
asthe silk shewaswrapped in and full of an empathy | wasn't prepared to dedl with. | dropped my eyes
toward Hay ingtantly.

"I'm not precisaly sure mysdlf,” Niko returned acidly as he used athumb to pry open one of Flay's closed
lids. Hay was il in his quas-wolf form, hisbest chance of hedling himsdlf, and his fur-covered face was
fixedin arictus of pain. Hewas hanging on, but only just. At Niko's prodding the glassy red eyes
opened. Surrounded by aline of nude baby-pink skin, they looked oddly vulnerable. "What are you
doing here, Omega?"

Omega, the lowest-ranking wolf. Flay had been Beta, second-in-command, under Cerberus, but in our
pack hewas pulling up lagt dl theway. When you were asintelligent as Niko, you could tailor aninsult to
even the most obscure of mongers. "No... where." Pink froth stained the white fur around his mouth.
"H=... go."

True enough. He'd hel ped take Cerberus down, normally agood career move for awolf. Upward
mohbility and killing your boss were one and the same in the Kin. But Flay hadn't fought one-on-one. Hed
joined in with ahuman and ahaf Aupheto destroy his Alpha When the first wolf caught awhiff of
Niko's and my presence on the roof, Flay would hit number one on the Kin's most wanted list. Asfor
Caleb, Snowball hadn't lived up to the expectations of that master either. | didn't know what Caleb's
reaction would be, but judging from Flay's appearance in our apartment, | guessed it wouldn't be
pleasant. Poor Snowball, he was afur ball without a country.

My heart wept for him. Truly.
"Kill him," I said coldly. "He didn't know shit before. | doubt he knows anything now."

Niko gave afractiond lift of hiseyebrows a the remark, but hisonly comment was, "Perhaps Robin
could usesome helpinthe hal.”



Hethought | might not be thinking precisdly straight. He was right, and guess what? | was actudly smart
enough to know it. | 1&ft the three of them and walked out into the hdl, closing the door with exquisite
care. | thought that if I'd dammed it as Goodfellow had, | might not have stopped until it was nothing
more than splinters.

"Good. A sour and sulky helper. Who says dreams don't come true?' The puck tossed me the mop and
leaned gratefully againgt the wall, shifting the weight off hishedling leg. The chegp tile floor was as much
of amessas hed said. Exhaling harshly, | dunked the mop and got to it. The work went quickly. Luckily,
it was late enough that none of our neighbors were up and about to make things dicey. As amatter of
fact... | checked my watch and blinked. Four am. Shit. I'd been mentally AWOL alittle longer than I'd

thought.
"l wasthinking Angidtri.”
| didn't bother to stop the rhythmic dap and swirl of the mop. "What?' | said, incurious.

"Angidri. It'saGreek idand. Fairly secluded, utterly beautiful." He massaged the top of hisleg and
smirked. "Nude beaches." The leer faded as quickly asit had come. "It will be along time before any
Auphefinds usthere. Well find George and off well go.”

The mop continued to move of its own accord. Back and forth. | followed aong withiit, silent. I'd
finished half the hdl before finaly spoke. "'I'm sorry.”

Having given up on the hopes of getting any sparkling conversation out of me, Goodfdlow tilted his head.
"Pardon?’

| watched as red-tinted water dripped into the bucket for several seconds before | submerged the mop
again. "I'm sorry. Nik and | got you into this messwith the Auphe." The Auphe had made it clear that
he'd take what was important to me before he actualy took me. The meansto save George would be
only thefirst. What would be next? My brother, my friends... | swalowed and clenched the wood
handle with atight fist. Even if Robin hadn't been my friend, held till be on the Auphes shit list. Hed
been just asinstrumenta in bringing them down, if not more, than | had been.

"Cdliban." Robin's mouth lengthened, then turned up dightly at the corners. "No one held agun to my
head." His eyes gleamed in reminiscence. "A knifeto the throat, yes, but not agun.”" He straightened and
limped over to take the mop from my hands. "I made my choice, and believeit or not, | have no regrets.”
He swabbed. "Wdll, other than my constant exposure to what you imagine to be humor."

"What?" | rubbed a hand over suddenly weary eyes. "No swipe a my fashion sense?’

Hetook in my jeans and bloodstained T-shirt and gave an exaggerated sigh. "1 know defeat when it rears
itsugly poly-blend head.”

Ashe gtarted to clean, | pulled thetie from my hair to let the ponytail fal free. | ducked my head and
strands of hair swung over my face, a curtain between me and theworld. "Robin... thanks."

"For what?" he asked promptly. "For dlowing you the privilege of basking in my charm? Gifting you with
my wit and wisdom? Of course, it could be that 1've saved your melancholy ass on more than one
occason.”

| gave aninvoluntary snort, then looked up to say quietly, "I meant, thanks for sticking around.”

"I'm good a many, many things. Excdlent redly." He finished mopping up the last bit of the blood trail
and curled hislipsin saf-deprecation. "But sticking around hasn't ways been one of those things. So...



gold star for me." He opened the exit door to peer down the stairs and cursed. "All the way down. All
the thrice-damned way down." Threading fingers through his hair, he flashed me ahumorless grin. "Fetch
the bucket, Cinderella. We have along night ahead of us."

It was two hours, tops, but it felt longer. Sore and bonetired, | carried the mop and bucket back into the
apartment, stepped over the bloodstain on the carpet, and fell onto the couch. No Flay on the floor
meant he either was recuperating in the tub, or on one of our beds, or had been tossed out awindow.
Theway my luck had been running it was probably one of the first two options. Damn it. Too tired to
reach out and turn off the lamp, | crooked my arm over my eyes and waited for the darknessto come,
Promise camefird.

"He's scared.”

| opened my eyes as her weight settled on a cushion's edge. Her hair lay across her breast in adeek tail;
her face was pae and grave. "Flay?' | grunted. "He should be. Where isthe shithead? He better not be
bleeding dl over my bed.”

"Hay isin Niko'sbed." Her hand was small, but her grip was strong as she curled her fingers around
mine. "But it wasn't Flay | was spesking of "

"I know," | murmured. No, not Flay, but I'd wanted to hang on to the pretense for amoment or so.
Niko, who feared nothing on his own behdf, took on the weight of the world when it cameto me. | sat
up and gently extricated my hand from hers. I'd dways thought Niko would've been better off without
me

Now | had to face up to the fact that everyone who knew me was in the same boat, including Promise.
"It'sthe Auphe." An unnecessary statement if ever therewasone. "They... shit." | rested my head in my
hands. She had seen the worst of it last year; she knew about the Auphe. But there was something |
wasn't sure that she did know. | wasn't sure it was something that anyone but Niko and | could know.
Straightening, | said frankly, "Last year was bad, but it was just theicing on the cake. The Auphe have
been with us our entire lives." My mouth twisted and | corrected, "My entirelife. Nik'sfirst four years
were monger free.” | wondered if he thought that had been long enough.

"And you thought it was over.”

"Wethought it was over,” | confirmed heavily. "If we hadn't, I'm not sure...” | shook my head. Stupid,
pointless thoughts. "Y ou and Nik can have my bed." If she stayed, and for Niko's sake | hoped that she
did. "I'mtoo tired to get off the couch anyway."

"Cdiban." Therewas atouch on my hair. Sympathy, understanding, solace... and | wanted none of it.
Pulling away with care, | lay back down. "Good night, Promise. Take care of him."

She sighed and stood, bending to brush akiss over my hair. "Y ou aready do that, the same as he does
for you."

The Auphe, George, none of it could stand against the exhaustion. | didn't need apillow or blanket.
Sprawling on the couch in the dim light of the lamp, | dept hard with no dreams. When anightmare
comestrue in your waking hours, it doesn't need to follow you into deep. At least not thistime. Astired
as| was, | didn't deep long. The sun, bright and hot, was streaming full force through the blinds when |
levered sticky eyelids open, and | put the time around ten.

Four hours deep. All things considered, it was more than I'd hoped for. As | pushed off the tenacious



remains of deep, | saw something el se as congtant as the sun. A dark blond head rested againgt thearm
of the couch, breaths even and deep.

| groaned. "Jesus, Nik. Y ou turn down abed and a beautiful woman to deep on thefloor. | wonder
about your priorities, Cyrano. | do."

"Who'sto say | didn't split my time equaly?' Hed awakened immediately, probably before | managed to
get thefirgt syllable out of my mouth. Ingtantly dert, he sat up from the bonel ess douching position hed
dept in and sheathed the knife that had been cradled in hishand. My own was il tucked under the
cushion.

"Trust me. Time spent with Promise and time spent babysitting me don't work out quite the same.” |
rolled over onto my back and rubbed the deep from my eyes. "Y ou worry about me too much, Nik." My
hand made an automatic grab for abraid that was no longer there. | missed Niko's hair, if only for the
annoyanceit gave him when | tugged on it. Letting my empty hand dangle toward the floor, | went on,

"Y ou should worry more about yourself. So should Promise and Goodfel low."

"Dont," hesad firmly.
| turned my head back toward him. "Nik, you heard what—"

"l said don't,” he overrode me. "It doesn't matter what it said, Cal. Not to me, and not to Promise or
Robin. A few may have survived the warehouse explosion, but they won't survivefor long. They..." He
stopped, lips pressed tight. Closing his eyes, he massaged hisforehead with the hed of hishand. "I'm an
idiot. They're back, aren't they? They're truly back. Bastards.”

| extended an arm and hooked it around his neck for arough squeeze. "Goodfdlow says there's a Greek
nudieidand he could take usto."

His eyes opened, and lie snorted through hislong nose. "And how isthat better than the Auphe? Or less
dangerous, for that matter?"

| stretched my lipsinto the closest thing to agrin | could manage. " Good point.” | released him and sat
up. "Doyou think... ?' | hesitated, but then pushed on. "Do you think the Auphe took George?

"No," he said with the certainty that let me know held aready carefully weighed the possibility before
dismissngit. "The Auphe are draightforward in their maiciousness. If they had wanted George, they
would've taken her. Smply, and without the distraction of Caeb and the crown.”

| felt something ingde me unclench alittle. George in Caeb's hands was gut-wrenching; Georgein the
hands of the Auphe... it was aconnection in my brain that | couldn't even make. "Okay." | blew out a
heavy breath and repeated, "Okay." | retrieved my blade from under the cushion and watched the
sunlight ripple onits surface. "Now tell me, why the hell isthat mangy Flay in your bed and not headfirst
down the incinerator where he belongs?*

"Hewouldnt fit?" he offered with araised eyebrow. At my unappreciative growl, Nik stood, stretched,

and relented. "He doesn't know anything useful that he's aware of . But now that heis personanon grata
with the Kin and Caleb, he may be able to advise us on what Caleb's next step would be. It would only
be a guess, but aguessis more than we have now."

It was smart thinking and good strategy, but in the end, it came to nothing. In seven hours Flay didn't
wake once. Oh, sure, held shared his bodily fluids, all of them, with us... al over Nik's bed. But
consciousness? Words? No. Promise said she'd seen it before, a sdlf-induced coma that concentrated all



awolfsresources on healing. Nothing could wake the son of abitch and don't think | didn't try. | did.
And with an enthusiasm | didn't like to think about. Findly, Niko dragged me out to the kitchen and
pushed meinto achair. "Drink," he commanded, depositing aglassin front of me.

Looking at the container of brown liquid dubioudly, | said, "Y eah, thanks anyway. What aillsme | don't
think your wheetgrass can cure.”

"And torturing an unconscious wolf will?* he retorted.

| felt the burn behind my skin spread to tingle in my mouth. Shame. What had seemed completely
justified only minutes ago now seemed far less so under my brother'sgaze. So | did the very least | could
do. Taking the glass, | drank. Expecting the usua healthy concoction, | nearly choked on the scorch of
whiskey. Consdering our mother, it wasthe last thing I'd expected Niko to dip me, but oddly enough it
was just what | needed. One swallow was enough. Hot as my rage, the a cohol burned a path down to
my stomach and woke me up. That was the best way to put it. It woke me up, jarring the cycle of fear
and hate and letting me step free of it for amoment.

"Let me make mysdlf perfectly clear, Cal." He put his hands on the table and bent down to fix mewith an
unwavering look. "I don't give adamn what you do to Flay. | do, however, give adamn what you do to
yoursdf. All right?' He didn't give metimeto respond. "Now..." After removing the sill half-full glassto
the sink, he sat down opposite me. "Goodfelow caled. Heshad anidea.”

Jugtifiably suspicious of any patented Goodfellow scheme, | asked, "What kind of idea?"

"Abbagor.”

That had been the origina Goodfellow extravaganzathat had birthed my suspicious nature to begin with.
To hear it repeated was the nastiest sort of déavu. "Y ou've got to be shitting me." | jerked back in the
chair so aruptly | nearly tipped it over. "Jesus. Tell meyou're shitting me.”

"Would that | could,” he said impassvely.

"Hetried to kill uslast time, Nik. Y ou do remember that, right?" | said caugticdly. | sureashell did and
as memorieswent, it wasn't anong Christmas Day and the smdll of puppy bresth for warm and fuzzy.
Abbagor was... Shit, Abbagor was Abbagor. A mass of living flesh, buried victims, and an appetite for
violence and blood that was legendary. Hewas dso atrall, but not like any fairy-tdetroll I'd seenin any
book. He was not like anything 1'd seen ever... anywhere. And what he had nearly doneto Niko...
Chrigt. "Hetried to kill us, and he tried pretty damn hard.”

"As Goodfellow reminded me, with considerable condescension, hell mogt likely try to kill usthistime as
well. But gpparently Abbagor knows everything about anything,” he said with distaste. "He is our best
chance at tracking down the other crown."

"The other crown?' | frowned. "You think it sill exists?!

"It'spossible. Thefirgt survived. Why not the second? | think it at least bears looking into. And the best
placeto look into it happens to be with Abbagor. He, as he's proven before, knows something about

everything."

| cdlosed my eyes. Unfortunately it wastrue. The troll was an information miser. If there was something
worth knowing, he knew it. Hell, even if it wasn't worth knowing, he knew it. "Gresat. Judt... gredt. | don't
suppose you'd do me afavor and hang around topside when we go visit the son of abitch?”

"Condgdering thethree of usbarely walked away last time, | would haveto say no," he said dryly.



What went unsaid was that the previous year we'd been at top form. No wounded arm for me, no
Goodfdlow limping around like alame horse. "Wonder where | can get abazooka on short notice,” |
sad, grimacing.

"Sufficient unto the day the ass kicking therein." Nik's hand landed on my shoulder, then urged me up.
"WEeIl worry about it later. Facing Abbagor without deep isn't wise."

Facing Abbagor at dl wasn't wise. Asamatter of fact, it wasn't anything lessthan suicidd. And it didn't
matter adamn. We were backed in a corner; we were drowning. If Abbagor wasthe only straw within
reach, then...

Wedjust haveto grasp it.

Chapter 14

Abbagor dwelled in alabyrinth of tunnels under the Brooklyn Bridge. Where dsewould atrall live? How
long he'd been there, | didn't know, but it didn't really matter. From the housewarming on, hed made the
place hisown. It was his hunting ground and playground al in one—think about that the next time you
haul your butt over to Brooklyn. Night was the wordt. It was the time Abbagor ranged the length of the
bridge, looking for food... looking for pets. Better to be food. If your car stalled there some night late,
you'd better keep your assinside with doors locked and pray. Pray hard.

Not that anyone seemed to be listening.

Behind a shidding abutment rested the door to Abby's summer, winter, and forever home. Last year
when we'd come seeking information about the Auphe, there had been aheavy layer of mud over
concrete around the entrance. And the smell... | hadn't hurled, but it'd been a close one. It was better
thistime, the ground hard and dry at our feet. The grate we had dropped through was back in place and
secured with ashiny padlock. | looked down at it and kicked the lock, saying fatdigticaly, "Maybeit'sa

dgn.

"If only." Robin pulled hiswallet out and teased out asmall piece of metdl. In lessthan three secondsthe
lock was history. Goodfellow with alockpick was faster than | waswith akey. "There," he offered with
ahedlthy dose of self-conceit. "It'stheleast | can do.”

| cut him some dack; he wasn't nearly as smug as he norma ly would've been. Niko and | were going

bel ow, but Robin was staying behind. My arm and sore ribs were bad enough, but Goodfellow couldn't
run. That crossbow bolt had torn up agood chunk of his leg muscle when we were attacked in that alley.
| still wasn't sure who was behind that, although | had some idess. It was either another one of Caleb's
happy little tests to prove we were tough enough to take on the Kin or adark and twisted game of the
Auphe. Therewas no rea way of knowing oneway or the other, but from the rambling of our attacker, |
was betting Caeb. "He said and you came,” the guy had said. "He said..." Caleb appeared dmost
human. Hewas a"he." Faced with an Auphe, | doubted two things: that the man would've been at al
coherent about what the Auphe said, and that he would've called an Auphe"he." Y our average human
with both feet in the mundane and norma world would've gone with "it,” combined with afew



throat-tearing screamsfor punctuation. Besides, when the Auphe subcontracted, they did awholelot
better than a nut job with a crossbow.

Since Robin couldn't run, ahigh priority whenin Abbagor'slair, he was sitting this one out up top. Mord
support in five-hundred-dollar sunglasses. The lawn chair he had carried from his car had cost
consderably less. | watched as he unfolded it and took a seat. Lacing fingers across his somach, he
leaned back and turned hisface to the sun. "Comfy?' | inquired caudtically.

"Nearly." He yawned. "Have Abby send up amargarita, would you? Frozen with salt.”

"Yeah, sure," | snorted. "No problem.” As Niko bent, hooked hisfingersin the grate, and tossed it aside,
| rubbed a weary eyes. Through my own dark glasses the sun seared my retinas with the pain and
brilliance of alaser. I'd dept another night, despite my dismal expectations, but it had left me feding
hungover and a headache throbbed steadily at the base of my skull.

"Ready?"' Niko prodded.
| pulled off my glasses, tossed them in Goodfellow's lap, and grunted, " So wher€'s that bazooka?"

"Y ou've one good arm |eft, little brother.” Niko crouched on the lip of the opening and scanned the
darkness below. "I'm quite sure you can arm-wrestle Abbagor to hisdeath if it comesto that." With that,
he dipped over the edge and disappeared from sight.

| Sghed and trudged to the reeking black square. "Have a good nap, Loman."

Hewaved me off. " Scream if you need anything." Unfortunately, if it cameto that, therewasnt asingle,
solitary thing Robin could do to help us. He knew that aswell aswe did, and if he wanted to pretend this
was going to beawalk in the park, who was | to screw up his sun-worshipping, margarita-chugging
psychologica defense mechanism? Facing Abbagor was going to suck, no two ways about it, but the
helpless waiting, that was no picnic ether. We al knew, from past and current experience, that waiting
wasaspecid hell dl itsown.

"Screaming | cando,” | said with grim cheer as| sat on the opening's edge. " See you later, Goodfellow.
Don't forget the sunblock.” | jumped down, the midcalf-deep muck softening thelanding just asit had
donethe last time. No matter how dry it was above, here it was dways wet, always a swamp. And it
aways stunk to the unseen heavens. The stench of rotting flesh and old blood, the smell of adave master
wallowing in hisown filth—it didn't exactly qualify as aromatherapy. But thistime | came prepared.
Pulling asmall tube from my pocket, | deposited a minute amount of astringent muscle-ache ointment on
my upper lip. That opened the sinuseslike afire hose, but it was a much more acceptable smell, onel
could dedl with.

Niko was waiting on me with folded arms and a curious, tilted heed. "Clever.”

"Hey, | watch TV, same asanyone dse.” And if ever there was a crime scene, this made the cut.
Finishing up, | reached back and retrieved the gun hung on my back. No bazooka, but a Browning
semiautomatic shotgun. It probably wouldn't kill thetroll. Could be nothing would. I'd emptied aclipin
his skull the last time without much effect. Regardless, investing in alittle more stopping power was never
abad thing, and this had morefield of fire than the Magnum. | would've priced grenade launchersif we
hadn't been headed underground.

| wrapped the leather strap around my arm and set the stock against my hip bone. "Well, fearless |eader?
Areweready?'



"And what makes methe leader?' Forgoing the flashlight we'd brought, Niko began to walk, smoothly
and unhindered by the mud. Thefaint glow of luminescent lichen on the walls shed enough light to just see
his outline. It was more than we'd had |ast time. Someone was being awfully welcoming.

"You kicking my assevery time| say different ring any bells?' | dogged. Niko skated acrossthe sticky
surface like awater bug on aglassy pond, and | dogged. Preternatural genes didn't help worth adamn
when it cameto swvimming through dop. Didn' it figure?

"I'm forced to do it so often | can't be expected to remember every occasion.” Holding up ahand, he
added softly, "Now, quiet.”

"Why? He dready knowswere here." Before uswas a doorway | recognized. Carved through the
concrete wall with diamond-sharp talons, it was a gaping eye socket to the troll's labyrinth. Beyond,
maintenance tunnel's had been expanded far into the earth and God help the potbellied city worker that
stuck his nose through that door. A union card didn't carry much weight with Abbagor.

"I'm sure he does, but snce we want his assstance, try for aminimum of manners.” His sword aready in
hand, Miss Manners stepped through the doorway .

"Y ou want usto show respect for the evil bastard? Jesus, Nik," | complained, but my heart wasn't init.
Wed do what we had to do, for George. If that meant playing nice with this malicious shithead, then
that'swhat we would do. And if that didn't work, we could try chopping off pieces of him until hefelt a
shade more cooperative. Hey, | wasflexible.

Subsiding into silence, | followed behind my brother as we retraced our path from last year... mentally
and physically. | had better memories and not many worse. Niko had very nearly died in this place. No,
that wasn't true. What had almost happened to him was worse than degth, far worse. Abbagor killed,
true, but he dso liked his"pets." How he made them | couldn't begin to guess. | wasn't even sure of the
end result; | hadn't caught more than a glimpse of them, but Niko said they were—God help
them—aware. Reduced to bits and pieces, but conscious. And Niko would know. He'd been halfway to
becoming one, swalowed whole by the roiling mass of tendrils that formed Abbagor's massive body.
Every timethat memory hit me, so did another. An anonymous hand... male, with arosetattoo. It
appeared between tentacles to stroke the gray palid flesh with areverentiad motion. Living... existing in
the prison that was Abbagor, was a horror that was hard to grasp. | didn't want to and Niko didn't have
to. And here we were, walking right back into his reach. Desperation... it could make you do some
crazy shit.

Crazy.

Picking up the pace, | shouldered past Niko right as we entered the cavern hollowed out in amasonry
tower. Maybe he could al but walk on mud like some sort of bargain-basement messiah, but it hadn't
helped him last time. Abbagor had his own issueswith me. If | could keep his attention focused on me, it
would give my more mobile brother a better chance. A better chanceto fight; if worse cametoworst, a
better chanceto run. I'd take whatever | could get. | would die for George, but give up my brother? It
wasn't achoice | could live with. Wasn't achoice | would make.

Of course, Niko would tdl meit wasn't mine to make.

"Cal," he hissed under his breath with annoyance as| passed him, but before he could attempt to snare
my arm Abbagor's voice came through the gloom.

"Auphelingggg.” It wasawet burble, alast breath forced through a mouthful of blood.



| looked up automatically. Last year Abbagor had descended from the three-story-tall celling likea
bloated spider. Although at our level there was adim light emanating from the glowing-dime-covered
walls, above there was only infinite darkness. | strained my eyes but saw nothing. "I'm flattered as hell,
Abby," | said laconicaly. "Y ou remember me."

"I remember dl," camethe clotted gurgle. "And dways shdl | remember you." He gppeared in the mud at
our feet, the dow rise of amethane bubble rising through afetid swamp. There had to be a dropoff, apit
dug to accommodate his mass. That was new. The muck covering him wouldn't have hidden usfrom him.
He had no eyes, Abbagor, only shallow indentationsin the knotted flesh, but he didn't need eyesto see
better than we could. His back, atwisted terrain of tangled tendrils, surfaced last, preceded by floating
arms and amisshapen head. The back of his skull was amass of shattered bone forming jagged peaks
covered by thick skin. I might not have killed him, but I'd messed up his pretty looks. Yippee.

"Whereisthelittle goat?' Freed of the mud, the python mouth formed words mellow and clear asthe
ringing of the purest crystal. His voice was completely at odds with his hideous appearance and peculiar
enough to send an atavigtic shiver down my spine.

"Goodfellow had a previous engagement,” Niko said, stepping up to my side. "He sends his gpologies.”

"Destined to forever beforsaken,” wasthe doleful reply. It was accompanied by asigh as mournful asthe
sound of crying angds. "That ismy fate. My everlasting sorrow.”

Hed said that before... that he was forsaken. But then held said it about the Auphe. Nearly as ancient as
they were, Abbagor had the origind love/hate relationship with the Auphe. He loved to hate them. Loved
to mutilate. .. to rip limb from limb, whatever he could manage. And to his pleasure, the Auphewere a
good match for him. Apparently, Abby had a problem with boredom, and held do anything to relieveit.
That his own blood was often spilled in the battles didn't bother him at all. When we'd cometo him for
information before, held attacked in the hopes of provoking the Auphe. Hed known they wanted me
badly and would cometo retrieve me. But hed been denied that festive little party and had ended up with
ahead only amother could love.

"That'sadifferent look for you, Abby." My finger was taut on the shotgun'strigger. "New hairdresser?’

For once Niko didn't bury a pointed elbow in my ribs. He knew that manners alone wouldn't bring us
Abbagor's cooperation. The monster had to be entertained. A bored Abbagor would no doubt try to kill
us, but an amused one might play with usfirst. Give us what we wanted to know. It would make our
despair sharper when hetook us... more enjoyable.

"A memento, Aupheling, keeping your memory forever warm in my heart." He continued to float with al
the grace and charm of a corpse bobbing in theriver.

"I don't know what pumps your blood, Abby," | gritted with disgust, "but it's not aheart.”

Niko jumped into the conversation before| could "entertain” thetroll further. "We'relooking for
something, Abbagor. A crown. Goodfellow saysthereisvery little that passesin thisworld that you are
unaware of."

After along stretch of slent contemplation, Abbagor commented with mel odious complacency, "True.
All falsunder my benevolent eye.” He stood upright, in al his self-proclaimed benevolence. Ninefeet tall
and nearly as broad, he might have been vaguely man-shaped, but he towered over uslike atree.
Granted, it was aflesh-eating tree from hell, but | stand by the andlogy. The liquid earth cascaded off
him, showing more of the twining date-colored flesh than | wanted to see. The shifting and the rustling of
the tendrils made my stomach do adow nauseated turn. With every unnatural, sinuous movement, |



expected to see aflash of pale skin... human skin. Save skin. ™Y ou may describeit to me."

Okay, it couldn't be that easy; nothing in thislifewas. And neither wasthis. We'd come here expecting
thetroll to put us through our paces, and the game was dready under way. Abby wasn't wasting any time
in screwing with our heads. "I have apicture.” Niko held up the sketch with hisfree hand.

"Ahhh, the Calabassa," Abbagor said with instant recognition. "Barely ten thousand years old. Modern
trash," he added scornfully, "from arefuserace.”

And now we had aconfirmed name for it. That was just peachy. "And that would be?' | asked
impatiently.

"The Bassa" The head, equaly as massive astherest of him, with the upswept ears of abat, fixed me
with itsunnervingly unblind gaze. "'Y our kind, uneducated Aupheling, wiped them out not long after that
crown was made. Every male and femae, every child, every egg. .And then, if | remember correctly, you
atethem.” Hisjaw unhinged into agaping grin. " Quite tasty the Bassa were, once the poison sacs were
removed. The most tender of mest, sweet and mild."

| ignored the yank of my chain. It wasn't newsto methat in their day the Auphe had maimed, tortured,
and killed anyone or anything that had crossed their path. They had; | hadn't. | didn't. | wouldn't.

Whether Flay agreed with me or not was a different story.

"I'm sureit was a hdll of an dl-you-can-eat buffet, but that's not what we want to know. If the Bassaare
gone, whereisthe crown now?' Niko and | had decided it was best not to bring up the fact I'd dready
lost one. If there were two, we might luck out and Abbagor would know the location of the other. If we
told him what had happened, he would no doubt lie out of pure capricious spite.

"Its purposg, if it has one, would be hel pful aswell," Niko added.

"Both hands out begging.” Thetroll expelled ahuge sgh, the scent of which nearly dropped me. The
ointment on my lip didn't have aprayer of blocking that out. | smdled... God, so many things. Vomit and
bile, blood and the adrendine of heartsterrorized to their physical limits. Ripe decay and the doughing of
rotting skin. | smelled agraveyard of the half-dead, | smelled Abbagor'svictims. Vicioudy, | bit my lower
lip until | reached a precarious truce with my own bile.

Hewaslooking at me. | don't know how | knew that, but he was. ™Y ou want and want, greedy little
half-breed, but what do you give?" Tendrils began to loosen from Abbagor's torso with their questing tips
twitching in parody of asniffing motion asthey hungintheair.

"I don't know, Abby. Y ou have my charming company. What else do you want?' | demanded, baring
teeth in ahumorlessrictus of agrin. Hewanted to play al right. But for every minute he amused himsdlf,
George spent that same minute with Caleb. And that put a serious crimp in my Abbagor fun-and-games
toleranceleve.

"l want... | want..." he mused asthe tentacles crept closer to us dowly and cautioudy, showing none of
the speed of before. "I want to touch. | want to taste. | want to know what | knew before. | want to
know the part of methat isgone." The tendrilsbegan to drift toward Niko and it hit mein an explosion of
fear and rage.

Nik. He wanted Nik.

"Noway," | snarled, immediately putting a pound of pressure on atwo-pound trigger. "No fucking way."



"Be cam, Aupheling." Soothing, so soothing... not. "I only wish to touch. I've missed my fair-haired
thral."

| didn't need any college to know that "thral" was afancy word for dave. I'd have to remember to tell
Niko that the next time he nagged me about higher education. "Then touch yourself, you piece of shit.
Just wait until we're goneto do it." The shotgun was aready cocked and | raised the muzzleto point
directly at Abbagor'sface.

Suddenly disinterested, the troll turned his head away. "That ismy price. A touch for what only | know.
Pay or no, | carenot.”

"I could make you care, you son of abitch." The pound of pressure had gone to one and ahalf when
Niko's hand closed on my shoulder.

"Wait," he ordered camly.

"No, Nik. Absolutely not." | didn't have to hear the words to know what my brother was going to say.
And | didn't have to hear them to say no.

"It'sonly atouch, Ca," he pointed out in hismost practica tone. Reasonable, logicd, and acomplete and
utter lie. The lightest of brushes from Abbagor's tendrils could and had resulted in less-than-innocent
things. On our first meeting, he had dragged me at a breakneck speed by my ensnared arms and had
cocooned Niko so quickly that my brother had disappeared right before my eyes. He had been lost
inside Abbagor. He had been gone. A touch wasn't smply atouch with Abbagor, creepy PSAsaside.
And no matter how composed Niko might appear on the outside, he had to be screaming on theinside. |
know | would've been. Shit, | was, and I'd only seen what had happened to Niko. | hadn't lived through
it ashe had.

"No, Cyrano." | shook my head stubbornly. "It's not going to happen. So shut up and start chopping.”

| had doubts, serious doubts, that there was anything we could do to Abbagor that would force him to
talk, but | would rather giveit ahomicida whirl than let him touch Niko.

The hand on my shoulder tightened. "It'sagame, Cal. Only agame." Resolute and serene, but so what?
Niko would've been resolute and serene at his own execution. "Besides, isn't it better to know that it's

coming?'

He had methere. It was coming, one way or the other. | had no delusionsthat the troll was going to let
uswalk out of herewith asmile and adimy handshake. Then again, fegling that cold ribbon of muscle
loop around you in the heat of battle was different from waiting for it, quiet and accepting. Considerably,
horrificaly different. | shook my head again. "No. Jug... no."

"It'sfor Georgina." Hiseyes held mine, gray to gray. "Shewould do it for me, Cd. Allow meto doit for
her."

Dirty pool. Honest and true, but dirty nonethdess. "Jesus." | lowered the shotgun muzzle fractiondly and
did my best to swallow the apprehension that was a noose around my neck threatening to choke me.
"Fine. Do what you want, Nik. Y ou will anyway. Play footse with the mongter al you goddamn please.”

The corner of hismouth quirked at my ill-tempered surrender. "L ove you too, little brother.” Not ahint of
sarcasm, not awhisper of irony—there was only tolerant affection. Not only had he gotten dl the human
genesinthefamily, but dl the emotiona stability too. How fair wasthat?"Very wel, Abbagor,” he
continued, voice hardening to the unwavering blue of stedl. "Y ou have your taste. Ten seconds. Longer



than that and you and your tentacle part ways.”

"So bold. So audacious... for ahuman.” Abby was entertained but good now. The mud doshed around
hiswaist as more tentacles shot into sight. The pit had to be five feet deep. If wetumbled into that... if
Niko was pulled in, there would be no getting out of it. | hooked the fingers of my free hand onto the
waistband of hisblack pants. It was probably futile as hell, but | did it anyway.

"Bold, audacious, and highly annoyed," Niko said flatly. "Get on with it, troll."

"Such an impatient race. Comes from being barely evolved, | suppose.” Asthewords flowed, so did the
tentacles, but they weren't done. In histrench, Abbagor moved. Ripples of mud spread duggishly from
his path, releasing asmell of decay so strong thet it rivaled the stench that aready saturated the place. It
wasn't the by-product of corpses, athough | was positive there were plenty of those to be found bel ow
the bubbling brown surface. It wasthe smell of sickness, the putrescence of living flesh, not dead.
Abbagor was sick. Maybe I'd done more damage last year than 1'd thought. Or maybe Abby had picked
up aredly bad fungus down herein the swamp. Who knew? But from what | was getting awhiff of, he
was rotting from theinside out.

| tensed asthe troll approached, but stood my ground. He was moving dowly, cautioudy... so careful
not to scare the kiddies. He didn't want to ruin hisgood time, now, did he?"That's close enough,” |
warned with lipstwisted in disgust.

"A true Auphe, king of al you survey." Abbagor had teeth. Fangs actudly. | hadn't noticed that last time.
Curving and black asthe taons on his hands, they were full of poison, if the yelow dripping from the top
two were any indication. "Y ou are the word made law, and | obey."

That'd bethe day... the day Abbagor was a particularly pungent fertilizer. Abbagor bowed to no one,
not even the bygone Auphe. And asick Abbagor was only that much more dangerous. 1'd seen those
nature specias when Niko had refused to turn over the remote. Predators tend to get cranky when
wounded. When heldd previoudy tried to kill us, the troll had actualy been in agood mood. | redly didn't
want to see abitchy, disgruntled Abby in action.

Attention back on Nik, Abbagor murmured again, "A touch. Only atouch.” But it wasn't atentacle he
extended toward my brother; it was his hand. Four or five timesthe size of aman'shand, it was held out
palm up. And in the center of that palm was a mouth, a human mouth. Pae lips, soft and full. Not just
human, but awoman's mouth. One of his prisoners. How they were dissolved within Abbagor, how they
continued to live, | didn't know. | didn't want to know. If | did know, | had doubts that | would ever
deep again. Then again, the sght of arasy pink tongue tip peeking between those lips might have just
sedled that dedl for me anyway.

It also happened to be the trigger to Niko'slosing it.

Of course, aloss of composure and temper came off alot better on my brother than it would have on
me. Lipsthinned to nothing and eyes dark with a cold fury, Niko said in atone that would've been
conversationd if not for the razor edgeslining every word, "Removeit from my sight or I'll removeit from
you." His sword was dready in motion, stopping to hover bare millimeters above the clay-colored wrigt.
The blade hung perfectly motionless, till and sure.

Personally, | was dl for the chop. Y eah, big fan of the chop. But Abby gavein, the son of abitch. "Very
well," thetroll sghed dolefully, pulling the hand back. "I bow to your prejudices, human.” Right.
"Prgudices," it would've dmost been funny if not for the revulsion and horror that saturated the air likea
dank humidity.



An especialy plump tendril took the place of the hand. Deftly avoiding the naked blade, it rested gently
on the back of Nik's hand. "Ahhhh, | remember. That piquant flavor, so unique. Y ou taste of metal and
blood, of green grass and blue sky. And, after al thislong, long time, you till taste of ... me." The
tentacledidn't curl or grip; it didn't threaten in any way. At least, not physicaly. It amply... petted. A
light caress, a soft stroking, harmless, right? Wrong. Niko's olive skin faded dightly as old memories
cameto aboil. It wasthefaintest of differences, nearly undetectable, but it was enough for me. And by
God it was more than enough for Nik. "Okay, that'sit,” | snapped, knocking the writhing cord aside with
the shotgun. "Y ou've had your jollies. Now tell us about the Calabassa.”

"That was hardly the agreed-upon ten seconds.” Asone, dl the tendrils retreated with an unnatural speed
to wrap themsalves back into the whole of Abbagor. "Seven at best.”

"Close enough, you bastard,” my brother said with adeadly calm.

There was going to be afight—wed known that going in—but asit stood now Niko just might beat
Abbagor to thefirst blow. And if he didn't, | was more than happy to move up inline. But at the last
moment it looked asif the battle might be postponed for a minute or two. Abbagor was going to speak
and there was nothing Abbagor liked more than showing off his knowledge. Funny, you never think of
killing machines as being proud or full of an dmaost human concet, but sometimes they can be.

A heavy, pregnant sllence surrounded the troll like a poisonousfog. Finaly, he pronounced with a
rippling displeasure, "Disguised cheaters, prating mountebanks.” | recognized that it was aquote, but |
couldn't identify it. Not much of asurprise, consdering what | read in my sparetime. Didn't you just hate
it when monsters were more literate than you?

"Seek out your kind," he continued. "They have the Caabassa. They're quite enamored of baubles.”

My kind. He knew. How could he know dready? It wasimpossible. It had only been alittle over aday.
"My kind," | said between siiff lips. "What do you mean, my kind?"

"Not your kind." The venomous grin gaped wider and the large head tilted in Niko's direction. "Hiskind.
Gypsies" Both of us, Niko and |, were haf-Gypsy through Sophia, but my human haf was easily
washed away, it seemed.

"Gypsies? Which clan? And what is so important about the crown?' Niko asked, sword till in hand.
"Doesit perform some function? Isit especidly vaduablein any way?"

"Onetaste, one question.” The mud doshed as Abbagor took another step in our direction. It looked as
if playtimewas over. "But hereisaquestion for you. | seedl. | know al. 1 amdl. Did you think the
passing of the Auphe at your hand would escape me?' Another step, dow and ponderous. "Did you
think | wouldn't know what you've taken from me?"

Ah, shit. | knew. Wed destroyed what he considered hisonly red rivals and, in an odd way, hisonly redl
love. At least, we'd thought we had. Wed taken away the battles, the blood, the happy-go-lucky
massacres. Y eah, wed ruined his good time. And now, after playing with us, he was about to ruin ours.
Never mind that it turned out the Auphe weren't completely gone, although they'd apparently kept alow
enough profile that even thetroll who knew everything hadn't known about their surviva. We could tell
Abbagor hisinformation was thirty-six hours out of date, but | sncerely doubted he would buy it. And
why would he want to try when it was so much more fun to kill us? Asmuch as Abbagor liked to talk, he
liked to kill more. And killing uswould be the best part of hisday.

But first he had to catch us.



Weran, but not before fired the shotgun. | didn't hopeto kill Abbagor; | dready knew the futility of
that. | just hoped to dow him down long enough for usto make our escape. As hopeswent, it wasn't a
big one, but you took what you could get. | had time for only two successive shots before the troll was
out of the mud and on us. Thefirst shot shredded his neck in a spray of meat and viscous purple blood.
The second tore away haf of hisface, reveding the bone beneath. It only made his grin wider astheflesh
peded avay. "Aupheling, don't go," bubbled playfully through the blood. "Y ou are dl that isleft to me
now. Thelast of my nemesis. My companion in pain and pleasure.”

Uh-huh. If only that were true. My shoulder ached from bearing the brunt of the shotgun'srecail, but |
didn't let that hold me back... especialy once | saw what thetroll had been hiding under the mud. His
once-mighty muscled legs were now green mottled bone wreathed in ligaments, tendons, and bands of
naked muscle. They aso were hosting the occasional chunk of putrefying flesh that stubbornly refused to
releaseits grip. Thelegs of acorpse, yet they moved—and moved damn fast. It waslike seeing
long-flattened roadkill cometo life and chase you.

With our feet churning up thefilth, Niko and | headed for atunnel opening. It wasn't the one we came
through, but any port in atroll-made storm. We were nearly there when the crude doorway crumbled
ingtantly, collapsing in on itsdlf. For asplit second of confusion, | thought | actualy had brought that
grenade I'd been wishing for earlier. But no... acrumpled haf of asted beam wasburied in the dirt
above where the opening had been. Great. Thetroll was actually throwing pieces of the bridge at us now,
asif the Brooklyn Bridge could spare any. God knew what € se he had squirreled away in that pit of
mud... asmal Volkswagen maybe? I'd been accused more than once of having ahard head, but that
much of atest | didn't want to put it to.

Both Niko and | whirled around and split hastily into opposite directions as Abbagor hit the now-solid
wall where we had just stood. The blow shook the entire cavern, and more earth and rock showered
down. The place wasfalling apart; asick troll apparently wasn't much in the
home-improvement-and-repair field. Swiveling, | backpedaled as| fired the shotgun again, thistime
hitting the monster in the back. If hed been aman, he would've gone down as limply as cooked
gpaghetti. Of course he wasn't aman. He was a killing machine whaose time had finaly come. It wastoo
bad that the extroverted son of a bitch wanted company on that ride.

Back twitching from the shot, he turned and literdly exploded into amass of weaving tentacles, severd of
which flashed across the expanse between us and wrapped around my legs with astonishing speed. Or it
wouldve been astonishing if | hadn't seen it the last time Abbagor had tried to kill us. Dropping the gun, |
scrambled for the knife that had saved my asswith the bodachs. We'd see if it stepped up a second time.
| wasaming aquick diceto free mysdf when | wasjerked bodily in the air and tossed. | landed squarely
in Abby's keepsake box.

Drowning inmud is not something | recommend.

Drowning in mud that reeks of athousand and one-daughterhouses, not surprisingly, iseven worse. The
force of my fal took me completely under the cloying liquid, and | struggled desperatdly to find the
surface. 1'd thought the mud was five feet deep, but 1'd thought wrong. It was deeper. The mud wasthin,
but it wasn't water and svimming was pretty much out of the question. It pressed against my nose,
mouth, and blind eyes with the cool touch of the grave. Lungs burning, | continued to thrash franticaly
only to fedd myself anking deeper. Then the hard grip came on the back of my neck, and | was pulled
upward, and yanked onto firm ground. Asthanksto my rescuer, | rose to my hands and knees and
promptly puked on Nik's shoes. That I'd made it this far without tossing my cookies was something of a
miracle, but to be swalowed whole by the stench. .. there was nothing left to do but turn my stomach
insde out. Therewere alot of thingsto curse the Auphe over, but | never guessed their acute sense of



smell might be the onethat did mein. Thefilth on me, theair around me, it was al so noxiousthat |
actudly felt my nervous system began to short-circuit. It beat anything the government whipped up in
their poison gaslabs, hands down.

| could fed my brother's presence hovering above me, hear the hiss of his blade cutting through the air.
Pieces of gray tendrils began to fal like rain around and onto me. Sliced, diced, and still moving with
duggishlife. | did my best to ignore them and focused on trying to clear my darkening vision. Breathing
wouldve been nicetoo. Instead | vomited again.

"Cd,"

That reached me. Through fading vision and hearing that went in and out like abad cable connection, it
still reached me. Swallowing convulsively, | looked up just in time to see Niko disgppear upward. |
struggled up to akneding position to bring him back into sight. Dangled by the neck from atwisted
tendril noose, he swung a deadly accurate sword only to be snagged anew before he dropped more than
afew inches. Thetroll couldve broken acomparatively frail human neck in lessthan a heartbest, but
where would be the fun in that? Now, watching my brother's face dowly shift from olive to lavender, then
deep purple... that was entertainment. Or it would've been if it had gotten that far. | wasn't about to let it.
| was halfway around the mud pit before | even redized I'd managed to struggle to my fest. It was more
adrunken stagger than arun, but it took me where | needed to go and that was all that mattered at the
moment. Spots were swvimming across my vison, but | sucked in air fiercely and managed to clear the
majority of them. When | reached Abbagor | could see well enough to pick out my target. My knife,
athough coated with mud, was till in my hand and | wasted no timein putting it to use. Diving under
flying tentacles, | chopped at what was | ft of the troll'slegs. The bone, as big around as my waist, was
far too thick to make adent in. Instead | focused on what | could damage. The tendons, the ligaments,
the gray-green muscle—I toreat it al with steel and sheer rage. Bare seconds passed before | was
snared again, but it was long enough. Decaying flesh disintegrated under my knife, and suddenly
hamstrung, Abbagor fell.

But not before he threw Niko.

My brother flew through the air in ahurtling rush and hit the edge of the tunnel where we had entered.
The packed earth gave way and he tumbled on through. He hit hard, hard enough that he lost his sword.
It pinwhedled lazily through the air, lver and bright.

And then it was over, dl of it. Abbagor hit the ground, bringing everything, including me, down with him.
The impact was like abomb going off, and the cavern began to fal gpart. Dirt and concretefell in
massive chunks and the glowing fungusthet lit the place began to flicker and die. | saw the doorway
Niko had disappeared through cave in asthe other one had. At least he was out. The tunnel was smaller,
more stable. It would hold. It would. It had to.

"Auphding.”
Shit. When was enough enough? When the hell wasit enough?

"Aupheling." The voice was il thick with blood, but now it was heavy with gloating aswell. "Now we
both passthisworld, asit should be. Old rivals cannot exist without one another.” The chuckle was fat
with superior satisfaction. "And why would we want to?"

He had falen close enough to me that | was covered in ablanket of tentacles, cool and heavy. They
rippled over me, petting... soothing. Almost hypnotic. "Almost" being the key word. | tore a them with
hands and blade, fighting my way free. It could bel was going to die, but if that was the case, it was
going to be at the opposite end of this death trap from Abbagor. My bones weren't spending eternity



intermingled with his. That was no kind of heaven and every kind of hell.

"Theresno placeto run, little Auphe. No place at al."” The eyeless face watched me with an indulgent
bare-bone amile.

| gaveit ashot anyway. | ran, and Abbagor let me. Because, in his mind, where would | go? All the
tunnels had vanished in an avalanche of earth. Okay, fine. 1'd dig my way out. | had afew seconds, right?
How hard could it be? A chunk of stone hit my shoulder and knocked me sprawling. Good answer.

Y eah, good answer. More of the celling fell with arumble that grew until it was the deafening scream of a
jet engine. | pushed up and ran again. Thistime | didn't makeit threefeet beforel fdll again. 1t wasaknot
of meta rebar and it hurt like hell. Lying on my stomach, | could see what Abbagor saw. Thedirt had
been likerain. Now it was athundering waterfall. | couldn't even seethewalls, much lesswhere the
tunnels had been. My legs were aready haf-buried and | was beginning to choke trying to breathe
through thefaling debris.

Abbagor wasright. It was over.

Try telling that to my spasming heart, my fingers digging into the ground beneath me. The fight-or-flight
response didn't know anything about an inescapable fate. It didn't know resignation. And it didn't know
shit about giving up. Move, it screamed. Move. But there wasn't anyplace to move to. No placeto go.
None. Fuck.

And then it happened.

| felt something twist ingde asif two hands were clawing their way through my interna organs. My seizing
heart turned over, then did its damnedest to burst. A blazing hegt rolled through my body, frying every
nerve ending. It waslike being eectrocuted; it was like dying. Dying before dying.

That's when the gateway opened.

It opened before me, ripping ahole of hdlish light into spaceitself. It was ataent peculiar to the Auphe.

It was how they traveled—uwithin thisworld, out of thisworld, in worldsthat couldn't be imagined. |
should know. I'd been dragged kicking and screaming through afew mysdlf. But thisone... thisone |

had made. I'd felt its birth, felt it form in and of me. Thisdoor, ugly and raw, was mine. If I'd had thetime
or anything left in my scomach | might have been tempted to throw up again. Didn't | have enough
monster in me aready? Did | need more evidence that | wasn't human? Thered been atime I'd been sure
that was al behind me. When the Auphe had dl died... but that hadn't happened, had it? They were ill
here... | was till here, and more like them than I'd ever wanted to admit.

| al but felt the hard swat to the back of my head and heard an invisible Niko order at my ear, Whine
later. Escape now. Even in my imagination, hewasright. | had no ideawhere that unholy rip led to, but it
didn't matter. Midair, underwater, New Jersey—it couldn't be worse than here. Taking adeep bresath, |
dived through headfirst. As| hit thelight, | heard Abbagor scream. Maybe he sensed the gate or maybe
he just smdled my sudden diver of hope. Whichever it was, hisincoherent fury and rage might be the last
thing | ever heard.

"Swing Low, Sweet Chariot,” it was not.



Chapter 15

| destroyed our coffeetable.

| came out the other side of the gate four feet inthe air and landed in aclassic belly flop on top of awood
and faux-marble table, heavy emphasis on the "faux." The piece of furniture folded like chegp cardboard
and | wound up with carpet burn on my chin. Disoriented, | rolled over hastily and tried to scrambleto
my feet. | faled dismaly, liing draméticaly sdeways until | grabbed a handful of couch cushion to hold
myself up in agtting pogition. That'swhen it struck me that everything looked familiar, more than familiar.
Home. I'd opened a passage home.

It made sense. Desperately striving for survival, ingtinct kicked in and did what | had no ideal could do.
Darkling had done it whilein my body; | knew the potentia wasthere. But donel'd never been able. ..
had never wanted to do it. And | wouldn't have had the first idea as to how to do it. We had been one,
Darklingand |, but | had a serious block on even attempting to initiate that churning twist in your brain
and gut that opened a door. But what | wouldn't attempt, my subconscious had. It waslogica that
whatever tangled bit of blackened genes was responsible would fashion a destination of the most familiar
placel knew. | didn't likeit. Infact | hated it, but | understood it. And right now that was the best | could
hopefor. | didn't havetimefor anything else.

Shaking off the dizziness, | pulled mysalf up onto the couch and grabbed hurriedly for the phone. |
punched in the number as quickly as| could get my fingersto move. No answer, just voice mail. | tried
again, then cursed mysdf through gritted teeth. Of course Niko had turned off his phone before wed
gone underground. Having "Kung Fu Fighting” ring in funky cheer while we were approaching Abbagor
wasn't the best of game plans. | dided again, thistime trying Robin's number. It rang twice and then
Robin was bresthing fast into the phone, "I'm busy. Go away." Click.

Shitshitshit.

| tried again. Thistime the answer wasin Greek, but | had a pretty good guess at what four-letter
suggestion it trandated into. | didn't get out aword, hell, not even aconsonant. Son of a bitch. Look at
the number, Loman. Look at the goddamn number. What the hell was he doing anyway? Bresthing
fast... unless held picked up apassing fancy, sunbathing wasn't exactly that strenuous. Unless... crap.
Hewasrunning... asbest he could with aninjured leg. He must have felt the cave-in rumbling under his
feet and gone down to help us. Of course, Niko was the only one left to help at the moment, but Robin
didn't know that. Niko didn't know it, which was precisdy why | fdlt like beating the phone againgt the
wadl.

Third time was the charm. Goodfd low's voice came through, suspicioudy questioning. "Who isthis?
Promise?'

It was agood guess, if wrong. Who was | eft to be calling from our apartment? George was gone, and
Snowball was out for the count. "Put Nik on," | snapped. | didn't bother to identify mysalf. Goodfellow
knew my voice. Ashed once said, it was a unique combination of peat whiskey and sullen snarkiness.
The whiskey was courtesy of my ever lovin' mother who had a voice made for lullabies dthough she had
never sang asingle one. The snarkiness, to give credit where credit was due, was al my own.

"What? Cd?How in the name of Nero's syphilitic dick did you—"

"Nik. Now," | overrode ruthlesdly.



There was a confused and aggrieved snort and then arelenting, "1 don't seehimy... oh." The soft
exhaation was al | needed to hear to know Robin had finaly spotted my brother. "All right," camethe
grim follow-up. "Hold on."

Hewas gtill running. | could hear the accelerated rasp of his breath and then he rapped out my brother's
name. "Niko. Niko." There were more mumbled incomprehensible curses, thistime more empathetic than
sincere. "Niko, stop. Sop. | have Cdiban on the phone. HE's dll right. HEshome. Safe. Here, talk to
him"

My hearing was good old human, ordinary and not especidly keen, so | couldn't hear what Niko was
doing, but | didn't need to. He wastrying to dig me out. Niko, who was practicd to the nth degree,
showed logic the door when it cameto hisonly family. Surrounded by dirt and concrete that could
collgpse a any time, and he wouldn't give up. Wouldn't abandon me. He could only claw at the dirt and
ignore the grim truth staring him in the face.

| heard the fumbling of the phone passed from one hand to another and then, "Ca?' Therewasarigid
self-control and an inescapable disbelief. | didn't blame him. Hed seen me buried before his eyes.
Unseeing that would be difficult to do. Bdieving | was alive under tons of earth was difficult to pull off.
Bdieving | wasdive, whole, and in air-conditioned comfort miles away was an absolute bitch of mental
acrobatics.

"It'sme, Cyrano," | assured quietly. "I'm okay. I'm back in the apartment.”

He didn't say anything for the next few seconds. His breathing, as uneven from exertion as Robin's had
been, dowly smoothed. When he spoke again, the control was still there but the skepticism was gone.
"How?'

Tothe point asaways. "Likefather, like son,” | said with weary bite.

"Ah. Unexpected." Therewasthe sound of his hand running over hisface. "Stay there. Well be back as
soon as possible” Therewas an uncharacteristic hesitation. ™Y ou're not hurt?”

"Not ascratch,” | sad immediately. It wasn't entirely true, but it was what he needed to hear. And in
redlity, the coffee table had done more actua damage to me than Abbagor. It wasn't much of an epitaph
for anear-eternd evil. Served the son of abitch right.

"Good." There was along exhaation and then abrisk echo. "Good. Then you can have lunch ready for
our return. Well discusswhat we've learned then.” Click.

| snorted and |leaned back. Snatched from the jaws of death cut you exactly five seconds of dack around
here, and repression was the only name brand my brother wore. | dropped the phone on the end table
and redlized something. The glossy black plastic was coated with pale brown, and sowas|. | was il
covered inrancid mud... aswas the couch, the remains of the coffee table, and part of the floor. Luckily,
my sense of smell had finally cut out, packed its bags, and headed for the hills. | hoped it stayed there. It
was definitely more trouble than it was worth. Giving an internd groan, | rose giffly to my feet and
headed for the shower.

"It didn't go well, then?"

Promise stood still as a statue by the hall. | imagine sheld been there the entire time. Her hands were
clasped formally before her. So cdm. On the surface. Hard to believe my stedlthy furniture destroying
and loud cursing had caught her attention at Flay's Side.



| rubbed a deeve across my face and gave her the best reassuring smile | could dredge up. "Nik isfine.
He's on hisway back with Goodfellow."

The st of her shouldersrelaxed, but all she said was, "How did you get here, Cdiban?

| had the fedling that she dready knew. And truthfully | wasin no mood to talk about it. "I haveto grab a
shower," | said evasively. "Mind ordering some takeout? Pizza maybe?' | moved past her and
disappeared into the bathroom before she could comment.

The pizza arrived twenty minutes later, followed shortly by Niko and Goodfdlow. | gavethem a
throw-away salute when the latter walked through the door, and kept working on my piece of pepperoni
and mushroom. | couldn't taste much of it with my blunted ability to smell, but | ateit anyway. Robin gave
the ruined couch and table afastidious sniff. "Fragrant and fashionable. What more could one want?"

Niko took it in, gave aminute shake of his head, and let it go. Asfar as he was concerned | spent too
much time lounging there anyway. Moving over to me, he gave my wet ponytail atug. The yank was hard
enough to let him know | wasredl... dive, but not enough to hurt. Much. "Hey," | protested with a
wince. "How isthismy fault?"

"l haven't quite figured that out yet." He frowned. "When | do, trust me, you'll be the very first to know.”

Y ep, repression, thy nameis Niko. Or maybeit was Ninja-with-Panties-in-Twist. Whichever it was, |
didn't takeit persondly. My temper tantrums tended to be much louder and more destructive. | could
suffer through the Niko version with ease. Y our veggie specid iswarming inthe oven.” | swatted his

hand away from my hair. "And Promise iswaiting for you in the bedroom.”

His eyes narrowed. "Excuse me?'

My eyebrowsrose. "l saw you hit, Nik. Abby tossed you like a Frisbee. If you're not bruised from neck
to tailbone, then you're not human.” | pulled apiece of pepperoni off the top of my dice and toyed withiit.
"And that's my gig, not yours. I'velaid out the ice packs, the muscle ointment, the whole nine yards.
Promise said shed liketo help, but if you'd rather get haf-naked in front of someone ese'—my lips
quirked—"that's your prerogative." The eyes narrowed further, but he disappeared silently into the back.
Heknew aswdl as| did that Robin might have alimp, but he was ill a predator, through and through.
And if the Puck had aweakness, it was for half-naked anything.

"Y ou don't play fair, do you, Ca?' Goodfdlow sat at the kitchen table and eyed the pizza without
enthusiasm. "A man after my own shriveled little heart.”

"I play towin." | popped the pepperoni into my mouth and chewed without much enthusiasm of my own.
"It doesn't get more fair than that. Y ou've taught me well, Obi-Wan."

"That can't be taught, kid." He helped himself to a piece with amournful sigh a my poor choice of
cuisne. "Youre ether born with it or you're born with aconscience.”" The brilliant grin flashed on and off
asquickly asaneon sgn. "You can't have both."

That didn't explain hisflight into the depthsto try to save us, but that was Goodfellow, a contradictionin
terms and not haf as heartless as he imagined himsdf to be. Changing the subject, he reached for a
napkin and said lightly, "Niko said you were able to get some information from Abbagor. That's excdlent
news. We're that much closer to getting George back.”

"Y eah, excdlent,” | parroted colorlesdy, losing what little gppetite | had. "If we knew which tribe had it.
How many could there be in the world anyway?*



"Oyedf littlefaith." He gave asuperior smirk. "I might not know everything, but | do know everyone.
Givemetimeand I'll find out which tribeit isand where they are. Thingswill come together, Caliban.
Well have George home soon. Safe and well. Try to believeit." He fixed me with eyes as green and
fathomless asthe primeva forest ™Y ou were the one who once told methat lifeisafairy tale and
everyone lives happily ever after.”

Y eah, but it had been aliethen and it was alie now. "Y ou were shit-faced then, Loman." | gave up on
the pizza. "I'm surprised you remember anything | said. Besides you were too busy sniffing Nik'shair.” |
tilted my head back and offered innocently over my shoulder, "Oh, hey, big brother, fixed up aready?"

The utterly blank face was better than any scowl. " Amazing how well you hear when you want to.” Niko
retrieved his pizzafrom the oven, sat in the seat next to mine, and pushed my discarded plate back
toward me. "Eat. I'm not dragging about your manourished form from here to there. I've better thingsto
dowithmy time."

| turned to Promise. "Anice pack is okay for asore back, but it isn't much help with the cranky SOB
part, isit?'

She brushed ahand over my hair and gave me an absent smile, but there was adiver of unease behind
her eyes. | think that sheéd forgotten Niko was human... vulnerable. Well, relatively vulnerable. Thiswas
Niko we weretalking about after al. "Y ou two." Shetouched acool fingertip to the bruise forming on my
jaw. It was courtesy of the coffee table, not thetroll, but that was between me and the furniture. "Always
faling inwith anaughty crowd.”

"Abby's nothing if not abad influence.” I dumped down in the chair, acombination of achesand
exhaustion making an upright position not too desirable. "Pretty much a shithead too, if you were
wondering."

Niko gave areproving snort, then commented, | believe dl that heis has become all that he was. He
wasill to begin with. He couldn't have survived the cave-in.”

| wouldn't have thought he could've survived an entire clip to the brain either, but held proved me wrong.
Thistime, however, the troll had wanted to die. When held thought the Auphe's time had passed, he was
reedy to follow. They must've been lying extremdy low for him to have believed they were truly gone.
Either that, or the sickness had affected his mind. "Here's hoping,” | muttered, resting my chin on my
chest and rubbing the back of my neck. The movement felt clumsy, asif my hand were moving through a
thick fluid instead of air. "Loman says he can find the Gypsies.” | closed my eyes againgt the eye-searing
brightness of the kitchen light.

"How long will it take to locate them?' That was Nik. .. who suddenly sounded far, far away. | didn't
hear Robin'sreply. 1 didn't hear anything &t al. When | woke up, the light was off, and | was covered
with that comforter from my bed. There was d o the taste of fermented garlicin my mouth and a
god-awful crick in my neck. | straightened my head and was rewarded with the howling protest of
abused muscles. Hissing at the discomfort, | checked my watch. Five hours. I'd dept five hours.
Goddamn it. | threw the blanket off, put my hands against the table, and pushed up. | staggered for a
moment, as stiff as aninety-year-old man. 1t'd been along day. Long week.

Long, Georgie. So damn long.

| made my way through the darkened apartment back to my room to ask Niko what had happened after
I'd fallen adeep. Pushing open the door, | took in the spill of sable and slver on the pillows and the curve
of anaked shoulder. | smiled to mysdf. About damn time.



"You fed better?" | turned at my brother'slow voice at my ear.

"The questionis," | countered with aknowing grin, pulling the door shut between Promise and us, "do
you?"

He'd come out of the bathroom and now motioned me back toward the living room. "Y ou nearly died
once today. Areyou so anxious for arepeat showing?'

| didn't bother with the overhead light, instead relying on the light coming through the window from the
sreet. Sitting on the couch, | took in the blanket and pillow piled with hospital nestness at oneend. The
cushions had been scrubbed with ruthless efficiency and smelled of nothing but soap and water. No mud,
no Abbagor... nothing of that remained. Nik. He couldn't fix George, couldn't fix me, so he concentrated
onthelittle things. Until he could get his hands on Caeb, hed impose order on the chaos available to
him. "I'll pass on the beatdown, thanks." | watched as he leaned against the wall, till as astatue, but
something was different. He wasn't completely happy. He couldn't be, not under the circumstances, but
he was relaxed. And my brother was never relaxed. He might appear at ease on the surface, but
underneath he was always taut, dways ready. Always walking the edge of constant vigilance. But now...
who would've thought?

"That's probably wise."

When I'd woken up I'd been panicked at the timelost. Five hours deeping was five hours waiting for
Caeb to find out what had happened. It was five hoursthat | wasn't trying to find George. Worse yet, it
wasfive hoursthat | wasn't thinking of her, wasn't imagining what she might be going through. It fdt likea
betrayal, but... | exhaled and fell backward onto the couch. There was moreinvolved here than just
George and me. Above, the ceiling was striped gray and milky white. It was never dark in the city.

Never. You think that'd be acomfort to someone who knowsthe thingsthat giggle insandy in the dark.
It'snot. At least, not always. Sometimes a blanket of swaddling black velvet would be... nice.
Sometimes not seeing is better than seeing. Then again, sometimes seeing isn't so bad. | turned my head
toward Niko and smiled at the recollection of striped hair and long lashes resting on pale cheeks. " She's
beautiful.

"Ingde and out." He bowed hishead, astrand of hair faling across his eyes. Rumpled and disheveled,
completely unnaturd for my brother.

| grinned again. "1t took a vampire to make you human, Cyrano. What are the odds?' Then the grin
melted and | went back to watching shadows crawl duggishly acrossthe ceiling. So, George, who's
going to make me human?

The cushion dipped under Niko'sweight as he settled on the edge. He sat quietly for afew moments
before asking, "Canyou do it again?"

| had no trouble following the change of subject. "1 don't know. | don't know how | did it to begin with."
Didn't know... didn't want to know. All | did know wasthat being ableto rip aholein redlity was no
kind of inheritance. Where was the gold watch? The hefty life insurance payout? Mongers, they never
thought ahead. " Could be that the next time the world falsin on my head, it might kick in again.”

"Andthen againit may not."
"Mysery." | shifted my shoulders. "That'swhat lifeisdl about, right?"

"I know you'd rather not hear it." The dim light gleamed on his bare back and wasin turn swallowed by
theinky blackness of his sweatpants. "But | wouldn't mind you having the equivalent of a parachute.”



"A get-out-of-jail-free card?' | snorted and rolled over onto my side. "I'd rather do without.”

"Stubborn.” The cuff on the back of my head that I'd imagined in Abbagor's cavern materidized. " Get
some more deep, Ca. There's nothing we can do until Goodfellow gets back to us, and we need you
rested and sharp. Georginawould tell you the same.”

Ever read those books? See those movies? Someone will be missing or presumed deed, yet their loved
onewill "fed" them. They'll know, without a doubt, that they're out there... aive. Sense the unbreakable
glowing bond between them. Fedl the touch of their invisble hand. How nicefor them. Asfor me... |
didn't fed shit. Okay, the big black hole where George had once been, that | felt. Emptiness and the
ground faling away beneath my feet. Y eah, that was pretty goddamn pal pable. But George? A
honey-colored hand on my shoulder? The softness of her hair against my face? Those were nowhereto
be found. Nowhere.

The present came the next day.

Wrapped in expengve paper of muted blues and greens and tied with athin silver cord, it waited in the
hall outside the door. 1'd been on my way outside to grab some breakfast for Niko and Promise, who
were dtill warming the sheetsat Sx am. That was serious degping in for my brother, but, damn, who
could blame him?

Nudging the package with my toe, | eyed it suspicioudy. It was about the size of ashoe box, and | knew
instantly who had sent it. Pricey wrapping paper, innocent exterior—it had to be Goodfellow. | couldn't
begin to guess how he'd known this night had been the night for Niko and Promise. Maybe held picked
up on some subtle verba cue between them that 1'd missed when I'd dozed off. Hell, maybe held smelled
it onthem.

If Robin had asixth sense, it was focused solely on sex... aradar for arousa so powerful that it could
pick up ahorny Martian across the vast emptiness of space itsdlf.

However he knew, it would be just like him to send them alittle "gift." Probably one picked up inthe
type of store that used to grace Times Square. Or could be it came from his own persona collection.
Gah. | picked it up gingerly with the tips of my fingersand carried it back to the kitchen table. | didn't
have much choice. The coffee table had goneto an early grave. It didn't change the fact | was having
serious doubts about ever eating in the kitchen again. The box wasn't addressed to anyone, o, braver
than any hero of legend, | threw mysdlf on the grenade. Qils, things that buzzed and vibrated, tiny scraps
of leopard-spotted cloth—I was expecting pretty much anything.

Except George.

When Niko found meit was not quite an hour later. I'd |eft the apartment without my phone. It was just
me and my present. And it was mine, no one ese's. | had left anote, though. With the Auphe out there, |
couldn't just walk out. | hadn't said where | was going or why, but | should've known Niko would track
me down sooner rather than later.

| didn't look up when the bell tinkled rustily asthe front door opened. | didn't haveto; | knew who it
was. The soda shop was empty except for the two of us. Mr. Geever had closed it up while George was
gone. People kept coming in to see her, leaving flowers and colored paper stars, creating amemoria for
agirl who wasn't even dead yet. Geever couldn't handleit. The Street outside smelled overwhemingly of
roses and lilies, funerd flowers. I'd swum through them to use the key | till had from opening the place
for him two weeks ago. Only two weeks. Jesus.



"S0." Niko did into the booth opposite me. "When did the overwhelming craving for ice cream hit you?'
When | didn't answer, he asked quietly, "What'sin the box, Cd?"

It sat in front of me, stripped of paper and ribbon... just aplain white box now. No cheerful paper, no
shiny slver ribbon. Nothing left to distract from what lay ingde. "George,” | said tonelessly, looking up at
him. "It's George."

He reached over and pulled the box out from beneath my hand. Lifting the lid, he stared down at the
contents. The fury behind his eyeswas swiftly squelched, but hislipsremained aknifesedge as he
dipped acareful hand in to lift out a mass of copper curls. It could've been worse. | knew that. It didn't
change the fact that when I'd opened the box for the first time and saw George's hair | felt something
bresk inside.

"Encouragement from our friend Caleb. He knows, then, about the crown.” He rubbed athumb aong a
length of red silk and gently returned the tumbled coilsto the box. “"Were dmost there, little brother. A
few days at best and well have another oneto put in his damned hand and your George will be free."

Not mine. If | ever had doubts about that before, | didn't now. George wasn't for me, not if she wanted
to live to see theripe old age of twenty. Caleb had admired our work. He had wanted something from us
and chose the most vulnerable person in our circleto use asleverage. Why held gone to such lengths we
gtill didn't know, but did that matter? The result spoke for itsdlf.

"Flay wake up yet?' | asked, reaching over to put the lid back on the box. | couldn't look at it anymore.

"Actudly, yes." He stood. "Why don't we go discuss things with him? 1t be much more entertaining to
hurt him while he's awake."

"You'retrying to cheer me up, aren't you?' | said suspicioudly.
"Perhgps. Isit working?'

"A little," 1 admitted. Picking up the box carefully, | did out of the booth. "L et's go chat with the furry
prick."

Promise had been relieved of guard duty and was gone. Goodfdlow had taken over—if you could call
watching porn on cable guarding. He was aso on our phone, speaking some Savic-sounding language.

A hdluvalong-distance cdl, but if it found George, he could run it into the millionsfor dl | cared. Niko
took the box from my hand and placed it carefully on Robin's lap. It was a combination of incentive and a
smpleright to know. Goodfellow had agrest dedl of affection for George too.

Wedidn't wait to see his response. Our own had been enough. We entered Niko's bedroom and closed
the door behind us. "Snowball." | bared teeth in the nastiest sort of grin. "I hear you're feding better."

Better, maybe, but he wasn't completely hedled, not yet. The dashesthat had run from chest to navel
were brutaly ugly and red, but they had mostly closed. A few more days and they'd be shiny pink scar
tissue. The glassiness had faded from his eyes, leaving them dert if not precisaly sharp. Therewas dlill a
wheeze to his breathing from a damaged lung. That might take more than afew daysto hed, maybea
week, but it would. Wolves were tough bastards. Y ou let one crawl away from afight and chances were
it would keep crawling.

Fay'sred pink eyes glared at us and the muzzle wrinkled to show afew teeth of hisown. Still in wolf
form, he yanked at the sheet with shredding claws. "Hungry." Thethroat spasmed with effort. "Hungry.”

"Redly?' | sat on the edge of the bed and patted my stomach in consideration. "Whatta ya know? Me



too. And you know what they say about Auphe.” | leaned close until my nose was abare inch from his
neck and inhaled. "WEell eat anything." | hated the Auphe, loathed that they were apart of me. That didn't
mean | was above using them when | had to. Why not? They'd donetheir level, hellish best to use me.

A hand landed on my shoulder and pulled me back. "Y ou'll get indigestion,” Niko said with reproof. "If
not ahair bal." The blade of his sword flashed past me to land edgefirst on Hay's ssomach. It balanced
with the utmost serenity, needing but one redlly deep breeth from the wolf to dice open his abdomen.
"Wetaked earlier, you and I," my brother noted dmost idly. "But | wonder if perhaps you didn't put
your dl into that conversation. Now, with Caleb less than pleased with your efforts, you might be able to
search your mind." Severa split white hairsfloated upward. "Truly rack it. It certainly wouldn't hurt you
to get on our good side.”

"And it might even keep you dive," | added darkly. | didn't mean it, of course, but | could lie with the
best of them. A lifetime of being on the run isgood training in decelt.

"Begin with why you led Caleb to bdlieve the crown would be so difficult to locate in Cerberuss
organization. It took us barely days." Niko made agood point. It hadn't been exactly a Herculean
endeavor.

Fay looked down at the line of slver crossing his scomach before letting loose with aresigned growl. "'l
knew. I... saw it... wasfor her. Vain whore. But knew... couldnt—" The jawsworked painfully.
"Could gtedl, but. .. couldn't get away. Also wanted..." Thistimethe jawsworked in adifferent way, into
ahateful grin. "Cerberus dead. Wanted him dead. Couldn't do. Not by self."

| felt agrudging respect for the wolf. Hed pretended to Caleb to be less than hewas. Lessintdlligent.
Lesscunning. In actudity, he was pretty damn smart. After al, who had ended up taking the up-front
risk? Not Fay. He had made his move only when Cerberus had been distracted trying to kill me. First in
his puppy class after all.

"Clever." Thecurl of Niko's upper lip lent adifferent flavor to theword. He said it in the way you might
compliment acanniba on hiswillingnessto experiment outside a burgers-and-fries diet. We may have
lived in deceit, but not once had my brother ever embraced it. He did what he had to do, but | didn't
doubt that it chafed at his sense of honor. "Tdl us how you met Caleb.”

"At Moonshine." Earsflattened to his skull. "Never seen him... there before. He talked. Wanted me on
insde. Wanted spy. Offered money." There was drool on hismuzzle. It was the kind you saw on adog
when it stumbled onto something that tasted bad. Apparently Caeb's offer hadn't gone too well. "Wanted
to. Hated Cerberus. Stick it to him—what not good? But... afraid. Hated him, but afraid. Know my
limits. Know my worth." From theway he spit theword, obvioudy he found it lacking in himsdlf. "Turned
him down."

"And what changed your mind, asshole?' | asked with disdain. "Figure out your little plan of having
someone else do the dirty work for you? Or did he up the price?"

His eyes bored into mine, o foreign, yet they held an emotion so common to every living, thinking
creature that it floored me. "Y ou." He coughed and it wasn't from the tattered lung. His handstore the
sheet over him, ripping it to forlorn streamers. The next sentence he said with the utmost care. It wasthe
first nearly complete and whole one I'd heard from him even as he struggling to produce every word with
al the darity he could muster. Y ou aren't only one with a George."

Sow, odd sounding, and it clearly hurt his non-human mouth, but it resounded with truth. | didn't bother
to ask how he knew about what George was to me. He would've smelled her on me at our first meeting.
What | did bother with was what he had said... and what it meant.



"Oh, shit." Theroom seemed to shrink in size, the air becoming thick and stifling. I'm not sure whét |
wouldve said if 1'd had the opportunity, but at that moment the phone rang. Robin must have finished his
cdl, and five seconds later he appeared with the receiver in hishand. "1t's Caleb,” he announced with
white-lipped anger. "He wantsto talk to you."

Why me over Niko | wasn't sure, but | accepted the phone with al the enthusiasm | would've shown if
he'd handed me a piranhawho'd just scented blood. "Motherfucker,” | said flatly in greeting. Not
precisely phone etiquette 101, but it was the most | could manage.

"And a pleasant morning to you aswell, Cdiban.” Caleb's smooth, placid voice hit my ear. "Areyou
enjoying arelaxing break after your abject failure?'

| wondered if Hay had filled him in, but then dismissed the thought immediately. Flay had been onthe
verge of dying as hedd dragged himsdlf after us. It was highly unlikely he/d been capable of stopping to
make a report—even with alife depending on him just as George's depended on us. Making a
gplit-second decision | was probably going to regret, | covered for thefur ball, saying harshly, "Did that
son of abitch Flay fill youin? | could've swore we left his ass dead on the roof.”

"Ah, that would betelling." The mocking lilt deserted hisvoice abruptly. "Y oulogt it, you miserable
Auphe. Y ou logt the crown and now I'm betting you're quite curious to know what else you're going to
lose”

"WEell get it back." | could barely hear mysdlf through the sudden ringing in my ears. "Give usaweek and
well get it back. Seven days, that'sdl.”

"Y ou sound s0 sincere," he said with ahideous parody of reluctant doubt. "But | have to question your
work ethic. Now, how can we provide an incentive you can't close your eyesto?’

"Dont." Oneword, just one, but it wasal | could get out.

"Come, now, you can't tell me you don't want proof that that precious girl istill dive. My little present
didn't provethat, did it? It only proved | have apair of scissors.” It was said with a patient tone—a
long-suffering accountant explaining for the tenth time why a deduction was so questionable. "How would
you like your proof? | pride mysdf on being an accommodeating business partner.”

"WEell get it, you son of abitch. WEll get it. Don't hurt her." Me... who'd never begged. Not to an
Auphe, not to any mongter. But | was begging now. Raw, ragefilled, but begging.

"Y ou have your week," Caleb said with the brisk efficiency of atrue businessman. "1 would say goodbye,
but | believe I'll let someone do it for me."

Seconds later, the phone fell from my hand to thud onto the carpet. | watched it tumble with a distant
gaze. "We have seven days,” | said remotely.

"What happened?' Goodfdlow demanded. "Did you speak with Georgina?* Niko said nothing at all;
neither did Flay, whose exceptionally sharp ears had flattened to his head. They knew... both of them.

"Seven days," | repeated, and then | turned and walked away.
"Not your fault."

He hadn't made her cry. Couldn't make her cry. It would've gone easier for her if she had just given him
what he wanted.



"Not your fault.”

An exoneration... absolution. And yet it didn't make hearing the sound of the thudding blow and the
switchblade snicking to life any more bearable. Funny how that worked.

| walked through the apartment and on out. No mirrors to be found. We'd made sure of that. But the
lobby had one. 1t hung over a cheap table with an even cheaper vase host to plastic flowers. Smdl and
ova—asilver window that had once nearly ended my soul and had ended my life. Briefly. Since then
mirrors had been a phobiathat ruled by mundane details. Looking away from my reflection in plate-glass
windows. Averting my eyesfrom every mirror in every public place. But now | was ready to look. |
needed to look... needed to see. With my back toit, | took a breath that filled my chest to the aching
point. And then | turned. Y ou'd think 1'd expect to see amonster, along-dead one or maybe a
brand-new one with an intimately familiar face. | didn't, though, and | hadn't expected to at dl. Inthe end,
| saw exactly what I'd suspected | would.

Therewas nothing there...
Nothing at all.

Not even me.

Chapter 16

Shewasjugt agirl, GeorginaKing.

Granted, shewasagirl in trouble, but that didn't change who shewas. A girl who was nothing specid to
me. Yeah, I'd do my best to help her, like the others would. Give my life to save hers—because it was
theright thing to do. Shewas an innocent... | was not. It was afair trade. But George? George herself?

Georgewasonly agirl | knew.

Too bad | hadn't figured that out sooner. It would've saved me alot of melodramatic brooding. And
Goodfelow would be the first to say | didn't need any extra encouragement there.

Just agirl... itwastheonly way | could survive.
"Y ou're cleaning your gun.”

| rolled my eyes upward to see Niko gazing down at me with an overly bland expression. | recognized
thelook. He was perturbed by something. "Y ou made it clear that my asswas lazing in that department.”

"I did," he admitted, brow furrowing lightly. "But Shce when do you actudly listen to me?”

| turned back to the task at hand. Cleaning the barrel with the rod and a solvent-soaked patch, | said
serioudy, "'l dwaysligten, Cyrano. I'd be damn stupid not to.”

He congdered that for amoment and sat at the table with me. "It worries me to no end that you're



actualy admitting that.” When | responded with only an absent nod, he moved on. "Where did you go
earlier? After the cdl?' He paused. "Can you tdl me?"

"Sure." | finished with the barrel and began to oil the disassembled parts. "I went downgtairsto the
|obby."

He picked up on theimplications of that with lightning speed. "The mirror.”

"We can get another onefor our bathroom, if you want,” | said, putting the weapon back together with
several movements more practiced than they had the right to be. "1'm over that now. Pretty stupid shit to
begin with, wasn't it?"

"Hell." He stared a me, lines bracketing hismouth. "You've... hdl.”

| completed the thought for him. "Gone off the degp end?' The corner of my mouth quirked up. "Wasn't
along trip for me, wasit?' | started on the next gun. It was anew Glock that 1'd gotten to replace the
onelost a Moonshine. "Serioudy, Nik, I'm okay. Actudly, I'm better than okay—I'm functiona. And
right now, that's what we need."

Hewasfar from convinced, | could tell. | pushed the Magnum in his direction. Something to keep his
mind off hisworries. "Clean it?' When his eyes darkened dangeroudly, | said reasonably, ™Y ou know
you'll do abetter job of it.”

Hisdisquiet didn't fade, but he took the gunin hand. "That'sagiven.”

"Did Flay say who Caeb took?" | squirted more cleaning solution on another swab. ™Y ou know, to keep
himinline"

"His son." Niko shook his head grimly and went to work on the Magnum. "He's three.”

"Caleb, hesmaking friendsright and left.” | shook my head and clucked atongue. | absolutely did not
think of asmal child. A little fuzzy no doubt, but as afraid and lost as any human child.

"Flay had no choice. That hardly means he's on our side or even a decent creature, but we have to
recognize he was powerlessin this Stuation.”

"Well, he's not powerless now," | pointed out. "He can help usand help his cub dl in one. Bonus points
dl around.”

"Yes, and I'm sure that'sagreat comfort to him right now," he said impassively.
Y eah, probably not. "Goodfelow come up with any leads?"

"He'sclose, he says. Very close"

Very close turned out to be three days and over athousand milesaway. Lady Lucia, Florida. I'd thought
it was sweltering at home, these peopl e breathed |ava masgquerading as oxygen and somehow managed
to keep from spontaneously combusting as they walked in the noontime sun. Promise, who trusted her
cloaks and sunblock only so far, stayed in the RV. With the nonvampires of our group practicaly
burgting into flames, | didn't blame her.

"It'shot." | averted my eyesfrom the unholy white fire shimmering in the midst of ahard blue sky.

"Yes, you said that." From behind opague black glasses, Niko scanned the shimmering stretch of dead



ydlow grassthat covered thefield before us.

"It bears repesating.” | wiped at the sweat on my forehead that had formed the nanosecond after I'd
wiped the previous moisture away.

"It's closer than the insde of Hephaestus's jock-strap.” Goodfellow shaded his eyes, then hissed in
outrage when he caught sight of the darkening of his shirt around his neck and underarms. "I'm
perspiring.” He pulled his shirt away from his chest with fagtidiousfingers. " Sweet, actual swest, and
there's not even sex involved. It's an abomination." He turned and started back toward the RV held
provided for thetrip. "I'll wait indde with Promise.”

Niko snared him by the arm and pulled him to a stop. "We may need you, Goodfellow."
"Suck it up, Loman," | grunted. "Y ou don't hear Snowball bitching.”
"He's panting too hard to breathe, much less complain,” Robin grumbled.

Unfortunate, but true. Flay, while back in what passed as his human form, was panting with gusto. It was
an odd | ook—awel|-dressed abino man with amane of hair and a continuousy moving red tongue. He
waswearing apair of black jeansthat belonged to Niko and one of Goodfdlow's silk shirts. Hed given a
derogatory sniff a the offer of one of my shirts. | loved that. The pound reect thought my stuff wasn't
fashionable enough for him. Or morelikely, hed been yanking my chain. There wasn't awhole lot of love
lost between the two of us, and while Flay was cooperating with us, it didn't stop him from taking aswipe
here and there. | didn't hold any grudges. | tried to torture him while he was comatose; he scorned my
clothes. If that'sdl | had coming to me, | was ahead of the game.

Flay's tongue was dotting his shirt with sdivaas he growled with frustration. "Wait."

He disappeared back into our home away from home. Goodfellow had gotten the RV on loan from one
of hisfellow sales sharks. It dept six, had abathroom and akitchen, and dl in al was about the size of
our gpartment. At least it had seemed that way the first few hours. Astime wore on, it began to rapidly
ghrink. Ten hoursinto thetrip it was approximately the size of ashoe box. Even aclean Flay had a
pungent musky dog smell that followed him wherever he went, and to add insult to injury, it turned out
that one of the most dangerous men dive, Niko, was dlergic to dander.

Lessthan three minutes later, FHay was back. .. wearing orange-and-black plaid shortsand a T-shirt that
read FLORIDA, THE SUNSHINE STATE.

Goodfdlow winced. "I don't want to live anymore. | honestly don't.”

Well-muscled but transparently pae legs were covered liberaly with adense mat of curly white hair, but
it wasthe frighteningly long, horrificadly furry toesreveded by thong sandd s that were the crowning
touch. Hay scowled at Robin and offered smugly, "Promise said ook good. Promise likes way | 1ook."

Promise had picked up anew admirer during thetrip, or at least it had seemed that way at firdt. It
wouldn't have been abig surprise, Promise being Promise, but it did give new meaning to the phrase
"puppy love." Every inch that she movedinthe RV, soulful ruby eyeswould follow her. During medls, the
best and biggest portion of the fast-food fare would be snatched up and placed before her. A definite,
raving doggy-style crush, 1'd thought, until | caught the wicked grin Flay flashed a Niko's back. It wasdll
about revenge. .. annoying, evil, but basicaly harmless revenge. It should've been funny, but truthfully,
nothing was funny much anymore. Theworld wasal gray now. But, hey, you know what they say. Y ou
take the bad with the good. Balance. | was dl about the balance now.



"Yeah, youredyling,” | muttered, grabbing hisarm to push him into motion. "Let'sgo.”

We headed across the field toward a gathering of RV's, some similar to ours and some barely mobile,
from the looks of them. They al squeaked under that bizarrely blue sky with nothing but swamp asfar as
the eye could see. After livingin New Y ork for afew years, | felt small and exposed in the midst of all
this open space. It made me want to pull my knife on the off chance that an aligator or arabid monkey
jumped out of the scraggly brush. They had monkeys down here, didn't they?

Lady Luciawasin southern Florida, land of gators and pissed-off monkeys, and no one could tell me
differently. A near ghost town, it was nowhere near the ocean or apretty, pristinelake. It sat on the edge
of the Everglades and the local industry seemed to be mosquito ranching. | dapped the one on my neck
and kept moving. We'd been phenomenally lucky. Of course, George wouldve said it wasn't luck, that it
was the way things were meant to be. Meant... to... be. | dapped my neck again, thought gray thoughts,
and kept trudging.

Goodfellow, purveyor of thisfabulous luck, had connections with afew Gypsy tribes—like we didn't see
that coming. After afew hundred cdlshed findly pinned arumor on one particular tribe. The Sarzo tribe
had emigrated from Eastern Europe nearly seventy years ago. They tended to follow aroute dl over the
country, but Lady Luciawas their home base, as much as Gypsies had a stationary home. The Sarzo also
boasted of the oldest lineage among Gypsies. Once upon a very long time ago, they'd been atribe of

hal f-naked nomads when the whed was till five thousand years away from being the latest and greatest.
They'd aso known the Bassa. The Bassa had been nomadstoo. .. following the sun. Cold-blooded and
reptilian, the Bassaweren't huge fans of winter weather. They'd been dlies, those who would become the
Sarzo and a specieswho'd dithered rather than walked. If the Bassa had | eft anything behind, the Sarzo
would know about it.

Or so went the theory.

Theories were grest, but | was never one to underestimate the invariably piss-poor mood of redity. As
we walked on, afew people began to venture out into the heat. Not many, only afew sharp-eyed men
and an even sharper-eyed old woman. "Isit like coming home?" Robin asked aswe walked.

He knew something about our lives, Goodfelow, but he didn't know everything. This happened to be
one of thethings he didn't know. He knew Niko and | were Gypsy. | was half, and we redly didn't know
what Niko was. He could be half, could be whole. Sophia, not one to answer what she considered
boring questions, had actualy answered that one. She didn't know. Couldn't narrow it down if shewas
sober and had aweek to think it over. It could've been a Gypsy from her tribe. The blond hair meant
nothing. Sophias clan had traveled much of Europe, dwelling in Greece for atime. They'd intermarried
there on occasion, dthough it was frowned on by both sides. A blond northern Greek had dipped in
there somewhere. We'd seen evidence of that in the few pictures Sophia had taken with her; they were
scattered carelesdy in the bottom of asmall trunk that held her fortune-teller costumes. Groups of
close-faced, dark-skinned Gypsies with one or two bright heads spotted throughout like patches of sun.
With hisolive skin, Niko could be one of them, but there was no way to be sure. Sophia had left her
people before Niko was born. Half or whole, neither of us had been nourished in the welcoming arms of
Sophiaskin. It madeit difficult to consider them ours.

Not quite like coming homeat dl.

| didn't say that, though. Niko would put it in amore diplomatic fashion than | ever could. | wasright
"Weve not met our mother's clan,” he said from behind.

Goodfellow seemed surprised. "Didn't you try to track them down?"



"Wewerealittle preoccupied,” Niko replied dryly, "what with the Auphe situation and fleeing for our
lives"

That was two—count them—two blatant lies from my brother. Of course wed tried to trace them.
Sophia had been murdered, 1'd been kidnapped, and we were being hounded day and night. We knew
that we needed all the help we could get. We'd searched for Sophiastribe, and we'd found them. Her
relatives, her family... what should've been ours.

They had spit on me. Literaly. Forking the evil eye with thrusts of their hands, they'd hissed in fear and
hatred, and spit. As homecomings go, it doesn't get much more festive than that. How did they know
what | was? It seemed while Sophiamight have left them, they hadn't eft her... not completely. They'd
kept tabs on her. She was Gypsy. She might not have cared about that, but they did. They probably
would've contacted Niko once he was old enough to understand, but then | came adong. Sophia's own
knew what she'd done. They knew of the bargain and saw the result born. They'd written her off then,
her and anyone with her. And when I'd shown up with my pale, pae skin, they'd known exactly what |
was, and Niko was tarred with the same brush. They didn't spit on him, he was an abomination by
association only, but they turned away from him. He wasinvisible to them. Nonexistent. Deed.

That was the beginning and end of our family reunion.

Goodfellow didn't question the lies, dthough there was a good chance he recognized them for what they
were. Niko didn't lie often, but he did it exceptionaly well. That didn't op me from suspecting that the
puck still knew. HE'd had tens of thousands of years experiencein the field. "Preoccupied, yes, | can see
that. And family? Who needsit? Take the Borgiafamily for example. When | was staying with them for
an extended holiday..."

| tuned out as beside me, Flay grunted and reached into the pocket of his shortsto pull out a basebal
hat. He smacked it on his head, walked faster, and muttered, "Talk. Alwaystalk, talk. Make ears hurt.”
It was nice to know that the Goodfellow charm transcended the chasm between species.

By thetime we crossed the field Niko had smoothly pulled ahead of us. It didn't take any discussion to
know that it would be best if the token human among us did the talking at first. Robin and | might ook
human, but you never knew when someone was going to have aquirky ability to sniff you out. With
Hay... hell, even your average human living in blinders was going to do adouble take. And Gypsies
weren't average in any way, shape, or form. They'd know awolf when they saw one. Wed thought
about leaving Hay in the RV with Promise, but decided & the last minute it might not hurt to flex our
muscle. Gypsiesweren't known for their cooperative ways, not unless there was something in it for them.
They had alot in common with Goodfd low in that. Whether wearing athousand-dollar suit or a
five-dollar wife beater, busnessmen were dl the same. If you wanted them to play, you had to pay.

And the onein said wife beater looked like a helluva negotiator.

His skin was dusky, ashade darker than Niko's. Wavy black hair was paired with athick, drooping
mustache and impenetrable dark eyes. Impressive muscles bulged as he folded hisarms over his chest.
As he eyed us with suspicious disfavor, the old woman whispered in his ear. Two other men flanked
them, each casually swinging abasebdl bat.

"What do you want here?" the obvious leader demanded harshly when we stopped about ten feet away.
"WEe're not running aboarding kennel.” The dow sneer was flashed at Flay. Flay yawned, unimpressed,
yet showing some rather impressive teeth. Hed heard it al before, most of it from me.

Niko ignored the posturing. "We'rein search of something. To buy."



That perked the Rom's ears up athough he refused to show it. Looking Niko up and down, he curled his
lip. "Vayash, eh?'

Hewasright. Our mother had been of the Vayash clan. That in and of itself wouldn't have been too
amazing of aguess, the VVayash were the only clan to spawn blonds. How he knew Niko was of Gypsy
stock was another matter.

"Yes," Niko confirmed. "Our mother was Vayash."

There were worlds of meaning behind that statement. We were Gypsy, but we'd not been raised Gypsy.
The man nodded and frowned. "That hair, those eyes, that nose. Vayash." His eyestraveled past Niko to
takemein. It couldn't be more clear that Flay wasn't Rom, and neither was Goodfellow with his coloring.
"You." He shook hishead. "The Vayash, dways polluting themselves with the Gadje." Gadje....

outsders, non-Gypsy. "We thought they'd finally seen the error of that particular way."

It was afree passif ever we'd been given one. They didn't know | was Auphe. Sure, | was haf-Vayash
at best. Polluted, second-class, not true Rom, but it was a definite step up from abomination. It was also
ahdluvalucky break and Niko didn't waste any time in taking advantage of it.

"Our acquaintance'—he indicated Goodfe low with ajut of his chin—"has agood deal of money.
Perhaps you can help him spendit... if you have what we're seeking.”

Robin's groan was nearly inaudible, but considering his money-grubbing ways, that was the equivaent of
aringing endorsement. Four sets of dark eyesfocused on him, brightening with alook 1'd seen more than
once in Goodfdlow's own. Baseball bats hung at rest and white teeth flashed expansively under athick
black mustache. "We have many, many things. Surely one will be what you seek. | am Branje." He swept
an amtoward an RV to theright. "Well sit, well talk, well drink. Well take very good care of our new
friends." Bullshit, every word of it. We knew it, and Branje most likely knew that we knew it, but it was
the game, and the game had to be played.

Although not by me. Flay didn't seem much interested in the dark and gloomy interior ether. Instead he
wrinkled his nose, shook his head adamantly, and sat hisfurry ass on the ground. | kept him company
under the broiling sun, leaning againgt the hot metal. Drinking and conniving, watching the highest levels of
tricksters, the Rom and a Puck, going mano a mano, none of it much interested me. I'd sooner swest and
bake.

"Smdl ward."

The clack of the door closing above our heads had been several minutes ago, and I'd been sitting with
eyesshut as| listened to the sound of amillion enraged bugs. At least it seemed like amillion. Swatting
yet another mosquito on my forearm, | asked incurioudy, "What smellsweird?!

"You."

| opened my eyes and danted aglance at Flay's moist face. I'd have thought the panting would mean he
wouldn't have to swest, but it seemed Snowball had gotten the worst of both worldsthere. "Y eah, yeah,
| smdll like Auphe. Mongter. Stinky. The subject's been covered.”

Eyesrolled in annoyance under the brim of the baseball cap. "No. Smell weird. Not just Auphe stink.
More. Human weird."

"So you're saying, now I'm stinky and | smell weird?" | summed up as| wiped the sweat from my face.
"Great. My sdlf-esteemn saysthanksfor playing.”



The T-shirt-covered shoulders shrugged. "Tell what | smdll.”

At any other time that would've been funny. The casua toss off by atourist-gear-wearing wolf. | dmost
wished | could gppreciateit, but if | did, there would be other thingswaiting to push in... things | would
gppreciate alot less. | closed my eyesagain. "Promiselikes cdlalilies. Her gpartment isalwaysfull of
them, dl colors”

Seconds later | heard Flay get to hisfeet and start moving from RV to RV, knocking on the doors. |
serioudy doubted he would find any out here, but then again you never knew. It was nearly twenty
minutes later when | wasinterrupted again. The sun had started to fall and the temperature had dropped
nearly an entire degree when the door flew open and Goodféelow came storming out. Hewas cursing at
thetop of hislungs; | didn't have to recognize the words to know just how filthy they were. It was
Romany he was speaking, the origina language of the Gypsy clans. The didect tended to vary from clan
to clan, tribe to tribe, but as arule every Rom knew it. Niko and I, however, didn't. Sophiahadn't let
more than an occasional Romany word dip and those hadn't been exactly educational. Apparently,
Robin's grasp of Rom foul language far exceeded Sophias own, because I'd yet to hear anything that |
knew.

Pointing afinger back at the RV, Goodfd low swore again, then switched to English. He'd once remarked
to me that no language was quite as good as English for spitting disgust and disdain. French was close,
but English won out in the end for sheer crudeness. " Soul-sucking harridan. Shriveled, toothless old
crone. Put your maicious, grasping fingersaway. Y ou won't get asingle penny from me."

There was the gentle thud of bootsin the dirt beside me and Niko sighed, "Negotiations have begun. This
may take sometime.”

"They haveit?' | dmost dipped. | dmost felt the desperation. Yeah... amost. But you know what. they
say about amost. Hand grenades and horseshoes. Nothing but hand grenades and horseshoes.

"It'saposshility.” He sat beside me to watch the show. It turned out that the old woman, not the man
with the mustache, was the leader—at least in the field of negotiations. "Abdia-Roo isacagey
opponent.”

She came rocketing out of the RV shaking awrinkled fist and swinging an elaborately carved cane. Not
sharing Goodfellow's belief about English, she howled out astring of consonants and vowelsin Romany
that had even the perpetudly jaded Robin's eyes widening. "My hair? My hair ?'Y ou prune-teated old
goat, you'd best take that back. Take it back or I'll rain fire on this miserable campsite until it's wiped
from the face of the earth.”

"Can he actually do that?" | asked skeptically.

Niko snorted. There wasthe tart smell of blackberry brandy on his breath. He had swallowed the
traditiond thimbleful to start the business at hand. "Hardly. If he could, every two-star restaurant in the
city would be smoking ruins.

That was true enough. | watched as two gnarled fingers went up behind the white head like horns and
Abelia-Roo made a sneering comment. " A leash?" Goodfellow shot back. "I think you're sadly mistaken,
witch from hell. Y ou've never kept one of my kind on aleash. Oh, | think perhaps you wor shipped usas
lowly cave gpes should, and if anyone wore the leash, it wasyou.” He spit onto the dirt at her feet.
"Lying, thieving human.”

Thistime she did switch to English. "Lying, thieving puck." Her spit actudly hit Goodfellow's shoe.



Ah, itwaslike old times. | stretched my legs out into the dirt. "We're on aschedule, Nik. Thisisgoing to
take forever."

"Havefaith." His shoulder butted against mine. "Our shark againgt theirs? How can we not prevail ?

"l don't know. We've done apretty good job of it sofar." | drummed fingerson my leg and said
pragmaticaly, "We could hurt someone. That would speed thingsaong nicely, I'll bet.”

There was an uncustomary hesitation on Niko's part before he said smoothly, "True." Hisfinger thumped
my knee before pointing. "How about her? She doesn't look precisely fleet of foot. We could run her to
the ground in seconds.” A pregnant Rom girl peeked at usfrom a doorway across the camp. Seeing our
eyes on her, she quickly disappeared and dammed the door behind her. "We could break her wrist. It
wouldn't take more than aminute a the most."

Asbrotherly lessonswent, it was alittle less subtle than usual. "'l was thinking more of Branje," | drawled,
"but you've made your point.”

"Have |?' He was poised to say something more, but Flay moved past us carrying ahandful of
plum-colored lilies. Niko watched his progress as the wolf |oped back toward our home away from
home. A less-than-amused look was then turned on me. "I'm curious, little brother. How long have you
had these suicidal impulses?”

"You'renot afraid of alittle competition, are you, Cyrano?' | ebowed him in amove so automatic that it
worked entirely independently of my brain. "Besides" | added, "it gives him something to think about
other than hiskid." | closed my eyes again. "Wake me up when Goodfellow stopstalking.”

Therewas aswat on the sde of my head, not hard enough to hurt, athough it definitely stung. The words
were more gentle. "Hang in there, Cdl. We're halfway home.”

Hourslater, we were il only halfway there and Niko was giving new consideration to my idea. Eyeing
Branje across the leaping campfire, he said thoughtfully, "We could rip off hismustache and feed it to
him. That issureto inspire alittle spirit of cooperation.”

Thefire, lessfor heat and morefor driving away the bugs, billowed with apeculiar green smoke. It
worked. The air wasthick with the acrid smell of sage and eucalyptus, but the mosguitoes were gone,
though the night had brought out another kind of predator. Promise stood a Niko'sside, asinglelily
tucked in her hair. I'd seen the look exchanged between the two of them when shed first appeared
wearing the flower. Pure affectionate humor.

"It isan exceptiondly unfortunate mustache.”
Promise agreed. "Y ou'd be doing him afavor. I'm sure he'd be much more attractive without it."

Goodfellow chose that moment to scomp over with an expression of outraged frustration on hisface. "'l
giveup. | do. That maniaca old crone cannot be reasoned with. Not now. Not ever." His hand moved
up to nervoudy smooth hiswavy hair. " She cursed me, said my hair would fal out before the next full
moon." He pulled his hand away and peered at the pam carefully for any deserters. "My hair," he
murmured, still shocked over the audacity.

"Y ou dont actudly beievein Gypsy curses, do you?' | asked with afaint overlay of scorn.

Green eyes narrowed on me with impatience. "Of course not. |, animmorta creature, am only standing
herewith avampire, ahaf Auphe, and awalking talking wolf. Why would | possibly believein something
asludicrous as a Gypsy curse?' He rubbed the hedl of both hands over tired eyes and went on to snap,



"And then there'sthat entire year | spent impotent thanksto one.”

Niko skipped straight over that information as more than any of uswanted to know and said, "They
won't | it, then?'

"Sdl it?" he repeated with disgust. "They won't even admit to having the Cadabassa. They have, however,
tried to sal me everything e'se under Zeussinfinite regard.”

"After dl that time?" Promise touched a shimmering nail to her lower lip. "AbdiaRoo must bea
formidable opponent indeed.”

"Shewould eat every one of my salesmen for breakfast and have room for a champagne chaser,” he said
gumly.

Goodfellow went on to say something else, but by then | had drifted off. It was acasua stroll with what
looked like no particular destination in mind, yet | ended up past the fireand closing in on Branje. | didn't
pull my Glock. The Rom were skilled knife fighters; they didn't respect the gun. And | wanted their
respect. | wanted their fear more, but alittle additiona respect wouldn't hurt matters any. Branje,
drinking from an unlabeled brown bottle, didn't see me coming until he was on the ground and the knife at
histhroat. | wasn't quite as practiced in the art of silence as Niko, but | was close. After all, I'd been
taught by the best. Branje was tough, though—I had to give him that. With my knee buried in his somach
and my blade in the softness under his chin, he cursed and grabbed at his own knife on his belt.

| cut him.

Thewound was two inches long and shalow, but it was enough to till Branjes hand. "My men will kill
you," he hissed.

"I think they have their own problems,” | said serenely. | didn't look up to verify that. | didn't need to. |
could hear thewhip of Niko's sword through the air and his cold command of "Back away. Now." I'd
heard hislow curse as he'd spotted me right before | reached my god, and I'd known he wouldn't be far
behind me.

The Rom's eyesflickered from one sde to the other, then back to me. "Then Abelia-Roo will cursethe

pecker right off your body."

| moved the knife from histhroat to insert thetip in his nose. "Probably, but how much comfort will that
beto you after | cut your nose from your face? Or maybe your ears." | considered for afew secondsas|
idly twisted my wrist. A tiny trickle of blood began to cregp from hisnogiril over hislip. "Or maybe—just
maybe—I'll takeit al. Nose, ears, eyes, tongue.” | gave him aconsoling smile. "I'll leave the mustache.

Y ou seem very proud of it."

| felt him twitch beneath me, but hisface remained unmoving and stoic. Like | said, he wastough. But

were his people gathered around us as tough? Some might be, but there were bound to be others with
dightly weaker ssomachs or softer hearts. Someone would break... sooner or later. | pulled the knife

back and said truthfully, "1t's nothing persond, Branje. Try and keep that in mind.” Thistime the blade
found hisear. He had large, fleshy lobes. | could take haf off and held till have enough to spare. The
first drop of blood had appeared when a voice stopped me.

"Now, here is one who knows how to negotiate.” There was the approving smack of AbeliaRoo's
toothless gums. "Now, hereisa man.”

If you only knew, | thought with dark amusement before my emotion shifted to cautious surprise. This



wasn't the surrender 1'd been shooting for. Thiswas Grandmahaving balsto put al oursto shameand a
shriveled soul to match mine. | looked up to see her duck under Niko's blade asif it were agarland of
flowers. Arthritic knees popping like gunshots, she crouched beside Branje and me. "Y ou want the
Calabassa, do you?' Brown eyes flecked with gold and black nestled in the midst of tissue-paper skin
folded into hundreds of wrinkles.

"I'm sure as hell not here to spread around my plastic surgery skills." | kept Branje pinned to the ground
as | wiped the scant amount of blood from the metal onto my jeans and then sheathed the knife.

"Do you have any idea of the crown's purpose?’ From the avidly glegful flushin her face, | had afeding it
was nothing good.

"Granny," | said, "l couldn't giveashitif | tried."

Chapter 17

| should've given ashit, and AbeliazRoo was more than happy to gloat over every detail that told me why
| should. I'd thought the crown had |ooked too drab and plain to be your typica bauble. | wasright. The
Bassa had made that innocuous bit of metal for areason—avery dark and infinitely practical reason.
They'd created athief... or atool for athief. Wear the crown and take from a person anything you
wished. Ther life, their knowledge. .. their power. | doubted Caleb needed any help taking lives or was
interested in any extrasmarts. He thought he was as clever asthey fucking came.

But power... that was adifferent matter entirely. Take away thefirst two and it'sthe only option Ieft. He
wanted the ability to take someone's power... ther gift. Although it couldn't be as easy asdl that. Not
many creaturesin the world had talents he might envy. What could he want? What did he covet so
profoundly that would be worth this much trouble—oh. God, | was stupid. So damn stupid.

There had been more unpleasant information dancing on the tip of the old Rom'stongue, | could tell as
I'd cursed my idiocy, but at the last second she decided to keep it to herself. For fun or profit, and since
she wasn't haggling for even more money, | was guessing it was pure, malicious fun. Granny had away
about her; she damn suredid.

"So hewants Georginas gift." Niko held the circlet up to the dimly flickering firdight after | shared my
grim thought. "He could see whatever he wanted. Know the future, the past, and dl that lay between. It
makes sense; what Georginahasisinvauable." He exhaed and shook hishead. "But it dso complicates
thingsto no end.”

"How?' | demanded. "It'snot asif we planned on letting Caleb walk away in thefirst place. The second
we have himin our sghts, we give him the crown.” | watched the fire reflect snuoudy in the curve of the
meta. "Promptly followed by abullet to the brain.”

"I have afeding it won't be quite that smple."

Through the drifting smoke | saw that across the campsite Goodfellow was handing over two duffel bags



of cash to Branje. AbdliaRoo didn't waste any time muscling him aside to unzip them and count their
contents with flashing fingers. Both Promise and Robin had contributed to the Calabassa fund, since Niko
and | barely had two nickelsto rub together. The price wasn't that of asmall country... quite, but it was
damn close. "No?" | looked back at the crown and frowned. Ugly goddamn thing. "Then | guesswell
just haveto makeit that smple.”

"Eader said than done." Between one breath and the next Niko had crossed the six feet between us. He
was closer than close and as angry asI'd seen him. Scratch that. Hewasfurious... with me, and that |
had never seen. "Nothing is smple at the moment, not with your recent moronic behavior. What the hell
were you doing with Branje?'

"Isthat why you're pissed?’ My frown deepened. "Hell, Cyrano, it was your idea. Rip off his mustache
andfeed it to him, you said. | just picked different thingsto diceand diceisdl.”

"Cd, you cannot go off without thought, without reason..." Hetilted his head down until his eyeswere
level with mine, utterly pissed off and completely inescapable. "Without backup.”

"Y ou watched my back," | pointed out with what | thought to be fairly evident logic. ™Y ou wereright
there, sameasaways." Same as always... you dways remember the words that come back to bite you
in the ass, no matter how much you'd like to forget them.

"I could've been there more quickly if you'd bothered to let me know what was going through your
head." Hisfree hand fisted in the collar of my shirt. "Branje isn't much of athreat; you could've handled
him before you could crawl, but if you try that imbecilic recklessness on someone el se, someone aong
the lines of Abbagor or Cerberus or worse yet the Auphe, they will put you in your grave. Isthat what
you want?' He shook me, hard enough that | felt the snap of it in my neck. "Isit?"

It was afair question, and denying that would be alie. George was gone, the Auphe were back, and
things had long spiraled out of control. But as selfish as| was, even | had my limits. | couldn't do that to
my brother, no more than he could've doneit to me. "No, Nik," | answered soberly. "It'snot what |
want."

The fury, amasquerade for something much starker, drained away as quickly asit had come. "All right,
then." He exhaed and released my shirt. "Let's not have this conversation again.”

| looked down at my shirt, then stuck my finger through the new Niko-fashioned rip and said wryly, "I'll
try and keep that in mind."

He gave one abrupt nod and ordered, "Do that." Then, letting theissue go, he went on, "L et's eat. Weve
been invited to dinner by Abdlia-Roo. | think..." Reluctant amusement twesked hislips upward. "I think
she may have her eye on Goodfdlow. She might find him less than aman when it comesto haggling, but
gpparently that isn't the only standard of measurement she uses.”

She should be grateful she wasn't around when Robin had "haggled” with asuccubus. That may have
changed her mind about his manhood damn quick. " Sounds entertaining.” And afew weeks ago, |
would've paid good money for that kind of entertainment, but now... | looked up at the sky. It was
moonless and clear; | could see hundreds, thousands of stars and every fiery blink was a second logt.
"But we need to go. We don't have much time."

"We havetimeto eet, to redlax—even if only for an hour." His hand reached for mine and folded my
fingers around the Cdabassa. "Besdes, it will maintain alittle goodwill with the Sarzo. We might need
their help again someday.”



"We couldn't afford their help again,” | groused, but relented. "An hour, okay? Then we go."

"An hour," he agreed. "I'm sure Goodfellow will be indebted to you for that. HE's even more anxious than
you to get on the road.”

With atoothless Roo on histall, | didn't blame him. | turned the metal under my hands, my skin crawling
at thefed of it. There was onelast thing | needed to do before we sat down to aheaping hel ping of
Goodfdlow humiliation. "Here," | said gruffly, pushing the crown back into hishands. "Y ou hang ontoit.”

"Cd." The amusement reflected in the quirk of his mouth faded.
"I've dready lost one." | folded my arms and tucked my hands out of sight. "That's my limit, thanks."

I'd haf expected an Auphe to appear the instant the Gypsy Caabassa had been unveiled. | fully
expected to wake up every night with Auphe clawsin my throat and adoorway to hell before me. I'd
dept with my knifefor so long that it'd finally become acomfort to me. But knowing what | knew now, |
could deep with athousand knives and it wouldn't make one bit of difference.

| walked away before Niko could try to convince methat | hadn't frozen in the face of the enemy. | had.
It had cost usthe first crown, and | wasn't about to risk losing another. Frankly, guarding George'slast
chance wasn't aresponsbility | wasup for.

An hour and a hdf later we were back on the road, flush with success... and something else. "Jesus.” |
grimaced as the a cohol fumeswafted my way. "Goodfelow, it's actualy coming out of your pores.”

A haunted look sought me out over arapidly emptying bottle of fruit brandy. I'd long lost track of how
many such bottles hed sucked down during the previous hour. "I've lived through the fall of Rome,, the
Hundred Y ears War, even that deazy Troy debacle, but I've never faced anything such asthat.” He took
another hurried pull on the bottle before repeating in a shell-shocked whisper, "Never."

Dinner had not gone well for our puck. Abdlia-Roo's hands had been anywhere but on her fork. For
once, Robin had been the hunted, not the hunter, prey of awizened, bare-gummed predator. Niko,
behind the whed, was not surprisingly unsympathetic to his plight and offered little comfort. "Be grateful
we didn't leave you there. She seemed quite serious about the leash threat.” He arched an eyebrow in
consderation. "Then again, it may have been more of a promise than athreet.”

Goodfelow had aresponseto that. By now, | knew that he had aresponse to anything. | managed to
turnontheradio just intimeto drown it out. After tuning in to the first station | came across, | pulled on
the lever on the bottom of the passenger sest to ease it back. Toeing off my shoes, | put my feet up on
the dashboard, shifted onto my side, and dozed off. Stomach heavy with food, mind dull with hest, there
wasn't much eseto do. Therewas along stretch of blissfully empty darkness that was broken what must
have been hours later by a hand on my shoulder. | squinted at the orange and pink sky outside the
window and revised my estimate. Many hours later—it was morning. | sat up and ran fingers through
deep-rumpled hair. Beside me, the owner of the hand that had pulled me from deep growled, "Trouble.”

Troubledl right, and it was reflected in the rearview mirror asflashing red and blue lights.
Fan-fucking-tastic. | glared at Flay, who seemed to have replaced Niko at the steering whed, and asked
with typica morning ill humor, "Do you even have alicense, Snowbd|?'

"Do you?' came hisimpatient gargle.

He had apoint. Mine hadn't come as a prize in abox of cered, but neither had it come fromthe DMV.
While it was good enough to pass a casud glance, it couldn't fool the computers, which was why we



were driving instead of flying. Good fake ID was easy enough to come by; excellent fake ID was
increasingly rarein this hyper-security-sengtive world.

"Shit." | looked over my shoulder. Niko, Promise, Robin—they were al dready avake. | immediady
pegged Goodfellow as our best bet. Hed been running under the radar longer than the rest of usby far.
If anyone had passable paper, it would be him. It was agood thought, in theory, until | took in the
bloodshot eyes and white-knuckled fists pressed to his head, and breath that could embam a corpse. |
went immediately to our next best hope. "Promise?’

She couldve pulled it off, I think. If not by convincing the cop that sheld been driving, then by the smple
fact of being Promise. I'd never know, because it didn't come to that.

The Auphe camefirgt.

| didn't seetheripintheair he plummeted through, but | doubted that it was more than ten feet up. He
came down fast—too damn fast.

Waking toward us, the cop was freshly stamped from the hero cookie cutter. Square jaw, wide
shoulders, impenetrable sunglasses paired with an impenetrable expresson. Disciplined, stawart, anoble
defender of order—it took less than five seconds for him to die. The Auphe landed on top of him,
knocking him to his hands and knees. An infinity of teeth found the bare strip of skin over the starched
collar and passed through it asif it were no more substantia than aflesh-colored mist. Then therewas
another migt, thisone red and viscous. | didn't remember moving, yet somehow I'd traveled from my seat
to the back of the RV. Hands pressed againgt the glass, | saw the cop try to struggle upward. With one
hand supporting hisweight, he used the other to claw at the nightmare on his back. It wasfutile. His
strength had disappeared with the blood pouring from his mutilated throat.

| wouldn't have recognized the growl that filled the air asmy own if it hadn't been for the searing
sensation of barbwirein my throat. | did recognize the gun in my hand, and better than that, | recognized
that | could shoot through thewindow glass asif it wereair. But asmy finger tightened on the trigger,
someone beat meto the punch.

Niko was adark shadow in the sun's morning glow.

He was on the Auphe as quickly as the Auphe had been on the cop. Unfortunately, the Auphe had
preternaturaly fast reflexes, something hisvictim lacked. Or rather, had lacked. The dark glasses had
falen from the cop'sface to reved eyesthat passed from stunned to empty. Arms and legs spasmed,
then gave way and the cookie-cutter hero fell. He didn't get up again. He never would.

The Auphe rode him dl theway down. Lean and deek, the bundle of sinew and claws showed the new
day adripping crimson smile. It was the same grin he turned on my brother as Niko's sword swung to
separate head from body. Overconfidence—it wasn't afailing exclusive to humans. The Auphe knew
how fast he was—what he didn't know was how fast Niko was. It was amistake, abig one, and it lost
him the bottom half of that charming smile. The narrow mandible disgppeared in an explosion of black
blood and bone as the Auphe flipped backward, saving the rest of his head. Niko followed so closdly
that it was impossible the Auphe could escape. Unless...

Shit. Shit.

| tore through the RV, tumbled through the door, and ran. A car, thefirst to pass since our stop, nearly
hit me. It had dowed to gawk at the fallen cop. When | rocketed into its path with agun and a matching
metallic snarl, the driver swerved, gave up on the looky-lou, and sped off with squedling tires. | ignored
the breeze of abumper kissand kept running. | passed the dead man lying in the emergency lane, vaulted



the dry ditch, hit sand and scrubby grass, and kept moving. | was till fifty feet away when | fdt it. It was
only ashadow of the eviscerating sensation I'd felt when I'd unwittingly opened my own, but it was dtill a
first. I'd never been able to sense an Auphe doorway before it opened—not until now. A ghostly hand
pulled my intestinesinto aknot just before the air began to bleed gray.

The Auphe couldn't speak, not without ajaw, but he made sounds nonethel ess. They were horribly
triumphant gobbles that sprayed blood in an arc as he threw himself on Niko's sword with enough force
to impale himsdlf right up to the hilt. Armswound with ropy muscle wrapped around Niko's shoulders
and with what was either alaugh or adeath rattle, the Auphe fell backward with him toward the gate. |
hit them both in an impossibly long tackle, taking us away from that hungry silver light. Aswehit the
ground, | screwed the Glock into one pointed ear and pulled the trigger. Repeatedly. The pointed skull
deflated into a misshapen mass and turned the surrounding soil into arancid blot. Repugnant, but not as
much as the door that hung before us—still open, still ravenous.

"Y ou don't want to go there."
Niko's hand was on my arm gripping hard. "Where does it go? Ca, where does it go?"

"Y ou don't want to go there," | said again dully, my eyes|locked on the doorway. It was bad, what lay
behind it. There wasn't aword for the bad of it.

Then it closed, like the popping of asoap bubble. And with it, the awful blacknessin my head receded.
Blinking, | levered mysdf up off Niko and the dead Auphe. "Cops." | cleared the hoarsenessfrom my
throat and tried again as | swiftly patched over the cracksin my artificial cadm. "The copswill be coming.
We need to get out of here.”

"Damn it, would you change your antifreeze and have an emotion already?’ came anirritated snipe from
behind. A rumpled, snarling Goodfédlow stood there. One hand held a sword and one had a death grip
on hisaching head. "It was Tumulus, wasn't it, Cdiban? Hetried to take Niko to Tumulus.”

Tumulus, wed learned, was Auphe hell, adimension of bare rock and endless desolation. Their home
away from home. I'd spent two years there when the Auphe had taken me at the age of fourteen. | didn't
remember any of it, at least not conscioudy, but it was clear that some part of me was aware enough to
recognize a gate to the Abysswhen | saw it. I'd survived that place, but only because the Auphe had
wanted meto. | didn't think they'd be so inclined with Niko.

It was a conversation for another time; | was nowhere near ready for it now. Looking away from
Goodfdlow, | focused in on the body of the Auphe. Colorless hair mixed with coarse soil and dark
blood. The pale skin was now tinged with a creeping gray that spread like fungus. "1 wonder what CS|
will think about him," | muttered and closed my eyestightly.

Not awholelot, asit turned out. We stuffed him in the trunk of the police car and then we blew it up.
Aupheand car... sky-high. Robin had suggested we put him in the RV with us and dispose of him later.
Niko flatly refused, and hedid it so that | didn't have to. Bein close proximity to an Auphe, even adead
one, for more than afew minutes? | couldn't have doneit. | would've either thrown him out onto the road
or jumped out myself.

Luckily, Hay had casudly tossed off the inferno suggestion. Working for the Kin had provided him with
theflexibility of mind and soul to assess aproblem and immediately decide to blow it to kingdom come.
Despite mysdlf, | was beginning to have areuctant—very reluctant—appreciation for the wolf. And
when hejury-rigged afusefor the gastank out of one of the RV'sugly plaid curtains and detonated the
car, dl in the space of two minutes, | had to give credit where credit was due.



After that, we hauled ass. The poor damn dead cop was beyond help and we |eft him where heldd fallen.
Flay had suggested we put his body in the car, but the rest of us couldn't go along with that. Bad enough
he was dead; we could &t least leave hisfamily something to grieve over. He would've caled in our
license plate number, but there was nothing we could do about that. The first rest stop we cameto we
would swap our plates out with another vehicle. Goodfellow said that the Auphe would burn amost
entirely. Their bones were softer and more flexible than a human's; there wouldn't be much Ift for the
crime lab to work with. And what was found would be considered a hopelessy contaminated sample. A
hoax, afluke... amirage. It would be explained away. It'd been done before, and it would be done
again. Aslong as humans didn't want to see, they wouldn't. Hell, | envied them. | wished | were that
blind.

"Isit asRobin said? Did it try to take Niko to that place?' avoice asked softly.

| was curled up in the back with my head against the curtain-shrouded window and my knees pulled up
againgt my chest. | had flexible bonestoo. Wasit youth or something else? Didn't know, didn't care. As
Promise sat down in the seat opposite mine, voices floated back from the front. There were soft,

undeci pherable murmurs that made the space seem much larger. Niko, Goodfdlow, Hay... they couldve
been milesaway. If | concentrated, | could've brought them closer, but | was content enough in my
self-imposed exile. Rather—I gave Promise astony glance through strands of unbrushed hair—I had
been.

"| don't want to talk about it."

"Cdiban." My name was said with patience and empathy, but aso with determination. She wasworried
about me, but she was d so worried about Niko, and if she had to push me, then she would.

"l said, | don't want to talk about it!" Thistime | snapped and hit.

When it came to pushing, Promise was among the very best. From gentle persuasion to anicy will, she

had her ways of bringing you around. But her ways didn't compare to the ways of what was burning on
theroad far behind us. She could push al she wanted, but I'd been pushed dl my life. I'd been watched
from my first bresth, and hounded to what should have been my last.

In other words, if | didn't want to talk, no one on this sde of that gray doorway could make me.
Recapturing a balance that was getting more precarious by the hour, | leaned my head back against the
wall. "Go away, Promise.”

Now | was the one pushing, and with alot |ess finesse than Promise would have used. | didn't haveto
seetheflash of temper that initiated; | could fed it on my skin, asintense as that noontime FHoridasun. "l
know you're afraid, perhaps even terrified.” The typica Promise serenity was sounding taxed to the limit,
and | had afedling that if | bothered to look at her, | would see teeth reveaed with those words, the kind
of teeth you didn't want to see from avampire. "But closing your eyesto the situation like achild isn't

going to change things."

Shewas hdf-right. Behaving like a scared kid wasn't going to make this shit go away. The only problem
was, hothing was going to do that. Not a goddamn thing. The sole reason we'd been able to defeat the
Auphe previoudy was that they'd al been gathered in one location. | sncerely doubted that was going to
happen again. We were screwed. Front, back, and all waysin between. We could talk until we were
blue in the face, but that fun fact wasn't going to change. So why talk at al?

Instead, | did what shetold me not to do. | closed my eyes. Literdly, metaphoricaly, figuratively...
choose your poison because | meant them all. Velvet darkness|oomed behind my eyelids, but it didn't
stop me from feding the very quality of the air itself change as Promise decided | didn't deserve her



patience anymore. "Not even for your brother would you try to face what is before you?' Cool and
merciless. "Not even for the one who hasthrown hislife away for you?"

Strong words. .. 1'd thought them to mysdlf long before Promise had ever entered the picture. They didn't
sound any different aloud than they had the thousands of timesI'd heard them in my head.

"Promise, don't."

Different words, but in away they were the same. Exactly the goddamn same. | opened my eyesto see
Niko'sforbiddingly impassive facetilted down toward the only person in hislife he had loved aside from
me. There hewas, my big brother, doing what he invarigbly did... throwing hislife away. Same as
adways.

Thanksto me.

"No," | said quickly, straightening. "No, she'sright. | should tell youwhat | can, evenif it'sonly
guessss... impressons.” And with that admission they came, whether | was ready for them or not.
Triggered by the doorway to Tumulus, they'd been waiting in the wings poised for the faintest hint of an
invitation. Stupid me, | gaveit to them.

| swallowed convulsively as| tasted air not of thisworld. It was cold and acidic, and it tasted of dow,
lingering suffering. Not death. Deeth was easy. What | tasted made you long for the pillow over the face,
the cleandaing shot of potassum chloride to stop your heart. My fingers dug into the cushion beneath me,
but | felt the grit of an dien soil that was more cutting than ground glass. | heard hundreds of voices
whispering words | couldn't understand. Consonants that cut the throat, vowels that made your ears want
to bleed. It waswhen | began to repeat the words over and over, strangling on their unnatural shape, that
the hard dap rocked my head back.

The world came back. The good world—nbright and warm. Plaid curtains, the hum of an engine, the smell
of musky wolf. Good. Even the blood on my lip was welcome. In comparison with what | had tasted, it
waswine... chocolate. Wholesome and so normal, sty but clean. | touched atongueto it and reveled
inthetang of it.

"Cd, can you hear me? Stay with me, dl right? Stay with me." Niko didn't look too happy as his hand
gripped my shoulder, and as| saw thetiny wisp of winter fog roiling in the air before me, | could see
why. It was small, the size of an orange. It wasn't adoor, not yet... akeyhole a best, but it was the last
one you wanted to peer through.

"You don't want to go there," | said in alow and shaky echo, my eyeslocked on the eddy and swirl of it.
"But | guess maybe it wantsto come here."

"Canyou closeit?'

| fdtitingde of me, theway it turned... how it fed off of my energy, how it grew strength from my
concentration and focus. It wasin control, not me. "Knock me out,” | said sharply asit doubled in Size,
gobbling up air and space. "Now."

Niko didn't hesitate. He knew alittle temporary pain was nothing compared with what would come
crawling out of that rip onceit grew large enough. It didn't hurt much. He didn't have thetimeto
painlessly choke meout, but | barely saw the fist that flashed at my jaw with surgical precision, and |
scarcely had time to register the crunch of knuckle against bone before | was gone where pain couldn't
follow. I could only hope | took the door to hell with me.



Chapter 18

The pain hadn't followed me into unconsciousness, but it was waiting for me when | woke up. My jaw
ached, but lessthan | would've imagined. It was no worse than the throbbing of a sore tooth, and the
gtillness within me was more than worth it. The doorway was gone. The passageway to Tumuluswas
shut. We were safe. Of coursg, it took afew minutesto corral aconfused brain into making that
conclusion, but | got there.

Just as| did, there was a freezing touch on my jaw. "Hey," | mumbled, and ditted eyesin annoyance.
"Cold."

"lce packs mogt often are," Niko said levelly. He tapped afinger on the back of my hand. "Takeit."

| obeyed, holding it in place as| dowly sat up. Theinside of the RV spun once, then settled into place.
We were alone—as done as you could bein ahotel room on whesdls. | could see the chiaroscuro of
Promiseshair up front, and | had afedling she hadn't moved of her own accord. Damn. Cautioudly, |
worked my jaw back and forth, then moved the ice pack alittle higher. "Y ou did agood job, Cyrano.
Everything'swhereit should be."

"Congderably different from the last time, then.”
He pinched the bridge of hislong nose asthe briefest of grimaces crossed hisface.

Y ou could say that. The closing of that particular doorway hadn't been brought about by asimple punch.
Instead, it had involved Niko's sword burying itself in my abdomen. As Niko had saved the world with
that move, | didn't hold any grudges. It had been the right thing to do. Evenif it hadn't spared theworld,
with the shape I'd been in, it till would've been the right thing. | wished, not for thefirgt time, that he
could seethat asclearly as| did.

"Sorry about the door,” | said, kicking his ankle with afoot covered by adirty sock. | hadn't been too
concerned about putting on shoes when 1'd made my mad dash out into the clear Floridamorning.

"It wasn't your fault." He stopped my antics with an unrelenting hed that pinned my foot to the floor.

"Waan't hersether.” | pointed my chin toward the front and immediately regretted it asadiver of pain
branched through my face,

" She knows what happened when Goodfellow hypnotized you to access your lost memories.” Hisvoice
waslow, but | knew it was easily audible to avampireif she cared to listen. | told her."

"Hearing about it and seeing it are two different things, Nik," | pointed out, fedling the tingling stretch of
sweling skin as| talked. "And, hdl, it wasn't that bad thistime. Robin didn't toss his cookiesand | didn't
try to gouge your face off." Thereld been no screaming, no clawing through wals, no huddling in acorner
unseeing and unknowing. A quick and easy pop to the jaw was nothing in comparison with that. Certainly
nothing to lose Promise over. Niko wanted her, he deserved her, and if things went as badly in the future



as | thought they might, then he was going to need her.

"We need better memories, little brother, if you're making this one out to be less than absolutely shitty,”
he said somberly.

He sounded like me and that was never apositive Sign. Timeto give alittle push of my own. | let theice
pack fall and passed it back and forth between my hands. "Then go make some.”

Releasing my foot, he looked away with an uncustomary avoidance, then shifted his shoulders. " She
wanted you to know that shewas sorry."

"l am, Cdiban. | cannot tell you how much." Promise had drifted over to us, so silently that | didn't know
shewasthere until | felt the touch of her fingers on my shoulder, her lips brushing over my bruised jaw. "I
let my concern for Niko get the better of me—the better of you. The blame for what happened lieswith
me, no onedse."

The gpology was as gracious as Promise hersdlf, and she meant it wholeheartedly. A few hundred years
would give anyone more than afew chancesto learn how to lie. | knew Promise was no different there,
but I'd lived with awoman who lied for aliving for the first fourteen years of my life. I'd dso spent alot of
timein Goodfellow's company in the past year. If you listened to him, hed dl but invented thelie. The
bottom line was | knew bullshit when | heard it, whether it came from atalented amateur or aranking
pro. Promise meant what she said. And even if she hadn't, | still would've been tempted to swallow it for
Niko's sake... dthough hisbullshit detector was as honed as mine.

"Y ou thought it wasfor Nik," | said matter-of-factly. And in my book, that trumped any transgression
known to man. | gave an awkward pat to her hand, then gently removed it from my shoulder as| stood.
For thefirst time | noticed it was dark outside the windows. | narrowed my eyesin disbelief. No wonder
the pain was muted. " Jesus, how long have | been out?"

"Thirteen hours. We're about five hoursfrom home." AsNiko filled mein, | became aware of another
sgn of the passing time. A bursting bladder. "1 didn't hit you with that much force. Robin said that
opening that door must have drained you and to let you deep.”

It made sense. Tumulus had to be more than a hop, skip, and jump from our world. Opening a doorway
from the Brooklyn Bridge to our gpartment... no big dedl. Opening one to a place that existed outside
our own was markedly different. It was an issue worth exploring, if exploring just that type of thing hadn't
been what had gotten us here to begin with. Besides, my bladder was adamn sight more ingstent than

any curiosty.

"Troubleis, there are some partsit didn't drain.” | dumped the ice pack in Niko's lap and headed for the
small bathroom. "Take my seat, Promise. | might take . ashower whileI'min there.” The warm water
might unknot muscles that were suddenly protesting thirteen hours of inactivity. It did, alittletoo well. The
second time | woke up it was to the sound of a shower knob being turned off and the distinct smell of
wet dog.

| blinked and swiped at the cool water washing over my eyes. | was sitting on the shower floor, propped
inthe corner. I'd been sound adeep, although it couldn't have been for too long. The water wasn't cold,
only coal. "Unh," | said with anot-so-amazing lack of coherence. Opening that door redlly had taken it
out of me. What ardlief to know if | ever did shape another one and go through, 1'd deep through the
following torture and mutilation.

"Out." Flay shook the water from hisarm and then threw me atowd. "Out."



Flay didn't strike me asthe shy type. | had no doubt I'd see more than | wanted to if | lingered. | didntt.
Asthe door closed behind me, | kept one hand holding up the towel around my hips and the other

juggling my dothes
"Summarily evicted, en”?’

Goodfellow was sprawled on the couch adjacent to the kitchen booth, the same couch where I'd recently
spent so many unconscious hours. He looked astired as| il felt. "Yeah." | yawned with only atwinge
of my jaw. Niko, undisputed master of the surgica-gtrikefist. Y ou too?!

"It's Promisg'sturn. Hay drove eight. | drovefive" Hewaved ahand at hisleg and schooled hisface into
asaintly expression of noble suffering. "In deference to my hideoudy painful wound.”

"Isthat thing healing on an ingtalment plan or what?" | dressed quickly and flopped down beside him.

"Unsympathetic brat." He yawned aswel and regarded me with eyesthat while deepy were still wary.
"Quitethetrick you've developed.”

"Sure, if you want to spend your summer vacation in Tumulus.” | considered my. dirty socksand
discarded them, leaving my feet bare. "That's not for me, but, hey, whatever floats your boat.”

"Aren't you the cool one?' he mused, wariness transmuting to something closeto reproof. "You're
walking a precarious road, Caliban, and it's one that is going to end in avery messy exploson or anice,
padded room at the locdl loony bin."

"Uh-huh," | remarked with disinterest, and nodded toward the front. “They make up yet?"
The green eyes darkened. "I'm serious. | know something of this; I'm not an amateur.”

"Y eah, yeah, you taught Freud everything he knew. | remember.” | leaned over and snagged abox of
cereal gtting on the booth table. My stomach felt as neglected as my bladder and | poured a generous
quantity of dry cereal onto my hand. Studyingit, | recognized his effort, then dismissed it. "Y ou can't help
me, Robin. Not right now. Maybe later... after dl thisshitisover.” | filled my mouth and chewed
methodicaly.

He didn't comment for amoment; then he folded hisarms and sniffed disparagingly, "Y ou assume |
wanted to help. I'm smply giving advice. Whether you takeit isup to you." | was getting better at
pushing people away, but Goodfellow could give me some serious competition. Too bad for the both of
usthat trying seemed to be the best that we could accomplish.

"And, yes, they seem to be working through their differences,”" he continued. "Curse my luck."

| offered him ahandful of cered in sympathy. When he sneered at the culinary effort, | ateit mysdf. "You
and Flay bond while | was out?'

The sneer faded. "He talked about his boy."
"Oh." That couldn't have been a happy conversation. "What was his name again?'

"Say." Despite his somber expression, that brought asubtle quirk to his mouth. "I supposeit's better than
Fay Junior." As| gave anoncommittal crunch, he sighed, "Anyway, wetaked or rather, hedid. It'sa
curse, thisface. Understanding, compassion, it radiates from every perfect pore.”

He would've gone on—with Goodfellow that was a given—but Flay came out of the bathroom and he



was looking marginaly morewolfish. "Hungry." He dammed the bathroom door. "Food. Now." He
scowled at the box in my hands. "Meat. No sawdust. No chicken. Red meat." We'd had a chicken dish
with the Rom, spicy and filling, but not filling enough for awolf apparently.

"Wereamogt to the city,” Robin pointed out. " Perhaps you could wait until—"
"Now." Fangs and claws lengthened, and the mane of hair bristled.

Okay, those were some severe hunger pangs. "Nik, Promise,” | caled. "'l think we need a burger stop,
like, pronto.”

Three hours and about forty rare burgers later we were home.

It was night and what | once thought to be a hot summer had amuch less vicious bite than the hest that
we'd faced at the Rom camp. 1'd missed the concrete, thelights.. . the ability to hidein the midst of
millions. Y ou had to be practicd even in the grip of ahomesickness you would never have guessed you
could experience. Niko and | had learned along time ago not to get attached to any place, any person. It
wasn't only being on the run from the Auphe. Before that, Sophia had moved us from place to place at
the drop of ahat. Sheld been on the run too. The police, angry clients, unpaid rent, responsibility—you
name it and Sophia had shown her hedstoit.

The gpartment was aswe | €ft it. There were no new presentswaiting at the doorstep, and | felt
something insde me unclench as | opened the door. We had dropped Goodfellow and then Promise of f
at their respective gpartments. Niko had escorted the vampire to the front of the building with agrave
and correct courtesy that let me know that while things were improved between them they ill werent
right. Flay drove off with the RV, saying he would return in the morning. Where he thought he would
park that borrowed leviathan in the city, | didn't have aclue.

Inside the apartment there was the faintly stale smell that spoke of abandonment. We'd been gone only
two and ahdf days,; | would've sworn it was much longer. My bed wasdso as| left it... wrinkled and
unkempt. That didn't top mefrom eyeing it wistfully. | was till wiped. Finishing the sweep of our smal
space, | rejoined Niko in the kitchen. "Okay, we have the crown. Now what?'

"Wewait for Caleb to contact us. He's obvioudy keeping a close eye on our activities." He looked
toward the window in the apartment. Too large for blinds, it had been covered days ago by an obscuring
sheet. "Hell know were back. By tomorrow evening this could al be over.”

"Except for the Auphe.”

"Let'sfocus on one life-threatening disagter a atime. Multitasking at thislevel of catastropheisn't quite
feasble" He dtretched, working out the kinks of the long trip. "I'm going to take aquick runto loosen

up.”

"Hold on." Mentdly groaning at the thought, | went to retrieve the sneakers I'd discarded in my bedroom
and tried not to look at the bed.

Eyebrowslifted as| regppeared. "Y ou're running? Voluntarily?'

"Haveto keep an eye onyou,” | explained, bending over to tie laceswith quick jerks. "Thisisn't like the
good old days, Cyrano, when they only wanted me. Now they want you." To hurt me, and to punish us
both. "Thistime around | get to be the babysitter.”

"You don't believe | can take care of mysdlf?' The eyebrows came down, but there was an affectionately
mocking flavor to the question.



"You didn't think | could handle mysdlf these past couple of years?' | countered.

"l said so often enough, didn't I?* He pulled me upright by the scruff of my shirt. "But point taken. I'll try
to be asgraceful about it asyou were" Ashelet that jewd of athreat sink in, hewent on, "You'retired,
| know. For you, I'll cut it back to aquick five miles”

"Y ou're one generous son of abitch," | gritted as| followed him out the door.

By the time we got back, | was as ftiff-legged as the Frankenstein mongter. It wasn't the length of the
run—for aNiko oneit was short. But the exhaustion that hadn't been much relieved by my long deep
was making itsalf known with avengeance. | barely made it to my bed and fell acrossit. Y ou've heard
people say they fell adeep theingtant their head touched the pillow? | think | fell adeep midair. On our
run Niko had said he would stay up and keep watch. I'd told him it wasn't necessary. If an Auphe
opened adoor, | would know it... now. But, as he/d brought up, if it opened one down the block and
scuttled to our place, that would kill our advance notice. It was good thinking, and | hoped it kept him
company on hiswatch, because | was down for the count.

| woke up to the smdll of doughnuts and fresh coffee. Someone el se had to be in the apartment. Refined
sugar and caffeine? Niko would sooner chop off ahand. | thought about taking a shower before
investigating, but decided that for al of uswho'd spent days shut up with Flay, | was smélling likearose
in comparison.

Returned as promised, our musky companion himsdlf sat at the kitchen table proving that wolf did not live
by red meat done. He had agalon-sized cup in one hand and abear claw nearly asbig ashishead in the
other. Niko, nursing asteaming teaand dry toast, was watching with critica eye as sticky pecansrained
onto the floor. | sat down and hel ped myself to one of the gooey pastries from the box resting on the
table. My body welcomed the sugar rush with gratitude. "All quiet last night?" | asked Niko around the
mouthful.

"All quigt,” he confirmed.

Swallowing, | moved onto Flay. "Y ou actually parked Goodfellow's bachelor pad on whedls
downdtairs?'

"No." He drained about half the coffee in onelong gulp. "Decide keep it. For Say and me. New home,
Travd... leavethisplace.

"Lonewolf and cub, en?" | took another bite and said thickly, "Y ou know that's not Goodfellow'sto
give, right? He borrowed it."

Flay shrugged, showing littleinterest in Robin's business affairs. He was till wearing the baseball hat hed
picked up in Florida. It didn't make him look any less deadly. "Mine now."

And who was | to argue with that? My body was craving more carb- and sugar-induced energy and |
was reaching for a second bun when the phone rang. Niko had it in hand before | managed to drop the
bear claw. | couldn't deny adiver of craven relief that he reached it before me. George wasonly agirl |
knew, no more and no less, but | didn't want to hear her pain. Not again. My sticky fingers clutched the
edge of thetable until the meta bit into my flesh. No, not again.

Niko placed the receiver to his ear and hisface hardened instantly. He listened for severa minutes before
saying remotely, "I understand.” He then hung up the phone with aviolence that was so carefully
resirained, it said volumes.



"Caeb." | didn't bother to phraseit asaquestion.
"Cdeb," heverified tightly. "We mest tonight.”

"Didyoutak to... ?" | didn't finish, ingtead prying my fingers from the table and wiping the syrup on my
Swegts with studious attention.

"No. | didn't think it wiseto push.”

"Y ou're probably right." He would have to keep her dive, wouldn't he? He wouldn't be able to transfer
her psychic abilitiesif shewere... if sheweren't dive. | wiped harder. The goddamn syrup wouldn't
come off—as hard as | scrubbed. | stood jerkily with an anger far out of proportion to the Situation and
moved to the sink. Squirting dish detergent into my skin, | scoured my hands. "Where's the meet?” |
asked deliberately.

"At that werewolf club, the one he pointed us toward for Boaz. | suppose he thinks helll have a better
chanceif we're surrounded by those who don't precisaly love us.”

Hewasright. The clientele there didn't care for humans, Auphe hybrids, or Kin traitors. We'd have to be
on our guard againgt not only Caleb but every other living cregture in the building aswell. "Gee, a
chalenge" | commented with adarkly false cheer, watching the water wash over my skin. "l hope | have
enough hardware to make it interesting for them. Y ou have any more of those explosive roundslike you
gave mefor the bodach?’

"I was saving it for your birthday," he responded wryly, "but, yes, | have afew boxes."

"Y ou're better than Santa Claus." | dried my hands and held on to the subject with something closeto
desperation. "What are you bringing to the party, Snowball?"

Both arms and hands grew larger, bunching with muscle, hair lengthening to apelt, as Flay raised afist
and punched four-inch talons through the wood of the table. The piece of furniture shivered and
threatened to fold up like wet cardboard. "Elegant in itssmplicity.” Niko nodded aswe both looked
under the table to play peekaboo with at least three inches of claw. "Inexpensive and you can take it
through ametd detector.”

| leaned on one end, abilizing it as Fay pulled free. He took alarge chunk of the wood with him. "And
thisiswhy we buy the cheap stuff.” | shook my head. It wasal agood attempt at distraction and
naturdly it didn't work worth shit. Giving it up, | asked somberly, "Y ou'll makethe cals?’

"I'll notify Promise and Goodfdlow," Niko verified. "Go ahead and start gathering your wegpons. Tonight
will come sooner than you think."

| wasn't sure which to hope for: that he was right and it would fly by or that he waswrong and it would
creep. Either way, we were headed toward an uncertain ending and | didn't know if | wanted to race
toward it or drag my feet every step of theway. If only | could know what would happen—if only |
could see... but | couldn't.

| wasn't the psychic one.



Chapter 19

It flew.

The day was ablur, running on feet that scarcely touched the ground. | should've taken it asa sign. Good
things take forever to come. Bad ones chase you down with a speed that leaves cheetahsin the dust.

| was pulling on ablack T-shirt when Promise came to the door of my bedroom. It stood gar, but she
gave adiscreetly soft knock regardless. | grunted and she chose to trandate that as"Comein.” Anyone
ese | think, wouldve interpreted it dong the lines of " Stay the hell out and mind your own damn
business." But, as1'd noticed many times before, Promise wasn't just anyone.

"Cdiban, | have something for you."

"Redlly?' | dipped on the holster and filled it with an Eagle loaded with explosive rounds and the bodach
knife, asit was now permanently labeled in my brain. " A happy ending maybe? I'd pay some big bucks
to see one of those."

She wilted my sarcasm ingtantly with what she had coiled on her pam. Coming up beside me, she held
out her cupped hand. In it was copper hair, woven into atiny plait.

| took a step back in silent denial.

She snagged my arm with her other hand and held me still without mercy. "I know you're quite good at
running, little brother, but before you do so again | want you to think on something.” Her grip tightened.
"Georginawasn't chosen because of you. It'sfar more likely that you were chosen because of her. Caleb
needed a psychic, and Georginais the sun among the lesser stars when it comesto talent. That you and
Niko have adifferent talent of your own, one that would help you find one of the crowns, was but a
fortunate bonusto him." Her hand traveled down my arm to my wrist. "Y ou didn't get her into this,
Cdiban. Try to remember that."

My wrist was then tugged toward her and she deftly tied the delicate twist of red hair around it. She said
inavoicetrue and firm, "To keep close to your heart what you're fighting for.”

| touched it with a hesitant finger, then exhaled and dropped my hand. Grabbing along-deeved gray shirt
off my bed, | shrugged into it, leaving it unbuttoned, over the T-shirt. I'd chosen it to cover the shoulder
holster, but it would cover something else aswell. | pulled the deeve down over my wridt. | didn't haveto
seethe bracelet, but | couldn't do anything about the fed of it against my skin. Ashard as| wasworking
to keep her far, George kept creeping back. Stubborn for agirl who wasn't even here.

"Thanks," | said woodenly. | didn't even know mysdf if | meant it or not. Bracing afoot on the edge of
my bed, | strapped on an ankle holster. "Want agun? | have some extras.”

"No, thank you. I'm happy with the weapons | dready have."

| thought she meant her natura ones, fangs and uncanny agility, but when | looked up it wasto see her
holding asmall but wicked-looking crossbow that had materiaized from behind her. The weapon had
been dung on her back with atooled leather strap. It was an odd choice and | said so. "I thought that's
what people used on vamps, not vice versa.”

"True." She hefted it and sighted a distant spot on thewall. "But back in the day there tended to be so



many lying about. Free. No salf-respecting woman could pass up abargain like that." Unsaid was that
there were the same number of dead vampire hunterslying about aswell. " Of course no one believesin
usin thisenlightened age and | now haveto purchase them, but it's difficult to give up the familiar.”

"Just don't puncture Goodfellow's ego withiit," | said as| jerked the leg of my jeans down over the
holgter.

"I heard that," snapped Robin's voice from the living room. He then said in disbelief, ™Y ou did what ?*

| assumed he wasn't talking to me with that last bit and | wasright. When | entered the room, he was
standing by the couch with hisface shoved inchesfrom Fay's. The wolf was sprawled on the cushions
acid seemed unimpressed. "Over two hundred thousand dollars, you mangy cur. That tacky
conglomeration of metal and plaid costs over two hundred thousand dollars, and | am not egting thet
wad of cash.”

Flay gave an exaggerated yawn. "For Say."

"Yes, | heard you thefirgt time, and while | appreciate your desire for a playpen on whedls, I'm not
footing the bill. Now whereisthe hrithia RV?' Goodfdlow might have believed English among the best
languagesto cursein, but he made Greek sound nasty enough initsown right.

About equally as nasty asthe growl spilling from Flay. "For Slay. For son.”

| had thought dl dong that Hay was showing aremarkable equanimity regarding his son's kidnapping,
and Caeb had had the kid for weeks longer than George. But it seemed that the wolf was smply good at
hiding his pain. He was leaking emotion now, though. There were serious contents under pressure and
they were about to explode al over Goodfédllow.

"Children, let us save our violence for someone more deserving." Niko's hand fastened on Robin's
shoulder and steered him firmly away.

"| dways have more than enough violenceto share," the puck informed us haughtily, but he allowed
himsdlf to be ushered off. Hewas ill limping, but hisleg had improved enough that he was going with us.
Not that he didn't bitch and moan and profess undying cowardice. He did... at great length. We paid no
attention. It wasjust the Goodfellow way. In afashion, it was caming. | wouldn't say it compared to a
lullaby or anything, but it was dependable. And in the knife-edged world we lived in, the dependable
could be reassuring, soothing.

It didn't last. The bitching did—there was an infinite supply of that. But by the time we pulled up blocks
away from Moonshine, | wasn't in the mood to be soothed by anything or anyone. Wed driven past the
werewolf club once and it was dark. We'd thought that there would be a crowd for Caleb to use against
us, but the place appeared to be closed. Not surprisingly, | wasn't reassured. | tightened my grip on my
knife. I'd unsheathed it the second we'd gotten in the van and hadn't turned loose of it yet. The van itsdlf
was the same one Robin had obtained for us previoudly, wolf dents and al. From behind the whedl, he'd
given Flay aglare that burned with the searing power of agreen-tin ted laser. "'In case you get any idess,
you leg-humping thief," he'd offered between clenched teeth, "theré's a LoJack on thisone. Drive dl you
want. I'll find you." | was beginning to think Goodfellow was more annoyed that someone dared stedl
from him, hewho considered himsdlf the ultimate thief, than at the actua 1oss of goods.

After we parked, | wasthe last one out of the van. From the curious quirk of white eyebrows, | could tell
that Flay had thought | would bethefirst... or, at the very least, fighting him for the honor. Sorry,
Snowbal, think again. In my mind, good things didn't come to those who waited. No, | was more of the
opinion that bad things couldn't find you if you didn't show up. Stupid and impractical, but for asecond |



embraced the theory. Maybe, deep down, you wanted them over, those things couched in bad
expectations, but what would happen when expectations became redlity? Caleb needed George dive,
but who was to say what he might do if hisback wasto the wall? 1 had hundreds of guesses and not one
of them was pleasant.

| didn't want to face the way this might go. | wasn't too sure how long my little trip to denid land would
last then. Al that gresat, fun-time counterfeit calm that surrounded me might give up the ghost. No one
wanted to be around when that happened—most especialy me.

Taking adeep breath, | stepped out onto the asphalt. One step and it felt like jJumping from a plane with
only the spit-handshake promise of aparachute. "Let'sgo."

On the phone to Niko, Caleb hadn't bothered to tell him to come aone. He was too wily for that, knew it
wasn't going to happen no matter what lieswe told him. That combined with the closed club didn't bode
well. Caleb was a confident son of abitch behind that literal shark grin, but he had the right to be. Hed
turned Hay into algpdog and had manipulated us from the beginning. Neither of those were particularly
easy tasks, but he sure as hell made them look that way. Just because the club |ooked empty didn't mean
it was. Evenif hedidn't know we'd found out what the crown could do, he would know we weren't
leaving without George and Hay'skid.

It was too bad he was somehow watching us so closdly. It would've been niceto have Flay held in
reserve... Asit was now, we had to hope Flay didn't find hiskid in the first two seconds and leave usin
the lurch. And held probably take the van with him, LoJack or no.

Promise took out the streetlights ahead of us aswe moved. There would be the subdued twang of the
crossbow, followed immediately by an explosive pop and the bell song of falling glass. It didn't makeit
dark. In the city, nothing could do that, not atrue darkness. But it did spread the shadows and we
disappeared into them. By the time we reached the club no one could've seen us coming. Smelled us,
yeah, if that's the way you were built. Heard us? Possible, but not as likely. Seen us? No. Not even pae
Flay, who was dressed in al black including ajacket with ahood pulled down low over hisface. We
were dl good at hiding. Training, genetics, the kills of a hunter, the habits of athief—whatever the
reason, we knew our way around the night.

Niko was going in the front carrying the crown. Flay and Promise werein the dley and Goodfellow and |
were taking the back. Before | dithered off, my brother barred my path with his sword. Designed for
night combat, the blade was coated black and | felt it rather than saw it. Theflat of it rapped my shins
smartly, halting meinmy tracks. | had only the shine of hiseyesto zeroin on. The dlive skin didn't show
and the lighter hair was covered by his own hood.

"Do not do anything stupid,” came the warning, so faint it could only hope to grow up to be awhisper.

Easier said than done, but | nodded and reached over his shoulder to tap him on the shoulder blade. He
got the message ingtantly. Watch your back. | felt the familiar tug on my ponytail as his agreement and
then he melted away. If anyone needed to watch his back, it was Caeb. Given the faintest of
opportunities, Niko would cut him down like whest. | only hoped | got to seeit.

In the back Goodfelow had aready jimmied awindow. Therewas no darm system that | could see, but
if there were one, Robin would have handled it and probably without breaking stride. He disappeared
ingdeand | followed on hishedls. | did through and carefully placed feet on what felt like the surface of a
desk. It was darker in here than outside and | relied on my sense of touch to find my way to thefloor. |
didn't bother to try to catch the scent of anything. The place was so soaked with acohol and the imprint
of thousands of different creatures over time that there was no way to pick out one. Maybe Flay



could—awolf's nose was more discerning than mine—but if Caleb was here, | couldn't tell.

| pulled a penlight from my pocket and shielded it with my pam. Thetrickle of red light that seeped past
my flesh wasjust enough to tell we werein a storage room. The desk was actualy an unopened crate.
The space was full of boxes, some empty, some not. They were mostly containers of food or different
types of acohol. Goodfellow bent over one aready-opened crate and reverently lifted out abottle. In the
gloomal | could see wasthat it was dusty, squat, and, to me, a complete waste of time.

Moving toward the closed door, | elbowed him intheribs. "Put it down,” | hissed.

He gave apained grimace but put it down with the same utmost care and pried reluctant fingersfrom its
neck. "Do you know what that'sworth?' he whispered wistfully.

"Not George'slife," | answered with rigid control. | started to put my hand on the doorknob, then
hesitated. Looking up, | considered the chegp tile calling and said dowly, ™Y ou think?"

Goodfellow followed my gaze. "'l do." Hegrinned. "I do so think."

Alone | walked out into the tiny hall that was off the storage room. The floor was brown industrial carpet,
the wdlsadingy cream. Floating in the midst of the stalelanolin-colored paint was asingle pristine
handprint. Dark red, it hung about the height of my shoulder. Fresh enough that | could seeits till-liquid
shimmer, it wasagrim hat sgnd frozenintime,

It wastoo large; | knew it. That didn't op me from putting my hand beside it in measurement. It wasthe
same size asmine, not small or delicate like George's. My fingers pressed againgt the plaster, then fell
away. No matter what the size, the blood could belong to anyone. It didn't have to belong to the finger
painter who hed l€eft it.

| moved on, leaving the lonely print behind. The carpet, stained beyond repair, kept my solitary footfalls
dlent. Thehilt of the knife wasfast in my hand with the blade lying flat against the underpart of my
forearm. Appearing unarmed, if only for amoment, could lead attackersinto believing you were
vulnerable. It made them arrogant, and it made them careless. Arrogant | could do without, but careless|
liked.

Asl| did up to another door off the halway, | got my wish. My first opponent was careless, |eft himsdlf
wide open, and ether didn't notice or didn't carethat | had aknife. Despite dl that, he put hisal into
taking me down. And | let him; | didn't have much choice. The door was pushed open and something
flashed through. Immediately following, searing pain tore though my caf and | fell onmy hip. As| landed,
| flipped the knifein my hand and sent it flying downward in one swift, continuous movement. | only
managed to stop by millimeters the point from impaling the furry head. Fedling the cold stedl ruffle across
thetop of hishead didn't faze Say in the dightest. He continued to gnaw at my leg wasif it were the
choicest of souphbones.

He wasn't white like hisfather, but a shade of gpricots and cream, with large liquid eyesthat wererich as
chocolate and twice as sugary sweet. That is, they were until you noticed your blood on his muzzle and
the tatters of your pants tangled in needle-sharp baby fangs. Hands down, he was the cutest little flesh
egter 1'd seen, but | still needed my leg. Grabbing him by the scruff of hisneck, | tried to pry him off. It
didn't work. He snapped again, and more nerve endings howled in pain. Swearing, | shook my leg hard
and pulled harder. The small fangs diced flesh asthey went, but | finally managed to get him off. He
snarled in pure disappointment and twisted in my grip. He weighed only forty or so pounds, but he was
asdippery asaweasd and | nearly dropped him from my one-handed grip. Tucking the barrel of his
body under my arm, | held him as il as possible and whispered firmly, "Hold till, you little fur ball.

Y our father sent me. He's here. Hay'shere.”



From the flying foam and outraged growls, | was guessing he didn't buy that. His paws paddied frantically
and he kept snapping at air. His mother must have been of classic breeding; hewasall wolf. If and when
he wanted, he would be al human aswell. Too bad that wasn't now; it would makeit easier to haul his
homicidd little butt dong.

Around his neck was a braided rope fastened with ametal clamp. The straggling end had been chewed
through. Asthick asit was, it must've taken the pup awhile. Baby fangs were better for shredding legs
than well-made rope. | took a quick look in the room where he'd been imprisoned. There was abowl of
water, scattered newspapers, and empty cans of dog food piled in a corner. Dog food. Jesus. There was
aso thereek of old urine and shit, but the room was fairly clean. It didn't make it any better. Hewasa
kid, no matter how he looked. Hed been there awhile and treated like an unlucky street muitt, given the
minimum of care to keep him healthy. Caeb had to keep him that way if he wanted to continue to
manipulate his father. However, | imagined, once Flay was no longer in the picture, his son wouldn't be
long behind him. Poor damn kid.

That poor damn kid managed to whip his head around and snare my shirt. With ajerk of hismuzzle, he
tore agrapefruit-sized piece free and promptly ateit. While his jaws were occupied, | seized the
opportunity to switch him under my other arm to keep my knife hand unencumbered. | gave serious
thought to ripping astrip of shirt and tying it around his muzzle to keep him quiet. There were only two
problemswith that plan. First, I'd probably lose an appendage doing it. Second, Flay would take the
ones| had left once he saw what 1'd done.

| gaveit onelast shot. "Serioudy, kid. Be quiet. Y our dad's here and we're going to find him right now, |
swear. But if you keep making noise, the bad guy might find usfirst.” "Bad guy" isardative term, but
hopefully to athree-year-old it might till hold some meaning.

It did. The eyesremained wild and wary as ever, but the growls gradudly died down. They continued to
vibrate hisrib cage, but none escaped the teeth that remained fiercely bared. It wasthe best | could hope
for and | took it.

The door at the end of the hall wasn't locked; like the oneto Slay'sroom it didn't even have alock.
Sounded like good news, but it wasn't. Caleb wasn't expending the dightest effort to make things difficult
for intruders, and that didn't make me want to jump for joy at what might lie beyond. For asecond |
considered taking Slay back to hisroom and tying him back up. Fighting one-handed was hazardous as
hell, for both him and me. | hesitated, then shook my head. In the end, he was margindly safer with me
than left one a the mercy of whatever might pass by. Caleb wasn't alone here. Couldn't be. He wastoo
goddamn smart for that.

| retrieved the penlight I'd dropped when taken down by FHay's ankle biter and shut it off before shoving
itin my pocket. The darknesswas nearly complete as | shifted my knife over to my right hand. There
was only the dimmest of gray illumination seeping from beneath the door. Turning the knob with the hedl
of my hand, | set my shoulder against the wood and nudged lightly. There was the creak of rusty hinges,
but it was faint and couldn't be heard more than afew feet. The air was heavy with the same smells|'d
noted when | entered the building—a cohal, the olfactory remnants of those who had drunk it, and
gpparently something else. There was an eager snuffling a my hip as Say pulled air into hisnose and
then, before | could guessit was coming, aringing howl that split the air likeasiren.

| didn't speak wolf, but | didn't haveto. | knew a scream for Daddy when | heard it. | also recognized
the vanishing element of surprise. At least, thanksto the pup, | knew that one of uswas definitely insde.

Flay's return howl wasn't necessary. | got it anyway. Wolves. Ruled by emotion, unfettered by brain
cdls



"Goddamnit,” | muttered as | automatically dodged to one side and sought cover. It kept the machete
from taking off agood chunk of my skull. The metal thudded into the frame of the door and abubbling
hiss of disgppointment followed. Soppy. | instantly homed in on the sound and dashed. Thelight was till
al but nonexigtent, but my eyeswere adjusting. Asthe jolt of blade impacting mest traveled up my arm, |
saw the vaguest outline of my attacker. Curved lines, flesh that was cold and clammy, blood that smelled
of rank river water—it was avodyanoi. 1'd seen one only once before. They rarely |eft the water,
athough they were happy enough to eat anyone who might be unlucky enough tofal in. Ficturea
humanoid leech the Size of aman. They were as quick as sharksin the water, but on land they were
dower, hence the machete. If | had to choose, I'd rather be chopped to bite-sized pieces than have my
interna organs liquefied and sucked out. Persona preferences, there's no accounting for them.

My knife had diced through where a man's neck would be. A vodyanoi didn't have one. Below the rough
and wet charcoa sketch of ahuman face, nature'strickery, there was only thick, rubbery flesh. Unless
you were armed with achain saw, you could whack at it for hours without accomplishing adamn thing. |
jerked my hand back, dropped my blade, and went for the Eagle. A regular bullet wouldn't do much
ether, but my early birthday present might.

Asl| pulled the gun, the vodyanoi flowed closer and raised a pulpy three-fingered hand to swing the
machete again. The hiss came again from the pul sating mouth sucker, but thistime it was edged with pain.

Say, an annoying but feigty little shit, was making amed of one of the fluttering tendrilsthat lined the
ventra lower portion of the vodyanoi. Hell, | couldn't let the pup have dl the fun. | aimed midtorso and
fired.

The explosion was muffled, but the moist splat of destroyed tissue hitting the walswasless so. There
was an unnatura ripple and flex of the vodyanoi's head asit peered into the massive crater initsmiddle.
The crater must have in actudity been more of atunnel because the leech then swayed and fell flat. Asl
evaded its descent, | felt the fast beat of asmadll tail against my back and arm. Apparently the fuzzbutt
hed liked that. Like father, like son.

Retrieving my knife, | moved on. There were noises now—the sounds of battle, the sing of metal, and a
distant enraged growling that | recognized ingantly. Flay wastrying to make hisway to usand, from the
sounds of it, not having much luck. My eyes had become as used to the gloom as they were going to, and
| could tell we werein the club proper now. The wolf wasn't there with us yet, but that didn't mean Slay
and | weredone.

Cdeb was here.

The monster who had taken George. The creature who had pulled our stringstime and time again. The
piece of shit who kidnapped children and ruined lives. Finaly, here was my chanceto pin his handsto the
floor with Spanish poniards, rip his heart from his chest, and then cram it between those pointed teeth. As
images went, it was a very specific one, wasn't it? Detailed as hell. So how, you might ask, did | come up
withit so fast?| didnt.

Someone beat meto it.

The amiable piranhafrom our first meeting lay spread-eagled on the floor. Hisblue eyes were glassy and
blank, empty marbles. The peculiar pointed teeth were buried in the meet of his own heart. Blood coated
his hands and the padms were torn vicioudy where hed struggled against the pinning metd as his chest
had been cut open. The predator was now the victim.

I'd invested so much hate, so much rage, before I'd come to my frozen peace. Now | could fed it tirring
far down in the murk, uncomprehending and fighting for release. My emotions might not have understood



the situation, but my mind did. We'd asked Flay when held first told us about his son why he didn't smply
force Caeb to tell him where Slay was being kept. The two of them had been together when wed first
been in Cadeb's office. Why hadn't the wolf started stripping skin and flesh until that smug bastard gave
up the cub between screams?

He had associates, the aforementioned piece of shit. One missed phone call and his son would die, Flay
had said; Caleb's associates would take care of that. What we hadn't known was that Caleb was one of
the associates. He wasn't the one behind the scheme. He was a pawn, same asus. And like al good
pawns, he'd been sacrificed—not in the chess sense, but in the literd, bloodletting one.

"I redly do need to put the no freaks sign in thewindow. My property vaues are plummeting.”

| recognized the jaded contempt that came from behind as quickly as1'd recognized the poniards. A
measter of machination, someone who was as hungry for power as hewastricky and ruthless... apiranha
could never be as qualified in those areas as a puck. Son of abitch. I'd stared at him over the bar, talked
to the bastard, and not once had a glimmering that he was anything but alethaly bored immorta. How
letha | was about to find out.

Before my brain's desperate command to turn could travel down nerve impulses and trigger muscles, he
stabbed me. In aburst of fiery hot pain the meta entered midway down my back on theright. | more felt
than heard the crunch of the blade hitting bone. Waves of nausea accompanied the ripping of flesh as|
pulled free and ssumbled to my knees. Slay tucked, rolled, and disappeared on fast-churning pawsinto
the deeper darkness behind the bar. Gritting my teeth, | flipped over, crouched, and raised the Eagle. It
was kicked out of my hand in amotion so swift it was ablur in the gloom. The same hedl impacted under
my chin, knocking me onto my back.

"Educational." Shadowed green eyes brooded from the bloody blade to me. "That'samorta wound for
an Auphe. Freaks seem to be more resilient. Keep your heart in the human location, do you?' Another
poniard was in his hand; he must've bought them by the gross. Hetossed it intheair, and caught itina
throwing position. "Let'stest that theory."

He was Goodfdlow, every inch of him. I'd half forgotten how uncanny the physical duplication was. The
only thing missing wasthe grin. Whether it was smug, lascivious, cgoling, breezy, arrogant, sdlesman
voracious, Robin usudly had one version or another on hisface. This puck never smiled. Not even with
the psychotic glee of akiller. He was empty, avessd of icefilled with the lung-suck of nothing. The
pride, though, he had to have that. Any member of the race would crumple up and die without that
overweening ego. It was the only weak spot | could hope for and | went for it.

"Why didn't you do it yourself?" | gritted between hard-clamped teeth. The blood was soaking the back
of my shirt, but hewasright. It wasn't mortd. Hell, if | was given the chance, it wouldn't dow me down
that much either. "Take the crown from Cerberus? For that matter, why didn't you let Caeb doit?' My
backup piece was at my ankle. | could easily reachiit, if | could just distract him. It wasadamn big if.
Robin would've been too smart to fall for it. If the same went for hisevil twin, | waswell and truly
fucked.

"Isit too difficult for your half-breed brain to determine, freek?' he asked mockingly. "Then let me clarify
for the low functioning among us. Caeb didn't have the intestina fortitude, which is more obviousthan
ever now." The eyes seemed to take on abloody cast, areflection of what remained of Caleb. "And
Flay," he snorted disparagingly, "breeding will tell. He's barely house-trained. Asfor me, | wouldn't have
been welcome. Unjustly labeled thief, amord turncoat..." Thegrin I'd thought he didn't havein him
blossomed, chilling and dead. Whatever emotion had lived in him had curdled and died long ago. "Who
am | kidding? I'm the origina reason there is no honor among thieves. Cerberus wouldn't accept me.. No



member of the Kinwould."

"That's one good thing you can say about them.” | inched fingers farther down my leg and kept my eyes
unwavering on his. | couldn't deceive like a puck—no one could—but | wasn't an open book either. If |
could fool him long enough. ..

But of course | couldn't.

"Asmuch as| enjoy playing this tedious game with you'—his gaze flicked to my ankle and back—"1
have thingsto do." He cocked his head, gauging the sounds around us. Flay in some other part of the
building. Screaming and howling out front, meaning Niko had yet to make it through the door. "Psychics
to drain. Blood sacrificesto make. Freaksto kill." Hisfoot dammed down on the gun at my ankle,
pressing the flesh and bone benegth it to the bresking point. Before | could make asuicidal lunge at him
an identical voice stopped us both.

"Hobgoblin"

It came from above and then from next to us as Goodfelow plunged down through flimsy celling tile. He
landed nestly, doing what had to be everything in his power to conced hisweakened leg. His own blade,
not as elegant asthe poniard, but as deadly, came to rest along the neck of his carbon copy. "Long time

no see" hefinished silkily. "I thought you dead. Justly dead.”

My attacker's head turned easily and the smile came back, that god-awful, ghastly grin. "I go by ‘the
Hob' now, atitlefor my inferiors.”

"Which would be everyone, yes?' Robin's face was amask, the skin stretched inhumanly tight.

"No one would know that better than you, Goodfellow." Hisfoot ground harder and | felt my ankle-bone
creak under hishedl.

| didn't wait for Goodfellow to give him awarning. | yanked my leg free and rolled to one side only to
discover Robin hadn't given one at al. Instead held done his best to decapitate Hob—be damned if I'd
cdl him the Hob. | looked up in time to see the end of the backswing and the whole of the
follow-through. 1t was abeautiful blow, if anything so inherently violent and fatal can be caled beautiful.
Economy of motion, grace, and astunning speed... yeah, it was beautiful. It was dso an utter failure.

Hob was as agjile as Goodfellow, if not more so, and he was unwounded. One moment he stood at
Robin's sde; the next he was gone. Robin's sword cut nothing but air. He almost sumbled on hisinjured
leg, caught himself, and then turned just in time to catch the poniard blade on the hilt of hissword. | didn't
stand on ceremony. Grabbing the small .38 at my ankle, | fired. | thought | hit Hob, but | couldn't be
sure. As my shot rang out, he threw off Goodfellow's attack, crouched, and then propelled himsalf
upward, disappearing through the same opening Robin had appeared through. A flat-footed jump of
nearly ten feet and he performed it with ridiculous ease. "Son of abitch.” | amed upward and sent five
more shots after him. "Y ou can't do that, can you?”'

"No." Lipsabloodlessline, Goodfellow shook hishead. "He's older than I. HE's grown stronger, faster.”

| measured the jump again with my eyes as my hand impotently squeezed the buitt of the .38. Ancient or
not, he il had one hdluvalegp. "How much goddamn older?’

"The oldest. Perhaps even thefirst. The origind Mad Hatter," he said darkly, "without the sense of
humor. He'sinsane, Cal. Utterly. He wants what he wants and no price istoo high, no consequence
worth considering. He's been the power behind ahundred thrones. Alexander himsalf bowed to him.”



"Yeah, that'sal very fascinating.” | reloaded, then shoved the gun in the back of my pants. "Boost me.
Then go find the others and tell them what's going on.”

"Hell kill you," Goodfelow sad ingantly. "I'll go."

Now, that was atotd lack of faith if ever I'd heard one, but | didn't have the time or the luxury to be
offended. "Fine. Get your assin gear. | found Slay, but not George. If your evil twin gets away, we're
screwed.” | cupped my hands and sent him flying up.

There wasthe grunt of effort as he caught the edge of the hole and heaved himsdlf in. "Without the crown
hewon't go far."

"How about we don't let him go afucking inch. Now go dready." But | wastaking to mysdf. Hewas
aready gone. But that didn't mean that | was aone.

| heard a scuttle and scrape before four revenants flowed into view, climbing over one another inthe
fashion of hungry rats competing for the same med. | hadn't liked the revenant 1'd butted heads with in
Cerberuss organization, and | wasn't looking to like these any better. What little light there was gleamed
off the moist flesh and curdled in milky eyes. Curved incisors were bared with gppetite, not anger. No,
these were happy little pseudocorpses—right up until | put abullet in each squirming brain. Sometimes
the movies are right. They went down, tumbling and twitching. It dowed their five friendswaiting in the
wings not in thedightest.

| had two bulletsleft and no timeto reload. Firing twice, | dropped the .38 and scrambled to find the
Glock Hob had kicked from my hand. It had goneto theright; I'd heard it skitter and dide asit hit the
floor, but | didn't see any sign of it. One of the revenants was faster than the others and made its leap.
Strangdly jointed arms reached out for me with grasping hands, hooked fingers, and talons like fishhooks.
| ducked beneath the charge, but the revenant wasn't as easily avoided asthat. It twisted in midair with
the agility of acat and snared my shirt initsclaws. | dived to the floor and rolled, didodging it with the
ripping of cloth. | till had my knife and | used the blade to diceit along the length of itstorso when it
threw itsalf on me again. The warm blood soaked me, and | kicked the revenant off asits teeth snapped
at my neck. It hit one of the others, knocking it flat, but two more were still coming and coming fast.

Scrambling to my feet, | grabbed achair from one of the tables and swung with enough force to put one
over thefence. Theflimsy bundle of plastic and metd disintegrated in my hands and didn't do adamn
thing to my attacker. Swearing vicioudy, | hooked an arm around its neck asit landed on me. Swivding,
| threw it down to the floor and planted my knifein its chest. The effort allowed the last one the
opportunity it needed. It landed on my back and rode me down. | landed hard on the wounded revenant
beneath me as the one on my back buried teeth in the meat of my shoulder. The one below me wasn't
about to St thisone out either, knifein chest or no. It snarled soundlessly, brown blood frothing fromits
mouth, and wrapped moist, spidery fingers around my throat.

Growling, | twisted the knife in the revenant's chest, diciting a bubbling scream, then threw mysalf
backward. | wastrying to smultaneoudy bresk the hold on my throat and throw off the one on my back.
| wasonly partidly successful. The fingersfdl from my neck, but the son of abitch on my back was
hanging on for dl it wasworth. Itsteeth ground in my flesh and its arm snaked around my chest to clamp
me closer toiit. It was strong as hell. They might look like skinny corpses fresh from the grave, but they
had a. grip like stedl and bundles of muscles as strong as meta wire. As| tried for agrip behind its head
toflipit over my shoulder, itslegswound around mine, anchoring itsdf to me. Jesus, if | let myself get
taken out by afucking revenant, it would be better to be dead. Niko would ride my ass until the end of
time.



Thefangsin my shoulder began to withdraw and | knew the next target would be my throat. If it took out
my carotid artery, | would be unconscious in minutes and bleed to death in five. | needed amove, no
matter how desperate, and | needed it now. However, when it was made, it wasn't mine. There were
two consecutive twangs and the revenant jerked on my back... once, twice, then fell. The other revenant
I'd knocked from its feet was starting to rise only to be bowled over with aquarrel through an eye.
Staggering with the loss of weight from my back, | regained my balance and then bent over to rest hands
on my legsuntil my breathing evened out. "Thanks," | said hoarsdly, and in the same breath, "Don't tell

anyone."

Promise materidized besde me, her eyestranquil and her unpainted mouth agentle curve. "Weadl have
our bad days." Extending her crossbow to indicate Caleb's mutilated body, she added, "He would no
doubt agree with me."

Stripping off what remained of my outer shirt, | twisted it rapidly and tied the makeshift bandage tightly
around my waist. It would stanch the blood trickling from the Hob-inflicted dash in my back until | could
get Niko to gitch it up. "It wasn't Caleb,” | said with apoisonous quiet as | bent down and ruthlesdy
yanked free the two poniards that pinned his dead hands. | offered them to Promise. "It's the puck. That
dimy piece of shit that runsthis place. Y ou know, Hab, the one | talked to without afucking clue hewas
eveninvolved?'

"Hob?' sherepeated in disbdief. "That was Hob? Hob of legend? Hob of old?' It wasa Promise| hadn't
seen before, onewdll and truly shocked.

"Y eah, and apparently that's not agood thing." Hurriedly, | scanned the floor. | found only the Eagle. The
38 wasmissing in action and | didn't have timefor an in-depth search. | dso retrieved my knife from the
chest of the revenant. "Say, you little fuzzbutt, get out here now," | snapped off toward the bar. "We're
going." Where, | wasn't sure. Up after Goodfellow or out front to where Niko was il fighting the good
fight. Maybe Promise and | would split up and do both.

"Youfound." It wasn't aquestion; it was a heartfelt prayer of thanksgiving. "Y ou found boy."

Flay hovered in adoorway behind us. Blood stained hiswhite fur liberaly and athough he stood upright,
more or less, hewasin hiswolf form. His clotheswere gone and his back legs were the graceful curve of
agreyhound's. His ears perked dowly from their flat position againgt the wedge of his skull as he sniffed
the air and then he crooned. Asdifficult asit wasto picture agore-stained predator crooning, that's what
it was, and it received an immediate answer.

Slay camerocketing into view. He ran so fast he was little more than a pae orange blur, and then he
jumped. When helanded in Flay's arms, he was a boy—a small, naked boy with vodyanoi blood
smeared around his mouth and coating histiny white teeth. But he was adso aboy with freckles, athick
shock of apricot hair, and agrin that wouldn't quit. Small arms were wrapped around his father's throat
and he put his round face close to the pricked white ear to whisper.

No matter what you thought of Kin wolves or of cubsthat might grow to raging carnivores, it wasa
bright moment. And there was no damn time | eft to appreciate it. Making afast decision, | told Promise
to take the back while| took the front. Flay could stay here with his cub. Whether Hob and thetrailing
Robin ended up outside or back here, we would be there. We would be ready. What alie. | wasn't
ready for what | found. | wasn't ready at al.

Niko was gone.



Chapter 20

Bodieslittered the cracked sidewalk in front of the building. V odyanoi, revenants—there were a least
twelve of them. It wouldn't have been enough to overcome my brother. But in the midst of the bodies
there was the spore of something that had been. Slim and silver, another poniard lay. By the gross, |
thought numbly. He bought them by the gross. It didn't lie there done; Niko's sword was besideit. Both
were bloodied. And both were what it took to split mein half.

I'd held it together, mostly, this past week. I'd found a place within me to hide, carved out acraven
sanctuary. | was stunned at how quickly that sanctuary crumbled, and | was amost immolated by what
swelled free of it. Fear, red and raw. Hatred, black and suffocating. And over it dl, fury—white-hot and
blinding.

Blood sacrifice.

That's what Hob had said when I'd been more concerned with trying to kill him than paying attention to
his cryptically poisonous words. And now Niko was gone. He wasn't lying wounded or dead by his
sword. Hob, who wouldn't lift afinger himsdlf to do anything that he didn't absolutely have to, had taken
him. Hob, who needed a sacrifice. 1'd tried to guard Niko from the Auphe when something €l se wanted
him as badly. Thiswaswhat Abelia-Roo had kept from us, out of pure, malicious spite. We'd sensed the
crone was holding back something about the Calabassa. We should've guessed. We should've goddamn
known. The world is about sacrifice, our world even more so. For the crown to take, someone would
haveto give. It would grant George's gift to Hob, and it would take Niko's life in return. The Rom and
the Bassa had been dlies, according to Abbagor... their livesintertwined. It took the blood of oneto
make the device of the other work. Elegant, logical...

And not going to happen.

| couldn't hear anymore, or perhaps there was nothing to hear. Velvety silence surrounded me as| bent
down and reverently cradled Niko's sword. It was his katana, modern but with the heart of the ancient
implicitinits spare form. He would've said he didn't favor one weapon over the other, that they were
toolsto be respected and admired. .. nothing more. That's what he would've said, but | knew better. He
did play favorites with his edged family and this one was his pride and joy. It wasn't made in the old
way—no one did that these days—Dbut it was as close as you could come. He loved that damn sword,
and guess what? He was getting it back.

At the hesitant touch on my shoulder, the hilt found itsway into my hand and | whirled, surrounded by a
halo of dlver sted. There were flashes, digointed and vague. Brown, green. Fox face and mobile mouith.
To carveall that from the face of the earth wasn't adecision | made. It smply happened. The sword flew
and | followed.

"Cd, dont!"

Thewords best at the layer of pulsing rage that cocooned me. Sound had come back. It faded in and
out, but it was there. Real. The sight that was before me was real too—as little as my anger wanted it to



be. Robin, not Hob, was on hiskneesin front of me. He was panting with exertion as hiswhite-knuckled
fists gripped his own sword and kept Niko's blade from his neck by bare millimeters.

"Don't," he repeated between clenched teeth. "Don't make me hurt you. Please, don't make me."

| didn't delude mysdlf into thinking it was only talk. Goodfellow very probably could hurt me. He
predated swords; he/d had alot longer to practice with them than | had. Not that it mattered. | didn't
want to hurt him any more than he wanted to hurt me. | saw what my rage was dow to recognize; it was
Robin. It was my friend. Not the monster who'd taken Niko.

Not Hob.

| et thetip of the katanafal toward the ground. My hands shook and cramped from the anger that had
no outlet. "Nik'sgone." If | hadn't felt my mouth move, | wouldn't have recognized the thick, choked
wordsasmine.

"l know." Robin let gravity take his own blade and sat back to rest on his heels. Head down, he passed a
hand over hisface. "I know."

"Where would he take him?* The twitch of one of the downed revenants was visible from the corner of
my eye. | swiveled, gave avicious swing of the sword, and turned back before the brown blood had time
to drip from the blade. "Where?'

"I don't know. | haven't agoddamn inkling." In a sudden explosion of frustration, he threw his sword
against the asphalt. "He was supposed to be dead. Why couldn't he stay dead?' he said savagely before
looking up a me. "And why Niko? Why not take just the crown? He dready has ahostage. What would
he need with another?*

"For the Rom blood." My mouth twisted. " For the damn Bassa, who made sure there was a priceto be
paid for what you took.” | had the key in me aswell, so why hadn't Hob taken me instead? He might
know who was dogging my steps lately and not want the added distraction of vengeance-crazed Auphe
dropping in on the ceremony. Or maybe the Auphe genein me was S0 strong it tainted al the rest, made
the Rom half of me unrecognizable to the Calabassa. It would be a chance that a scheming son of abitch
like the puck wouldn't want to take.

"Niko?'

Promise had moved up silently behind us. "Hob took Niko? No." She shook her head in denid. "He
couldn't overcome Niko. No one could." Then her gaze touched the katanain my hand and
pansy-colored eyesturned velvety black, even the whites swalowed whole by the dark cloud. "The first
of your kind, Robin, but hewill not livelong enough to bethelast. I'll kill him mysdlf."

"Getinline" | started back toward the club. | didn't expect to find clues or hintsto Hob's location, no
bullshit like that. Hob wouldn't be anywhere close to that stupid. But there was something in the building
that would help. Had to help, because it was our only shot. | quickly grabbed what | needed and hauled
it back outside.

Stopping by the pile of Niko's attackers, | gave Flay's fur-covered arm a hard shake. "Niko," | snapped.
"FHndhim."

When his cub had been taken, Flay had come home to discover shattered furniture, blood, and Say's
dead grandmother broken on the floor. The kidnapper's scent turned out to be that of Caleb, but the wolf
wasn't able to determine that at first. Too many changes of cars were made; too many hours had passed.



Helost thetrail. He hadn't been able to find his son. But whilethetrail had been old then, and degraded,
it was fresh now.

"Find him." | shook him again.

Say, resting againg hisfather's shoulder, growled. It was awholly lupine sound emitting from wholly
human lips. With clawed hand cupping the ginger head tenderly, FHiay made awordless soothing sound
before wrinkling his upper lip a meto reved red-gtained teeth. "Y ou find mine." He put hisblunt muzzle
up and drew in great draughts of air. "'l find yours." There was one more sampling, and then heran.
Slinging the boy to Sit up on his neck, he went down on al fours and became the wind.

Goodfelow ran for our transportation while Promise and | followed Flay on foot. Three blocks away the
van caught up with us. It dowed and we both climbed in whileit was till moving. Robin then careened us
around a corner and up onto the curb to take out a newspaper box, and kept going. He wasn't the only
one scorning the streets. Flay and his passenger didn't stick to them either. Alleys, vacant lots—it was dll
fair game. We managed to keep himin view, flickerings of phantom white our guide.

There were other flickerings... red and yellow onesringing my vison. The rage wouldn't die, wouldn't
subside. The fear was Side by sidewithiit. It wouldn't let me take a breath without squeezing my lungs
with acid-coated fingers. Without Nik, | was nothing. Living life to prove your genes wrong wasn't worth
doing. Living life to be the reflection of who your brother thought you were, thought you could be, that
was worth it. That made the price of existence not quite so steep.

"Won't Hob suspect well use Hay to follow him?"

Robin addressed Promise's question with alogic that proved familiarity breeds contempt. "I strongly
doubt it. HEIl assume Flay has what he's come for and will move on. Hob doesn't understand the
concept of loyaty. He especidly wouldn't apply it to one who runswith the Kin. Arrogance, it'sthe
downfal for my race. For every last thrice-damned one of us."

| had something else planned for Hob's downfall. The meta glimmered across my lap with the coldest of
comforts. Goodfellow went on. "He wants George's ability so he can riseto power again. Withiit, he
could blackmail anyone, manipulate everyone ... bewhat he once was. It's not asit wasin the old days.
The brightest, the most respected, even the most cunning, they don't dwayswin anymore. He needs an
edgeif hewantsto play in these palitically unenlightened times." If it had been any other Stuation, he
would've waxed poetic about the time when al you needed was atogaand an in with the Roman army.
But it wasn't any other Stuation. It wasthisone.

Thisone.

"Drivefagter,”" | ordered gutturaly. It whirled in me, the rage, bright and furious. An emotion so intense
that it was nearly an entity al itsown. Aware... plotting. When your subconscious hasamind of itsown,
things happen. They fucking do indeed.

"l can't. Thisisasfadt..." Thewordstrailed awvay as Goodfellow checked my reflection in the rearview
mirror. His shoulders twitched and he hissed, "Not the time. So very not thetime."

The shadows swirled out of Promise's eyes as she turned and looked behind me. "No. Not now. Not
now." As| gazed back at her implacably, she said with aworry strained to near desperation, "Y ou're
doingit again, Cdiban."

Likel didn't know. Asif | didn't fed the turn and suck of the gateway behind me. It was small, no larger
than the size of my hand. | didn't haveto seeit to know that ether. It was mineand | knew it, insde and



out. The shiftsand eddies of it, the ferocious bite. It was an attack dog, only mildly loya and completely
untrained. | had achoke chain on it for now, but the leash was dipping through my fingers so fast | could
fed the burn.

"Where doesit go?' Robin asked with adesperation that mirrored that of Promise.
| amiled.
"Ah, gods," he breathed, "what are we going to do?"

The smile grew and | bared my teeth in a death's-head grin that would've done any Auphe proud. "Drive
fegter.”

Hedid. At one point he nearly ran down our wolf. | heard the yip and snarl of surprise through the metal
wallsof the van. It didn't restrain Goodfellow's driving. The gate wastraveling with us... withme... and
that concerned him more than aclose cdl with Fay's hairy ass. Fifteen more minutes passed and |
wondered in the back of my mind, the only portion that till had the smallest grip on rationd thought, how
long the wolf could keep up the brutal pace. He was lupine, but even awolf couldn't run forever.
Fortunately, he didn't have to. We stopped at achurch, old but lovingly maintained.

"A house of God. Appropriate,” Goodfellow murmured. "He always considered himself one of thefirgt."

Hed killed the lights ablock down when held seen Flay begin to dow. The van rolled quietly to astop
and the panting wolf flowed insde to deposit agrinning three-year-old into aseat. "Again!" Say
demanded, bouncing on the cushion. "Again!" Someone, a |east, had enjoyed the headlong rush.

Flay's eyes widened to show the whites as he saw the now cantal oupe-sized whirlpool of gray light
behind me and he put himself between it and his son. "Insde church. Puck, brother, girl. Others.”

"What others?' Promise had discarded her cloak and stepped out asasingular figure of black silk and
cold stedl.

"Same. Revenant. VVodyanoi. Many." He shifted uneasily on splayed feet as| passed him on my way to
the street. The gateway followed me, aluminous shadow. "I not go.”

| hadn't expected him to. He had hisfamily to protect now. He had hislife back, and | hadn't anticipated
hisrisking it again. | nodded in acknowledgment. "Keep the engine running. Just in case.”

Unease and impatience twisted his face as his features did into something closer to human, but he
nodded. "Fifteen minutes. Then we go.”

It was afair offer and | took it. | turned and headed toward the church, making no effort to hide. How
the hell could you beginto hidearipin redity itsdf asit trailled behind you? And it was till there. Hungry,
impatient, and growing inch by dow inch no matter how | tried to rein in the process. It was pulling at me
harder now, every minute. | didn't have much longer. "Hed," | murmured under my breeth. "That'sa
good boy."

Robin came up beside me, giving me alittle more persona space than usud. "'l say we forget splitting up,”
he suggested. "It didn't precisdy net us many gainslast time. Let's go in the front, the three of us, and
take whatever comes. It would be the last thing Hob expects. Brute force over cunning.”

"| don't have aproblem with that." I'd taken out the Eagle as we walked. Reaching the bottom of the
church gairs, | amed at the front set of double doorsand fired... all ten rounds. It wasimpressive, to say
theleast. Sheer destruction, how can that not do avengeful heart good? Running up the stairs through the



sharply acrid smell and smoke, | kicked aside what remained of the doors and entered the church. |
didn't wait to seeif Goodfellow and Promise were behind me. Truthfully, it wouldn't have mattered either

way.

| holstered the gun and concentrated on the weapon in my other hand, Niko's katana. It knew me.
Inanimate object or nat, it knew me. | swung it double-handed and diced through the neck of thefirst
revenant with quicksiver ease. Another loathsome jumble of spidery arms and legs began to legp for me
only to reverse and tumble away at the Sight of the gateway at my back. "Auphe,” it hissed, crouching on
its haunches.

"Yeah," | snarled. "Auphe. Tdl dl your little friends.”

It recoiled and scuttled away. Too bad | hadn't been hauling my badge of dishonor around at the club. It
could've saved me some work. Several more revenants plunged from between the pews and followed
thefirst. The only illumination was candldight and it dappled the wet flesh asthey rippled out of sight. The
vodyanoi weren't o easily impressed. They dedlt very little with the dry world, rarely cregping from their
rivers. They had knowledge of the Auphe, but to them it was mostly rumors. Legends. It wasn't an
intimate acqua ntance.

Not yet.

They didn't have the spidery motion of the revenants. The vodyanoi flowed like the water that had
whelped them. They weren't fast, but there were enough of them that it didn't matter. And like their lost
and unlamented cousin, they were armed. Some with identical machetes, some swords... anything with
an edge. Ther crudely formed fingers weretoo largeto fit in the trigger guard of agun.

"What ashame you wasted dl your explosive rounds knocking on the door,” Goodfellow gritted at my
elbow.

"I didn't." | pulled out the gun and shoved it into his hand, and then followed it with abox of ammunition.
"It'ssghted for me. Aim afew inches high." Whirling, | shesthed Niko's sword in atiny black eye. The
vodyanoi bubbled acry of agony, athin, mucous scream. | withdrew the blade and hit the heavy rubber
of itschest with my shoulder. It fdl onto its back, where it thrashed wildly. Promise followed my example
and sent the one behind it down with aquarrdl through an inky orb. And then the one to the left and the
oneto theright. Her face atight ivory mask, shewas acold wind of destruction sweeping through the
place. And when sheran out of quarrels, she used her handsto pierce their eyes, and her teeth to peel
their thick flesh down to bone. An enraged vampire isn't something anyone would want to face, not even
avodyanoi.

| didn't stick around to see how the rest of the battle went. | didn't have the time, and Niko and George
didn't haveit either. Therewas no up in the church other than avaulted celling and the jigsaw puzzle of
darkened stained-glass windows. That |eft down. | ran through the milling vodyanoi, dodging and
parrying blades. | heard another of the shrill screamsin my wake and turned to see one sedl-blubber arm
diced off cleanly at the elbow. The stump was pumping blood, but the amputated section was gone. The
gateway, it had passed through the vodyanoi and gobbled the creature'sarm asit went.

It was bigger. Almost big enough for what | heard whispering on the other sde. Y eah, running out of
time—on dl fronts.

| found the stairsto the basement and was forced to sacrifice speed for stedlth. If he heard me coming,
Hob would be sure to rush through whatever twisted ceremony he was conducting. Or he might escape
as he had done before. Couldn't have that, the rage murmured in the back of my thoughts. Couldn't have
thet at al. My quiet care was successful. He didn't hear me.



| spotted Georgefirst. Her hands and feet tied, she was propped up against the wall. Her beautiful hair
was gone, leaving aclose cap of tight red waves. It made her eyes ook impossibly large, like those of a
child. Therewas acut on her upper arm, six incheslong and scabbed over. It was where he had cut her.
Him or Caeb—they might aswell have been the same. While I'd been on the phone, they had cut her to
give me adose of encouragement. God.

She saw me before Hob did. Not because she heard me or glimpsed me in the shadows. She saw me
because she knew | would be there. Her eyes were trained on the spot before | appeared. Luminous and
cdm, waiting and knowing.

Then | saw Niko. | should've seen him firgt. | think... | think | didn't want to. Hewasin chains,
suspended from an overhead beam, half-nude. His skin was more red than olive. The bastard had diced
him up like a Chrissmas goose. A circle nearly eight inchesin diameter had been cut into his chest. A
representation of the Caabassa, it ran with blood. My brother ran with blood.

Thewhispering behind me waslouder now. | could fed anumbing cold flowing from behind like an arctic
tide. | had minutes, maybe less.

My teeth bit savagely a my lower lip until I could taste the salt. He was bloody, but he wasn't d—wasn't
gone. The wound, athough gory, wasn't fatal. But from the contemplative expression on Hob'sface, it
was only the beginning. He stood before Niko, tapping the point of one of those goddamn poniards
againg hischin.

"Thisisthe only symbol required by the Cdabassa before sacrifice,” he said mockingly, "but I've dways

sad going the extramile never hurts"" He leaned closer and touched afinger to the blood winding its way
down Niko's abdomen. "I misspoke. It doesn't hurt me. Y ou, my filthy, inbred Rom trash, are adifferent
dory."

If he was standing that close to Niko, there had to be... yes, | saw it. My brother's feet were chained as
well, with the chain fastened securely to the floor. It was the only reason the puck'’s head was il
attached to his shoulders. Nik lifted hishead and said flatly, ™Y ou breed with yoursdlf, goat. | believe you
have the corner on inbreeding.”

"Who else would be worthy?' Hob had plainly learned to keep histemper over the innumerable years.
He rubbed the blood between his thumb and forefinger, then touched the circlet of meta resting on his
head. The Calabassa pulsed with light, white and hot, once, then subsided. Theillumination had passed
through Hob aswell. He had glowed, asif hewere glassand lit from within. "Ah, apparently it likesthe
way you taste. How fortuitous." He flipped the blade in his other hand up into the air. "And whenit's had
itsfill of you, I'll be ready for the sighted one." His gaze did toward George and her eyeswere aready on
hisin anticipation. Satisfied, he turned back and flipped the poniard one last time.

| cut himin midspin.

He saw me. Too late for him and too early for me.

He dithered to one side and my blade penetrated flesh only to bounce off a collarbone. Hob melted
away with a speed that fooled the eye. But | followed with a desperate speed of my own. | couldn't
protect both Niko and George unless | stayed with Hob, on Hob. Heignored the blood that stained an
unbuttoned white linen shirt asfine as anything Goodfellow owned, and spread his handsin welcome.

The poniard was a glittering punctuation. " Ah, the freak show can commence. The star performer ishere.
And he'slearned ashiny new trick."

The gateway was now centered in the room. It no longer trailed after me, but | could fed it turn with my



every movement—asunflower to the sun. Or more aptly aflytrap to mesat. "Not so new,” | said witha
fdse gretch of smile. "Not anymore.”

"Y ouwon't swing it wide, that gate," he countered scornfully. "I hear them, you know, your true family."
Hetilted hishead asif listening. "They're waiting and not very patiently. They would destroy everyonein
thisroom. Everyone."

Like Robin, hewas atalker. Tak. Tak. Thefury in me didn't want to talk. It wanted to kill. Luckily
enough, that'swhat | wanted aswell. | lunged at him as he was explaining what | would or wouldn't do.
Hewas better than | was; | knew that. He'd taken Niko. That made him just about better than anyone on
the planet. But there are things that can give you an edge in afight, thingsthat can at least get you into the
game. One of those—the best one, in fact—was no fear of degth.

| didn't want to die, but if 1 couldn't save Niko and George, | was dead anyway. If | saved them, | could
go without complaint. And pure, unadulterated rage helpsin that, blurring the survival ingtinct. It can
make you soppy, but it can aso help in certain Stuations.

The oneswhere you don't careif you walk away top thelist.

Hob caught the katana on his Spanish blade, twisted hiswrist so that | would hit the point of the poniard
if I didn't pull back. | didn't. The punch of metd tore through my hip, lodging in bone. | think it hurt. It
must've hurt. | didn't fed athing. | did ahalf turn, ripping the dagger from hishand. | then diced him
across the chest with Niko's sword. He was il too quick for it to be fatd, but it staggered him enough
that he retreated severd feet. | used my left hand to yank the poniard from my flesh and bone. "Lose
something?' | said with false sympathy.

"I have more, freak," he hissed, his hand disgppearing in his shirt to appear with another. "'l aways have
more."

The primeva-forest eyes, the tangled brown curls, the pae olive skin—he was aforce of nature. ..
deadly but stunning. Y ou could seein him that he might well be thefirst. Y ou could sense the age and the
cold-blooded gpathy that comes from knowing all things pass. All things but you.

Thistime he brought the fight to me. | blocked the one aimed at my heart, barely, and the one at my
neck, athough | felt thetug of anasty dice. Still no pain... liquid adrendine had taken the place of blood
inmy veinsand it blocked everything but the burn of single-minded purpose. | pressed in closeto him as
| blocked the return dash. This close the sword was no good, but | had the dagger in my other hand and
| rammed it into histhigh. | received something in return. | knew | would. Hewastoo skilled... It was
too bad for him that he vaued hislife so much. It wasredly holding him back.

Thistime| fdt the pain as ablade diced through my side, opening agaping gash. "I can do thisaslong as
it takes," he murmured with infinite boredom by my ear. "Piece by piece, strip by strip, I'll have you down
to dripping bones, and when I'm done draining your gifted girl, I'll beat her to death with what's | eft of
you."

Under his detachment, | heard something. A diver of agony, the smallest taste of feer, it wasthere.
"Beforethat, I'll throw it open.” | twisted the knifein histhigh and watched the cordsin his neck stand out
inpain."If were going to die anyway, I'm taking you with us, you son of abitch. I'll eventdl them you're
Goodfellow. They redly have ahard-on for him."

Abruptly, he pushed me away hard and | ssumbled backward. He followed me and took meto the
ground. Pressing the poniard against my neck until my head was hyperextended back, he wiped the
blood from my neck and raised his crimson hand high. Nothing happened. The Caabassaremained dull.



"See, freak? Do you see? The crown turns away from your polluted blood. How does it fed to have
proof you are the monster you always thought you were?"

He'd known Freud too, | guessed. And maybe at any other time it would've hit me hard. Right now, it
was just more meaningless blather from an asshole that was making himsdlf too damn hard to kill.
Fortunately for me, | wasn't going to do the killing. Not persondly. "I lied." As| grinned with teeth tasting
of my own blood, he leaned harder with the blade and | could fee more warmth well across my skin.
"You'reright. | wouldn't let them through.” A faint shimmer of uncertainty crossed aface that had known
nothing but triumph itsentirelong life. "But we can go to them.”

The blade pressed deeper for one brief moment before George's blow nearly took his head off. Hed
underestimated us, the Hob. Underestimated us all. | saw the six-foot-tall candlestick in her hands as she
swung. Her wrists were raw and weeping where she'd torn free of the ropes. She must've worked for
hours upon hours, but why not? She knew we were coming.

Theknife had flown from my throat and | was up and moving. Hob was on his knees, aready recovering
from the shocking wound that soaked his brown hair scarlet. But recovering wasn't recovered and | took
my chance. | hit him, wrapping my arms around him, just as he staggered to hisfeet. Face-to-face. Old
mongter to new. Off-balance for that split second, he wavered under me, then fell.

Through the door to hell.
Taking mewith him.

| expected it. It was aprice, ahigh one, but it was one | waswilling to pay. | imagined they cdled after
me, Niko and George, but | didn't hear them. It wasjust aswell. | didn't want them to hear me either.
Niko had heard me scream one too many timesin hislife.

Hob screamed too. In that place of tomb stench, frozen air, and a sky that pulsed like a cancer. Where
the whispers punctured eardrums and the molten eyes swallowed you whole. Where talons touched and
caressed asintimately as murder. He screamed and screamed. On and on, it seemed like forever, but it
couldn't have been. It couldn't have been more than one scream redlly or asmdll part of one. Because
then he was there and | was here and the gateway was gone. | was on the floor of the church basement
with Promisg's hands locked in my hair and Robin's clutching my clothes. They'd pulled me back. Asl
was closing therip, they yanked me back through.

"Youdidit on purpose.”" Goodfellow's voice was both awed and horrified. "Y ou opened the door to
Tumulusfor the sole intention of pushing him through.” He held me up in aitting position, but hiseyes
were locked on the empty air where the gateway had hung.

Thear here wasthicker and it took me amoment to reply. "I'm learning,” | finally said with bone-deep
weariness. And | waslearning. Fast. Motivation was one hell of ateacher. "Nik?'

"I have him." Promise's hands disappeared.

George'stook their place. She tackled me every bit aswildly as| had Hob, but with much kinder
intentions. Her hands threaded into my hair, then clagped behind my back as she squeezed me with a
strength you would never sugpect her smal frame held. Robin, who had been supporting me, melted
away and she rocked with me. "Hewaswrong,” she said fiercely, smudged and dirty face determined as
I'd ever seenit. And then she kissed me. There were no words for what it waslike, the living poetry of it.
Time changed with it too, asit had with the gate to Tumulus. But this change wasfar for the better. When
it was done, her hands framed my face and her voice, while soft, was every bit as determined as before.
"You're not afreak, Cdiban. You'realight, do you hear me? A light in the darkness."



Over two weeks sheld been his prisoner. Over two weeks gone from her family, gone from those who
loved her, and thiswas what she had to say. It was beyond humbling. | buried my facein the silk of her
neck and struggled to breathe air suddenly heavy and choking. And for thefirst timel held her. Arms
tight around awarmth I'd thought impossible for me. For thefirgt time...

Andthelast.

Chapter 21

The cops came.

Congdering al thenoisewed made ... I'd made... destroying the church doors, | wasn't much

surprised. They pulled up aswe rounded the far corner in the van. Flay had genuindly been prepared to
wait hisfifteen minutes, but we madeit out in just under ten. It had seemed longer. .. hours, weeks,
decades. The mind plays strange tricks under that kind of pressure. Thistime there was no opportunity to
burn the building as we had torched the cop car. The revenants had fled, but what the police would make
of hegps of dead vodyanoi was anyone's guess. | had the feding we wouldn't see anything about it in the
Times. Goodfellow had suggested aswed run out that we sprinkle them with sat and melt them like
garden dugs. If Hob had been the evil twin, Robin definitely didn't occupy position of the good onein
that dynamic. The annoying onewould be his highest achievement.

We made it back to the gpartment and watched from the curb as Flay and company took off in the van.
It was two blocks down and cornering when Robin remembered that it was his van and he'd been
screwed yet one moretime. LoJacked or not, he was never going to see that van again. He swalowed
his cursing, though, and helped us upstairs. By the time we passed through our door, Niko was wavering
and | was down. Wed both lost the kind of blood that would have even your most sedate iron-popping
vampire weeping at the waste. Unless that vampire was Promise. She hovered over Niko likea
moon-drenched guardian angel of the night. Her halo would be the mist-shrouded moon and instead of
harps there would be sobbing violins.,

Moon-drenched? Y eah, | wasout of it dl right. Loopy ashdll. Sobbing violins... Jesus.

As she supported him to his room, George and Robin carried meto mine. It was safe to say that unless
you were into the Capone look, our carpet was history, my mattressaswell. | ill bled, but it wasthe
doorway that had truly sapped me. The onethat | had opened inthe RV had lasted only seconds and it
had knocked meflat. The one I'd tailored for Hob I'd kept open for nearly ahalf hour. If I'd been aone,
| would've bled to death. Coma might've been too strong aword, but only just barely. There were hazy
images of George hel ping Goodfdlow roll me from side to Sdeto tightly wrap my numerous dashes. Her
hands were scratched and her nails broken from her captivity, but her touch was soft. Her eyes, warm
and wise, held mine aslong as | was conscious.

"I knew you'd come," shed whispered at my ear. "I didn't need to look. | knew."
| only wished I'd been so certain.



She was gone after that, replaced with a dreamless black night that cradled me for what seemed like an
eternity. Threedays... an eternity... isthere any red difference there? When | woke up, | waslying on
my side as someone stuffed something behind my back. | blinked in adeepy daze, but before| could
move | was rolled with expert efficiency to my other sde. | heard the familiar sound of snapping sheets
and | raised heavy lidsto find mysdf in the middle of abed change. Niko stuffed the bottom sheet under
the mattress, then pulled the top one along with ablanket over me. | turned over onto my back with the
creak and howl of protesting joints and muttered, "Y ou're so domestic.”

"When your roommate's sole hobby is cultivating bathroom fungus, you don't have much choice” He sat
on the edge of the bed with agtiffness an ordinary eye wouldn't have picked up on. My thoughts were
gill dow from deep, but | snagged at ahandful of his shirt and tugged. "Okay?"

His eyebrowslifted. "I'll have an interesting scar, to say the least, but I'm hedling. | do think you edged
ahead of mein number of stitches. That's quite the new fighting technique you demongtrated. What do
you cdl it again? Suicide?"

"Nah." | shook my head. "Not catchy enough. I'll think of something.” | ached dl over, especidly my sde
and the hip Hob had imbedded with stedl. The clock on the bedside table aswell asthe bright light
streaming through the blinds told me only that it was early afternoon, not whet day it was. "How long this
time?'

"Three days™"
Hdl. That explained the sheet change. | fdt the flush of heet in my face. "Damn, sorry."

The corners of hismouth lifted fleetingly. "1 wiped theinfamous Cd asswhen you were aninfant. | can
survive arepeat performance. Just, please, don't make ahabit of it."

The heat increased and | scowled. "I'll try and restrain mysdif.”

"Y ou dwayswere agood brother.” And then he smiled. Niko wasn't much for smiles. They
happened—don't get me wrong—hbut they were subtle. The faint curve of alip, the dy twitch of an
eyebrow. Sometimesit was reflected only in the amused turn of adry word. They weresmilesal the
same and you did have to watch for them more carefully, but they were there.

Thisonewas different. This one anyone could have seen. It was smadll, but plainly visble. Grave but
content. And it was hisway of saying the things that honestly didn't redly need to be said. | was still me,
gateway to hell and dl. He was still my brother and that was never going to change. My hand tightened
onthe cloth of hisshirt till clenched in my grip. Never.

"I'll get you some soup.” He waited patiently until | released him. " Georginahas been by severd timesa
day to st with you." As| tensed, he shook his head. "She'sfine. Truly. Whatever Hob's tastes, they
didn't runin her direction. Shewas mainly dirty and tired. He kept her fed and in good physical condition
for the Cdabassa. And apparently she and Say were together much of the time. Such a babysitting detall
isgood for occupying the mind. Sheiswhole and as shewas." It was along speech for Niko and |
appreciated it.

"Good." | coughed against the dryness of unbreachable deep, then cleared my throat. " Good to know."

It was. | couldn't see George as anything other than what she'd always been. People change. ..
sometimes, but it's usually not for the better. George was dready perfect within hersdlf. | didn't want to
see her dtered, withdrawn, suspicious, or uncertain. Shadowed. | didn't want her time with Hob to have
changed her. | didn't want anything to change her.



Not even me. Especidly not me.

"Shelll be back soon." As| started to Sit, he put a hand behind my shoulder and assisted me. "I'm not
sure she would leave our gpartment if her mother wasn't so indstent. Considering what her family's been
through, | can't blamethem.”

"Promise?’

"Left thismorning." He cupped the back of my neck before pressing aponytail holder into my hand.
"Chicken broth or potato barley?'

| grimaced and chose the lesser of two evils. "Potato.” Twenty minutes later and minty of breath, | wasin
the kitchen, wobbly but upright, and spooning down steaming soup. After haf of it and apiece of dry
toast, | felt steadier. And when there was aknock on the door | was recuperated enough to stand and
answer it mysdif. | opened it, knowing who was waiting on the other sde. Not knowing in the way that
George knew, but it was aknowing dl the same.

"Cdiban." She smiled brilliantly as she saw me. Feature by feature she wasn't perfect. Her eyesweretoo
large; her mouth was too wide. Her hair now so short made her appear childlike. It didn't matter. "Y ou're
awake." Her hand rested on my cheek in amove so familiar | knew she must've done it countlesstimes
as| dept. It was ahand still scratched, with nails short and cracked from her ordedl.

It hadn't been my fault that she'd been taken; | knew that now. Hob had been after her from the
beginning. We'd been swept up in that net with her. She wouldn't have blamed meif the Situation had
been reversed, and | didn't blame her. How could I? It wasn't her intention that atidal wave carry us
away. After dl, she hadn't looked... not at hersdf. That was George; that was her way. She was an
innocent who accepted the world with all itswonder and dl itsflaws.

| wasnt.

It hadn't been her fault we'd been pulled in over our heads. It would be mineif the same happened to her.
George had had one enemy... onewho coveted her. | didn't know the number of mine, but it wasfar in
excess of one.

Curiousas| continued to block the door in silence, shetipped her head back to study me more clearly.
"Cdiban?'

"Do you ever look, George?' | asked quietly, athough | knew she didn't. "Do you ever look at what
happensto us? To you and me?'

"No, that would be cheeting." There was an impishly gamineturn to her smile. That was George's
philasophy. Y ou took what life gave you and you loved it or you learned from it. Small things could be
gotten around—could be changed, but never the big ones. As she said, that would be chesting, and
George wasn't a chester.

| leaned toward her and kissed her softly. It was a suspended moment. It was the only moment. Then |
pulled back and touched her face as gently as she had touched mine. "I think you should look."

And | closed the door between us.
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